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Frontier Summoner


Chapter 1

The subway was crowded. Sweating commuters pushed together, most of them dreary-eyed and pale. Like me, they were not looking forward to another day at the office.

And many of them had worse jobs than I did. Ever since the Upheaval, when our dimension collided with the world of Tannoris, mankind had found itself in a new world. Cities and towns were still largely what they had been before the Upheaval, but the Wilds…

Well, the Wilds were exciting… An unexplored and new frontier. But they could also be dangerous.

The elves had helped humanity through the worst of it. They were natives of Tannoris and better suited to deal with its threats and the System that the collision had introduced. Together with the elves, mankind had reinforced our cities, making some look almost like medieval fortifications. We now shared those places with the elves.

It might sound exciting, but life had become much more boring. For our own safety, normal humans weren’t allowed to leave the settlements. The Coalition made sure that everyone was safe, even when ‘safe’ offered little excitement.

For me, that didn’t parse. I used to go out there, camp in the wilderness. I’d gone hunting a few times, fishing, and I loved hiking and discovering new trails. I didn’t mind a little adventure. I dreamed of the Wilds. I wanted to go back out there — be in nature and fend for myself. I wanted to make my own place away from the city.

Sure, cities were fun, especially if you were looking to party and meet a lot of people. But I had come to a mindset where I wanted to be out there. I wanted to carve out a little spot for myself. Maybe have a family — people to love and care for and spend my days with. In peace.

But for most humans, the options to go out there and chase the outdoorsman’s dream were limited. If the System hadn’t assigned you a Class, then you were vulnerable.

And I didn’t have a Class.

Unless you’d call ‘call center agent’ a Class. I worked as a helpdesk technician at a company downtown, and the job was painfully monotonous. Every day was the same — answering call after call about mundane computer issues and staring at my screen waiting for the clock to hit 5 pm. I longed for something more. In the past, my hiking and camping trips had brought excitement, but without a Class, I could no longer go out there.

An electric chime roused me from thought. The train arrived at my station, and I joined in the usual press of bodies to get off.

Unlike some of the ganglier office drones, my build made it relatively easy to push my way through the masses. Even as I did so, my eyes drifted to a man overseeing it all. Dressed in a medieval-looking breastplate, he wore a cape with the clenched fist logo of the Coalition. Something about him crackled with power, not in the least his purple-glowing eyes.

A Blade Warlock or a Tempest Mage, perhaps. Not impressive Classes, but certainly good enough to oversee daily routine in the city.

I had to admit to a little envy. Before the Upheaval, I could have gone toe-to-toe with most people. But now that the System had — seemingly at random — doled out Classes and I wasn’t among the lucky ones, the world had gotten smaller. And even though the Coalition was generally benevolent and not at all as autocratic or dystopian as some people would have thought they would be, I still had a feeling there was a whole world out there that I couldn’t experience because I had no Class.

I moved up the stairway, foregoing the crowded escalator, and emerged into the sunlight. So close to the edge of New Springfield, I could see the watchtowers rise over the office buildings here and there. I kept my chin up and joined the droves of people heading to their workplaces for the day.

When I got to the office, I immediately noticed something was different. Everyone was crowded into the meeting room, crammed together and murmuring with hushed voices. I squeezed in and saw the CEO standing at the front, solemnly looking over the crowd.

“I’m afraid I have some very bad news,” he announced gravely. “Due to financial difficulties, the company is declaring bankruptcy and ceasing operations effective immediately.”

Shocked silence reigned for a moment before everyone began yelling out questions and panicking all at once. I just stood there as the chaos erupted around me. Sure, I had the same questions as most of them did, but I didn’t feel the panic. I had always managed to pull through hard situations; I knew how to handle myself.

But I had to wonder — did my knowledge still apply in today’s world? After all, I was suddenly out of a job without any warning or safety net to fall back on. Living expenses in the well-protected town of New Springfield were high, and I wouldn’t be allowed to leave the town to simply get by on my own or move to a cheaper place.

“You can all report to the Coalition’s Labor Division,” the CEO said, making calming gestures. “We have reported the bankruptcy to the Coalition, and they will do their utmost to make sure that everyone is allocated to another job. You will not be left to fend for yourself.”

Screw that, part of me thought. It felt too much like being herded to a new place.

I turned away and left the room, even though the CEO was still going on. I wasn’t interested in any of this. I gathered my meager belongings from my desk into a cardboard box. This meant I’d have to start over completely — searching for a new job, figuring out my benefits situation, updating my resume. The tasks felt daunting, especially since I hadn’t been job hunting for years, but I would do it on my own.

I wasn’t going to get ‘allocated’ like I was just an asset that could be offloaded anywhere. In fact, with every passing second, I realized I was pretty much done with all this sheltered and shielded stuff. Maybe this was an opportunity to start afresh.

I shuffled out of the building that had been my workplace for three years. My emotions cycled between dread and excitement — the weirdest emotional cocktail I’d had in a long time. Normally fairly perceptive, I was almost too far gone to notice that a man in a suit and a long coat had been following me ever since I’d left the office.

Maybe even longer… He had his hood thrown back, and his face was familiar — like someone I’d seen before. As I walked on, I dug in my mind, soon enough realizing that the guy had been on my subway almost every day during the past week. He had stood out because something about the way he looked was impeccable — a little inappropriate for the subway.

Great. Now I was imagining people following me.

I decided to get a coffee and try to calm my nerves before figuring out what to do next.
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At the cafe, I sat staring vacantly out the window. It was hard to focus my mind on a single thing.

One moment, I saw myself rolling out of New Springfield’s gates in a rugged 4X4, a rifle wedged between me and the passenger seat, ready to carve out my own place in the world — Class or not — and screw the System. The next, I dwelled on the safer option to find another job. Maybe there would even be something a little more adventurous. I knew the Coalition sometimes used regular mortals for deliveries to outposts or needed us for engineering and construction work as they carved out a new place in the Wilds.

My future was now a big uncertain void, and I had no idea how to proceed. After about thirty minutes of spiraling, I was jolted out of my thoughts when an unfamiliar voice spoke.

“Rough day?”

From across the table, a familiar face looked up at me — the older man in the impeccable suit from the subway. I hadn’t even noticed him slip into the seat.

I cleared my throat, feeling my guard rise. “Hm,” I just hummed. I wanted to tell him to go; after all, it was pretty impolite to just take a seat at someone’s table, even in crowded New Springfield.

He chuckled wryly. “I can tell you had a rough day because you let your coffee get cold,” he said.

Then, he passed his gloved hand over it, and it immediately began wafting steam again, spreading the aroma of hot coffee.

A spellcaster.

I sat up, narrowing my eyes at him. “What do you want?” I asked, feeling the hairs on my forearms rise: a familiar sensation when magic was at work nearby.

The man noticed it since I had the sleeves of my shirt rolled up. The sight of my physical response to his spell seemed to please him, for a smile formed slowly before he fixed his steel-gray eyes on me again. But the light in them was not unkind. It was a little disarming.

“I don’t want anything,” he said. “I come to present you a business proposal.”

I eyed him warily. After the day I’d had, a sketchy job offer was the last thing I needed. But I was also in no position to be picky, and something about the man conveyed sincerity. “What kind of business?” I asked hesitantly.

“It’s quite simple really,” he said smoothly. “But I must ask that you promise secrecy before I explain further.”

I hesitated. This whole thing seemed weird, and I still half thought it was some kind of scam. But I found myself genuinely curious, and it wasn’t like I had better options. Plus, a promise of secrecy wasn’t that much.

“Alright, I promise I’ll keep whatever you tell me secret,” I conceded.

“Excellent!” He smiled and leaned forward. “Now, my name is Mr. Caldwell. I represent a group of investors looking to back promising individuals such as yourself…”

I raised an eyebrow. “Promising individuals?”

He nodded and jerked his head in the direction of my forearm. “Yes,” he said. “You’re sensitive to magic. You have potential. You could have a Class.”

At that, my heart jumped. I managed to conceal it, and I almost felt a little silly for having such an emotional response of child-like glee to the concept of acquiring a Class. In that moment, though, I realized that it was exactly what I had wanted for a long time.

I wanted agency, to be an actor. I wanted to forge my own path in my own way.

Could this man bestow it on me?

“Well Mr. Caldwell, you have my attention,” I said. “But I’ll still need to hear details about the actual work before I agree to anything further.”

He nodded. “Of course, of course!” He looked around to see if anyone was listening. The place was fairly crowded, and it was impossible to say how far our conversation carried. If he had secrets to dispense, this certainly wasn’t the right place.

“Mr. Wilson,” he began, giving me no chance to interrupt and ask how he knew my name. “Have you ever seen the view from the city walls of New Springfield?”


Chapter 2

Caldwell led me up a narrow staircase that wound its way up one of the watchtowers. It was quite the climb, and I couldn’t help but feel that Caldwell was testing me when he turned to ask if I was getting tired. I was fit and made it up easily, so I shook my head.

At the top, we stepped out onto a small observation platform. Caldwell gestured grandly at the landscape beyond the city walls. “Feast your eyes, my friend. The view up here is like nothing else.”

I moved to the railing and looked out. My breath caught in my throat.

Past the walls, the land stretched on for miles in every direction, undulating with hills and valleys, dotted with farms that exploited the fertile soil. But this was not the world I remembered from before the Upheaval.

Strange, vividly colored vegetation covered the landscape, so dense in places it looked almost jungle-like. In the distance, I could see a shimmering azure lake nestled between the hills. Wisps of rainbow-hued mist drifted here and there across the terrain. It was beautiful, yet profoundly alien.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” said Caldwell, joining me at the railing. “This is what we fight daily to reclaim and civilize. The Frontier Division’s great purpose.”

I nodded, still drinking it all in. “It’s incredible. And a little intimidating too, to be honest.” I chuckled ruefully. “Not sure I’d last ten minutes out there on my own.”

Caldwell smiled and put a hand on my shoulder. “With the proper training and tools, you’d be surprised what you can handle.”

I nodded, my eyes scouring the magical Wilds ahead.

“First,” Caldwell said, “let me explain a bit more about the Frontier Division. We’re an elite force of pioneers, scouts, and outriders. The Coalition tasks us with exploring and securing the Wilds beyond civilization.”

He gestured out at the landscape. “Lately, we’ve started an initiative to recruit regular folks, people like you, to join us as homesteaders. You’d live on your own plot of land near one of our outposts. Now and then, we’d ask the homesteaders to assist the Frontier Division — maybe scouting some magical anomalies or helping with other tasks,” he continued. “So you’d be kind of a freelancing member, contributing your skills while still being self-sufficient.”

Caldwell looked back at me. “Make sense so far?”

“Yeah, I think I’ve got the gist,” I replied with a nod. “You want to get more boots on the ground taming the Wilds, and homesteaders can be a big help with that.”

“Exactly. We provide basic combat and survival training, then set you up with your own plot of land near one of our outposts,” Caldwell said. “You’d be part of a community of like-minded pioneers working together to start a new life amidst the Wilds.”

It sounded daunting, yet exhilarating at the same time. Still, I furrowed my brow skeptically. My instinct was to accept his offer here and now, but I needed to temper my enthusiasm, to learn a little more before I’d take the offer.

“And the Coalition asks for nothing in return? All I have to do is uproot my life and risk it all in the wilderness?” I made it sound like a give, but I was honestly getting pretty excited.

Caldwell held up a hand. “Please, hear me out. Of course, it benefits the Coalition as well to have independent, self-sufficient settlements flourishing. But for you, it’s a chance at a new beginning. To have purpose.” He lowered his voice. “And yes, to gain a Class.”

My eyes widened at that. Caldwell grinned and continued. “We have an Awakening ritual. It’s intense, sometimes dangerous, but success means unlocking your inner power. If you have the spark, as I almost certainly know you do.”

My pulse quickened. This man was offering everything I’d secretly yearned for since the Upheaval. A chance to prove myself, to find my own goal and meaning. And to gain a Class, achieving the power and control that came with it.

I didn’t have to think about it very long — this was clearly the chance of a lifetime. “Alright, Mr. Caldwell, you’ve convinced me,” I said, meeting his eyes firmly. “I accept your offer.”

Caldwell beamed and vigorously shook my hand. “Excellent! We’ll begin preparations for the Awakening ritual at once. In the meantime, I have a homeland deed for you to review.” He handed me a scrollbound document. “Your new property lies just east of Gladdenfield Outpost, near a lovely spot by the Silverthread River.”

I scratched my chin thoughtfully. “I have a lot of questions about all this. What exactly will the training involve? How dangerous is this Awakening ritual? And what kinds of skills and equipment will I need to survive out there?”

Caldwell nodded. “Those are all excellent questions, Mr. Wilson. Let me address them one by one.”

He went on to answer my questions in great detail. The Awakening ritual did carry risks, he admitted, but their magicians took every precaution. As for skills, sharpshooting and scouting abilities would be particularly valuable on the frontier, but there were also more rustic skills like farming and hunting. However, since time was of the essence, they would assign me a partner who had experience and could give me pointers when necessary. We’d get started pretty fast that way. It helped that I already knew a lot from my own experience and interests.

I listened carefully, chiming in with a few more specific queries. Caldwell answered each one patiently, continuing to refer to me formally as “Mr. Wilson.”

After the third or fourth time, I chuckled and held up a hand. “Please, call me David.”

Caldwell looked a bit abashed, but then smiled back. “My apologies, David it is.” He went over some more details about the homesteader initiative, emphasizing the shared purpose I’d find with my fellow pioneers. We’d have to rely on each other a lot, and we’d be trading and working together often.

Eventually, we moved to discussing the Awakening. Caldwell explained it was an intense ritual using rare reagents and elven magic to unlock a person’s latent abilities. There were always risks involved, but his team had taken every precaution to minimize them.

When all my questions had been answered, at least for now, Caldwell led me back downstairs. We agreed to meet in two days, after I’d had a chance to tie up my affairs in the city and prepare for the new chapter ahead.

I emerged from the building feeling dizzy with possibilities. The Wilds called out to me now more than ever. Thanks to Caldwell and the Frontier Division, I finally had the chance to answer that call. My new life was just beginning.


Chapter 3

Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the stone chamber where the Awakening ritual would take place. Torches flickered from sconces along the walls, and arcane symbols were etched into the floor. At the far end stood an altar, with several robed figures gathered around it.

As I approached, the magicians turned to face me. Caldwell was among them, along with a couple of other human mages and three elven spellcasters. The one leading the ritual was a rather plain-looking elven woman, her mousy brown hair hanging lank over her shoulders. She regarded me with a bored, seen-it-all expression.

“Welcome, David,” she said tonelessly. “Please, stand in the circle and we will begin.” Her attitude reminded me of a surgeon before surgery — to the person undergoing the procedure, it was often a life-changing event; to the surgeon, it was just another day at the office.

I moved into the outlined circle at the center of the room. The magicians began chanting in a strange, lilting language I didn’t recognize. Caldwell lit incense at the four corners surrounding me, wafting trails of fragrant smoke into the air.

I glanced around warily. This was some serious magic they were invoking here. What if something went wrong? Still, I shook off my doubts. I had to stay calm and trust the process. Sheltered life in the city might be good for many, but it was driving me crazy. I needed freedom and purpose, even with the dangers. This ritual was the key.

The chanting grew louder as the magicians raised their arms. The circle beneath me began glowing faintly. At first, I felt nothing, but then a tingling sensation started spreading through my body. It grew steadily, soon becoming almost unbearably intense. I gritted my teeth, determined not to cry out.

Vivid images flashed through my mind — places and people I’d never seen before. Strange whispers echoed in my ears. The tingling gave way to searing pain, radiating to my very core. This was it, the Awakening was upon me! I fell to my knees, jaw clenched against the powers that roiled within.

And then, as suddenly as it began, the pain receded. Gasping, I lifted my head and blinked, trying to gauge if I felt different from before. I didn’t…

The magicians peered at me silently. Caldwell hurried over and helped me to my feet.

“Well done!” he said. “The ritual has awakened your inner gift. In the coming days, your Class will become clear.”

I nodded, exhilarated yet puzzled. I didn’t feel too different yet. “How will I know what Class I am?”

“Come, let’s discuss it over coffee,” Caldwell said, leading me from the ritual chamber.

In a lounge area, Caldwell poured us mugs of dark coffee from a thermos he requisitioned from a bar. Many others were taking a break here, all of them elves or humans in service of the Frontier Division. It felt strange to realize I was part of them now. As we drank, he explained more about Classes and their roles.

“Some common Classes are Riflemen — they need no further explanation, I think. Then there are Warriors who wade into melee battle and expert Archers who pick off foes from afar,” he said. “For spellcasters, Pyromancers control fire while Toxicologists concoct strange elixirs and lob them like grenades. We also see many Tempest Mages, who focus on lightning magic, and the hundreds of subtypes of Warlock, who are less useful as they often require aid from outside — such as from a demon or devil — to learn new spells.”

He took a sip of coffee before continuing. “The Frontier Division heavily favors Classes that focus on scouting, trading, crafting, and building. We are not combat-focused, although we can pull our weight when needed. What drew me to you was your affinity for magic combined with your personal experiences as an outdoorsman. The System…” He considered his words for a moment. “The System allots a Class based on the recipient’s preferences and a random chance factor. The combination of outdoorsmanship, survival skills, and the randomly allotted magical affinity that you have mean you might be a spellcaster with natural affinity.” He leaned forward, focusing his intense gaze on me. “That is rare and extremely valuable.”

“What kind of Classes are like that?” I asked.

“First and foremost, Druids,” he said. “Then there are Stormlords, Green Mages, and several more. Of course, there are also some exceedingly rare and valuable subclasses, like the Pioneer Elementalist, the Frontier Summoner, and the Outrider Magus. It is my personal hope that you are one of those.”

I nodded, fascinated. The possibilities seemed endless. Then, I looked back at him. “And you?”

“Magebreaker,” he said with a grin. “Basically a combat Class; I am strong against other mages. But I can also detect them.” He smiled. “That is how I found you. My Class allows me to be a talent scout of sorts.” He chuckled and shrugged. “I greatly prefer that over any military role. I like finding the right people and helping them along their path.”

Caldwell looked at me intently. “Keep an eye out for your interface appearing. It’s different for everyone, so pay close attention to your thoughts and instincts over the next few days.”

I made a mental note to stay alert for any changes or new sensations in my mind. According to Caldwell, that would signify my interface awakening.

As we finished our coffee, Caldwell stood and gripped my shoulder. “Go now, settle your affairs in the city,” he said. “Then return here in five days to begin your new life in earnest. I expect your Class will have revealed itself by then as well, and we can discuss its merits in more detail.”

I nodded, my excitement growing. In less than a week, I would embark on this new path. I had a lot to do to get ready. But soon I would be leaving sheltered city life behind for the wild frontier. And I couldn’t wait to get started.

“I’ll be back in five days,” I promised Caldwell. My great adventure was so close I could taste it. All that remained was letting go of the old me and uncovering and embracing the power within.
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Over the next few days, I busied myself tying up loose ends in the city before my departure. I gave notice at my apartment, donated or sold most of my belongings, and said goodbye to the few friends I had here. There weren’t many, and they weren’t very good friends to begin with. I had been a solitary figure mostly.

It would hurt the most to say goodbye to my grandparents, who had raised me from an early age, but I wouldn’t be able to see them in person, as they were still in Louisville’s well-protected ward. Travel — especially on such short notice — was difficult and expensive.

A phone call would have to do for now. And I made that call on the final day of my preparations. My grandparents — tech-savvy for their age — put me on speakerphone, and I announced to them that I was heading into the Wilds, that I would get a Class and become a homesteader, working alongside the Frontier Division. A silence followed, and it was grandpa who spoke first.

“Wish I could come with you, son,” he said. “You always were the adventuring type, just like your mom and dad.”

“Yes, you are,” Grandma agreed. I could hear the emotion in her voice, but she was happy for me. “You go and do it, son. You deserve it. Your grandfather and I have always known living in the protected wards wasn’t for you.”

Grandpa chuckled. “That’s right. You go out there and see the elves and the kin and live like your parents did.”

“Just don’t get lost like them,” Grandma put in, some grief edging her voice as painful memories returned.

I smiled, savoring how much they wanted me to be happy, even though I knew they would personally have wanted me to just stay in New Springfield where I was safe. That was love too; to let go when you know your loved one needs to strike out on their own.

“Thanks, Grandma and Grandpa,” I said. “I shouldn’t have to say it, because you already know it, but I love you guys.”

And I did. They could’ve tried to discourage me from the adventuring life and to sway me into staying in New Springfield. After all, they had lost their son and daughter-in-law to the dangers of the Wilds.

But they didn’t. They wanted me to find my own place, make my own way.

“Just… just try to be in touch when you can be, alright son?” Grandpa asked, his voice close to breaking.

“I will,” I said. “I promise.”

After that, we spoke a little more about the adventuring life, with my grandparents reminiscing about how dad had been when he was young. How, when the Upheaval had come, he had quickly chosen the adventuring life and how mom had joined him.

“They were fighters and explorers, son,” Grandpa said and chuckled. “Why, I couldn’t have stopped them if I’d wanted to.”

Grandma laughed and agreed. “It was their path.”

“And it’s yours too,” Grandpa said. “I felt it in my bones when I saw you growing up.”

I laughed, feeling warmth in my heart for them. “I’ll try to make them — and you — proud.”

“Oh son, we’re already proud of you,” Grandma said.

“Hm-hm,” Grandpa agreed. “We’re proud of you no matter what you do. And so are your parents — wherever they are now. We don’t care about how much you explore, how much money you make, or how many monsters you defeat. We just want you to pursue your own happiness and make your life into what you want it to be.”

I smiled. “I will,” I said. “I feel this is the right path.”

“Then it is,” Grandma said with that tone of voice she had that ended any discussion.

We talked for a while longer. But at long last, everything we could say had been said. I hoped that there would be ways to stay in touch in the Wilds, but I expected that the frontier would limit my options quite a bit. In the Wilds, where Tannoris and Earth had collided, the old Earth technology became unreliable and finicky, especially when it came to electronics. But I would try to keep my loved ones updated as best I could.
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By the final night, all my affairs were settled. My backpack and duffel bag contained everything I planned to bring with me into my new frontier life. It wasn’t much, but I hoped it would be enough.

Caldwell and I hadn’t discussed in great detail what the Frontier Division would provide for me, but I had to assume that it included most of the supplies I’d need to survive until I had my place — whatever and wherever that would be — set up. After all, the stores in New Springfield didn’t sell survival equipment anymore: there was simply no demand as everyone stayed in the city.

Sitting on my bed in the empty apartment, I felt a swirl of emotions. Excitement, nervousness, sadness about leaving this place I’d known for so long. But mostly eagerness for the unknown adventure ahead. Part of it felt impulsive. I had accepted the call to adventure on little more than a gut feeling, but I sensed that embracing it would do me well.

And somehow, it felt fitting. My parents had been explorers as well, with Classes of their own. Their fate was unknown — likely the Wilds had claimed them — but if so, they had fallen doing what they loved most, braving the wilderness.

I lay back, thoughts drifting. Would I really be able to survive out there? What if this Class powers thing didn’t work out? Doubt crept in, but I pushed it away. I had to have faith in myself. Caldwell had seen the magic in me; he would not be wrong.

And I had sensed it all my life. A feeling of destiny. Something greater was waiting for me.

Eventually I drifted off to sleep. My dreams were fragmented and confusing. I saw shimmering rivers cutting through vivid jungles, mist-shrouded mountains looming in the distance. Strange creatures moved through the landscapes — things both beautiful and terrifying.

I saw fields laden with harvests, smiling in the sun while the gentle lapping of rivers sounded in the background. Towns and outposts stood on crossroads along rutted frontier roads, where folks lived simple and honest. And there was adventure, for those who sought it. There were mysteries to uncover and secrets to learn.

I awoke with my heart pounding. Gray predawn light filtered through the window. The dreams had seemed so real. I knew they were a glimpse into the life that awaited me out there. A life of magic, adventure, and of making my own place in the world.

I smiled, ready to embrace it all. Rising, I quickly washed up and got dressed. I did a final check of my bags and then slung them over my shoulders. It was time.

I took one last look around the apartment that had been my home for years. It seemed small and confining now. With a nod of resolve, I turned and walked out the door for the final time.

At the Frontier Division’s facility, Caldwell greeted me warmly, waiting at the reception as if he knew the exact moment of my arrival. “David! Good to see you. How was your final week in the city?”

“Uneventful,” I replied. “I’m ready to get started on something much more exciting.”

Caldwell nodded knowingly. “I thought you’d say as much. And your Class?”

I shrugged, unable to hide my disappointment at not yet having had my Class revealed to me. “Nothing yet,” I said. “And my interface hasn’t activated either.”

He considered that for a moment, his steel eyes fixed on me. “Nothing whatsoever?” he asked.

“Well,” I said. “I did have a dream.”

Caldwell nodded, a small smile surfacing. “Ah,” he hummed. “Well, sometimes it takes longer for the Class to reveal itself. That is, in itself, not a bad thing at all. But dreams are often portents. They may offer insights on your emerging Class. Can you tell me some of the details?”

“Sure,” I said, and I described the vivid dreamscapes again — the fields, the rivers, the towns, and the hint of adventure.

Caldwell listened intently, brow furrowed in concentration. “The environments certainly match reports from our scouts about the central frontier regions,” he mused when I was finished. “And they match my own experiences as well. As for adventure, well, many roles are needed out there. But I do not believe that the dreams reveal anything I can unravel just yet.”

I nodded, feeling both excited and apprehensive about the mystery. “Do you think the dreams were a vision of what’s to come?”

“It’s possible,” Caldwell replied. “The Awakening can attune one’s mind to the energies of the Wilds. What you saw may have been glimpses of your destined path.”

That thought sent a thrill through me. I couldn’t wait to discover the role I had to play out there.

Caldwell went on to assure me there was no real cause for worry. My Class would reveal itself when the time was right. Patience and attentiveness were key.

“But first things first,” he said. “Today, you and I will venture out into the Wilds together. I will accompany you to Gladdenfield Outpost near the Silverthread River, where we will introduce you to the townsfolk you will deal with on a daily basis.”

I nodded enthusiastically. I was looking forward to it all, and the prospect that Caldwell himself would accompany me was a good one. I was beginning to like the old man in his impeccable suit with his polite mannerisms.

He grinned. “First, we will see about our transport. And I have a feeling you will like it…”


Chapter 4

Caldwell led me outside to a fenced-in area filled with rugged off-road vehicles. My eyes went wide at the sight. After years stuck in the city, part of me had started to think that cars like this no longer existed.

“Go ahead and take a look,” Caldwell said, gesturing to a Jeep Wrangler Rubicon emblazoned with the Coalition’s emblem on the doors. “This will be your ride out to the frontier, on loan from the Frontier Division as long as you’re working with us.”

I let out a low whistle as I walked around the muscular off-roader. “Now this takes me back,” I said with a grin. “My dad had one kinda like this when I was a kid. We used to go camping and fishing with it.”

Caldwell nodded. “A fine, reliable vehicle. The Rubicon trim is top of the line — reinforced suspension, upgraded axles, front and rear locking differentials.”

I nodded, impressed. “And I see you fitted it with woodland camouflage too. Smart thinking.”

Caldwell smiled. “Of course. Blending into the surroundings can be crucial out there.”

He tossed me the keys. “Why don’t you take a seat up front and get a feel for it?”

I hopped inside eagerly, taking in the leather seats and shiny dashboard instruments. Turning the key, the engine rumbled to life with a throaty purr.

“Feels good, doesn’t she?” Caldwell said. “Why don’t you take us on a little test drive?”

“Don’t mind if I do!” I put the camo Wrangler in gear and tooled around the obstacle course behind the motor pool. She was responsive and handled well, but I was so excited for the adventure that I would have beamed a smile even if I’d had to get out and push…

After parking, I hopped out, grinning from ear to ear. “This thing is amazing! I can’t wait to really open it up out in the wilderness.”

Caldwell nodded approvingly. “She’s all yours then. The Division wants our homesteaders to have dependable transportation for their work assisting our missions.”

I furrowed my brow skeptically. “Seems like an awful lot to entrust to someone you just met. Aren’t you worried I might just take off with this sweet ride and never look back?”

“Perhaps some might,” Caldwell conceded. “But I believe you’ll utilize our equipment responsibly.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. And don’t worry, I know contributing to the community is key to thriving out here. I intend to do my part.”

“Excellent. Now let’s go over the rest of your Coalition-issued equipment,” Caldwell said.

He led me to a storage room lined with shelves holding tools, survival gear, and more. “You’ll find axes, saws, shovels, and other implements here to establish your homestead.”

Next, he indicated bins loaded with packaged food. “These preserves and MREs will sustain you until you can harvest your own crops. If I may make a suggestion, I would try to procure fresh supplies from Gladdenfield Outpost before using the MREs. They are fine emergency rations, and the Wilds are very unpredictable. You never know when a natural or magical event will cut you off from civilization for a while.”

Finally, we came to a locked cage holding racks of firearms and ammunition. Caldwell passed me an unloaded semi-automatic rifle chambered in 5.56 NATO and a forty-five as a sidearm. “These are for protection,” he said. “Use them only when absolutely necessary.”

I nodded, carefully stowing everything in the Jeep’s cargo area. My pulse quickened, realizing how well supplied I was for the challenges ahead.

“Now, why don’t we load up your belongings and get underway?” Caldwell said.

After securing my meager personal bags, I gripped the wheel with eager anticipation as Caldwell settled into the passenger seat.

“Gladdenfield Outpost is located along the Silverthread River, about two hours in a general western direction from here,” he informed me, consulting a map. “I’ll navigate us there. It’s a safe drive, but the roads out there are in a poor state.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied. I shifted into four-wheel drive, and we rumbled toward the fortified gates of New Springfield.

As we approached the checkpoint, elf guards eyed us warily, rifles glinting in the sun. Beyond the massive walls, the world was untamed, full of both wonder and danger. But I was ready to leave the choking confines of the city behind. Out there, I could find purpose on my own terms.

With a nod to the guards, we passed through the gates onto the open dirt track. The wild frontier lay before us, strange and alluring. I took a deep breath, optimism rising in my chest.

The unknown called, and I would answer.

As New Springfield’s walls shrank behind us, the wild landscape opened up on all sides. Strange vegetation and soaring rock formations I’d only glimpsed from the city now surrounded us. I breathed deep the fresh air, savoring my freedom.

With my rugged new ride rumbling beneath me, the open frontier awaiting, I was feeling good and in control of my fate.


Chapter 5

As we drove over the rugged terrain, I gazed at the towering light brown trees, so much like the pictures of the great redwoods I had seen in some of the textbooks on old Earth flora and fauna. Strange flowers in vivid hues bloomed here and there amid the emerald grass.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Caldwell said. “When Tannoris merged with Earth, it created something entirely new. Not quite one world or the other anymore.”

I nodded, making sure to focus more on the rutted road than on the enchanting forest around us. It wasn’t easy.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said. “Well, not outside of picture books anyway.” The state of the Wilds was documented, and there were occasional documentaries and sensational movies about it. Most people in the safe towns took an interest. I suppose it was the same as people appreciating Westerns, space operas, or other entertainment that told of a time of a lawless frontier.

Still focused on the road, I asked a question that had been bothering me for years and that no one so far had produced a satisfactory answer to. “Does anyone know why the worlds merged in the first place?”

Caldwell shook his head. “No one knows for certain. The elves may possess more information, but they remain secretive as always.”

The answer was not as insightful as I had hoped. The Upheaval was a subject of great speculation, and many people expected the mysterious elves knew more about it. But if they did, they were keeping it to themselves.

He went on, “The kin believe it was the arrogance of the elves that brought about the Upheaval — the calamity that joined our realms.”

This sparked my curiosity to learn more. But Caldwell changed the subject to discuss the inhabitants of this land, almost as if he didn’t want to talk about it too much.

“You’ll find all manner of beasts out here. And of the sentient kin — well, there are catkin, foxkin, deerkin, and several more. The elves stand apart from the kin, and we do not categorize them as kin. It is the same with dwarves and kobolds, orcs and goblins. And, of course, there are many new species that arose after the Upheaval. Adaptations and hybrids we still struggle to catalog.”

I shook my head in wonder. “This is a lot to take in. What of the native sentient beings? The ‘kin’ you mentioned?” I had heard of them and knew they existed, but they were never seen in the secure cities and towns.

Caldwell nodded gravely. “Ah yes, many kin have made their own places in the merged worlds. They have changed and adapted. As denizens of the Wilds, they are often savage or uncivilized, but they are more adaptable. They are often insular but can be friendly. The Frontier Division cooperates with the more civilized kin a lot. Many of them are contractors and freelancers.”

I listened intently as he elaborated on the different groups. The diversity was astounding. Caldwell stressed the importance of being open-minded with the kin. Stereotyping would only breed resentment.

“Remember, to them, we humans are just as much outsiders and newcomers to this land,” he advised. “This is not just our Earth anymore. It is also their Tannoris; Cordial relations must be built over time. They have their own customs. For instance, foxkin and catkin do not shake hands like we do. To them, touching hands is very intimate — something reserved for spouses and lovers.”

That fascinated me, and I wanted to ask more, but we crested a hill, and an ominous vista opened up below, smothering my questions before I could ask them as I gawked at the display. A pyramidal structure with Gothic arches and buttresses rose from the valley floor. It sat on an island in the middle of a stream, with arched stone bridges, crumbling and battered, reaching to the structure from either shore.

“That is one of the Dungeons,” Caldwell commented. “Places of power, now home to all manner of fell creatures. Within are the secrets of the old elves of Tannoris — secrets even their own descendants have forgotten. But they are dangerous places.”

I stared at the foreboding building, imagination ignited. So much to uncover in this land. My heart was thumping at the thought of venturing into a place like that.

“In time, once you gain experience out here as a frontiersman, you may venture to some of these sites,” Caldwell offered. “Gladdenfield Outpost is relatively secure, so you can explore these threats at your own pace, or not at all if you wish.”

I nodded thoughtfully. The dangers here were real, yet exhilarating. With care and courage, I would find my path. Who knew what I would uncover? I shook my head in wonder, struggling to keep my eyes on the rutted road. This was all just amazing.

Smaller stone ruins dotted the rolling landscape as we pressed onward. Caldwell explained these were remnants of ancient Tannorian outposts.

“Few now remember their original purpose. But perhaps in time, their secrets will be revealed,” he mused.

I imagined myself one day exploring those age-worn structures, uncovering knowledge lost for eons. The scope of mysteries in this world kindled excitement and purpose within me.

And so we continued onward, the Jeep rumbling sturdily over the untamed earth. I kept scanning the unfamiliar terrain, wary yet eager to discover its many secrets. What role might I play in this tale between worlds? I was determined to find my place here — a place uniquely my own.

But first things first: I had to get my homestead.
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After two hours of driving, we crested a hill and Gladdenfield Outpost came into view below. It was a small medieval-looking settlement, with timber buildings and dirt roads enclosed by a tall palisade wall of sharpened logs. There couldn’t be more than fifty buildings within, offering a home to perhaps as many families.

As we approached, I could see elven guards with rifles patrolling the top of the wall. The main gates stood open, and a few traders were leading pack animals laden with goods in and out. Some of the creatures were strange and ostrich-like — beasts of burden the likes of which I had never seen before.

“Here we are, the central trading hub for the region,” Caldwell said. “You’ll be coming here often to resupply and socialize, though your homestead lies just outside.”

I nodded, taking in the rustic look of the place. It reminded me of historical dramas before the Upheaval or artists’ impressions of medieval villages in the Old World. It had a powerful charm with its muddy roads and cozy wooden buildings — something sincere and pure that New Springfield had been unable to offer.

We rumbled through the gates, which immediately swung shut behind us as the elven guards watched us with tight eyes. The buildings were rough-hewn but solid. Townsfolk eyed us curiously as we passed — mostly humans and elves, with no kin in sight right now, although Caldwell had assured me there were plenty of them in Gladdenfield.

At Caldwell’s instructions, I brought the Jeep to a halt in front of a large tavern bearing a sign reading ‘The Wild Outrider.’

“Let’s go inside — I believe your partner is waiting to meet you. Don’t worry about the vehicle and the supplies — people don’t steal around here.”

I followed him in, confused yet excited. Caldwell hadn’t mentioned meeting my guide here in town. “My partner?” I hummed, a half-question, but he heard me all the same.

He smiled and nodded. “I told you we would set you up with an experienced frontiersman. What better place to find one than the frontier?”

There was no arguing with that logic. I shrugged and followed him inside.

The tavern was dim but cozy, with timber walls and a crackling fireplace. Spicy aromas filled the air. Caldwell procured a table while I glanced around eagerly, having no idea who my mentor might be. There were a lot of people inside, and most faces and other features were concealed by the shadows. There were no electric lights — perhaps due to the disturbance in electronics that was the result of Tannoris’ magical energies?

Soon enough, Caldwell beckoned me to follow and sit with him. A barmaid brought us two mugs of frothy ale. I took a sip of the bitter yet refreshing drink.

“So tell me more about this settlement,” I said to Caldwell. “How long has it been established?”

“Ah, Gladdenfield is one of the Frontier Division’s oldest outposts,” he replied. “It was founded about 5 years after the Upheaval first merged our worlds. Back then it was just a tiny fort manned by a few intrepid Coalition members. But it’s grown into a thriving trade town. Others have grown much, much faster, but Gladdenfield is solid and reliable.”

I nodded along, intrigued by the history. “And who lives here now besides the elven guards?”

“Well, there are the human traders and craftsmen of course — blacksmiths, carpenters, leatherworkers and the like,” Caldwell explained. “Plus elf merchants who bring goods to and from the cities and safe Coalition settlements to trade. The occasional dwarven prospector passes through too, seeking new mineral deposits in the hills.”

“It seems like a real melting pot,” I observed.

“That it is,” agreed Caldwell. “You’ll find all types gathering here from the surrounding region. It makes for a lively community.”

I smiled. “That sounds up my alley. I can’t wait to meet more of the locals and really get to know the place.”

Caldwell returned my smile. “I’m glad to hear your enthusiasm. Now, in terms of the landscape, the area provides opportunities but also hazards.”

I leaned forward, wanting to understand the terrain.

“To the north lie the Shimmering Peaks,” Caldwell went on, “named for their iridescent mineral deposits. The mountains are rich in ores but also home to unruly bands of kobolds and goblins.”

I furrowed my brow. “Good to know. I’ll be sure to avoid wandering that direction.”

“Indeed,” said Caldwell. “To the west, the Wyvern Wood is thick with valuable timber but teeming with, well, wyverns.” He grinned. “The name quite gives it away. Oh, and not to mention giant spiders.”

“Spiders,” I muttered. “I take it the Frontier Division is still working to make that area safer?”

“We do our best to curb the more dangerous beasts, but threats remain,” Caldwell conceded. “Southwards you’ll find verdant farmland and grazing pastures along the Silverthread River where your homestead lies. That region is more secure, if still untamed.”

I felt relief hearing my lands were in the safer zone. “And the east?” I inquired. “The forest we just passed through?”

“Springfield Forest,” explained Caldwell. “While relatively safe, it is home to at least three Dungeons and several ancient elven ruins. Those places are best avoided at low levels — especially since your Class hasn’t awakened yet.”

My mind swirled with thoughts of discovering those forgotten ruins. But I knew such exploration would need to wait until I had much more experience in these parts.

“I’ll be sure to thoroughly explore the safer areas before venturing anywhere too hazardous,” I assured Caldwell.

He nodded approvingly and took another long draught of his ale. I followed suit, feeling the strong drink warm my belly.

Then, Caldwell stood abruptly. “Now… Let’s go meet your partner, shall we?”


Chapter 6

My pulse quickened as I followed Caldwell to a table in the back corner. A lone figure sat with their back to us. Before we reached the figure, the enticing aroma of lavender met me. It was subtle but powerful enough to trump the scents of ale and sweat of those drinking in the tavern.

It was fresh and full, something I would want around me. A scent I could truly get used to, and I felt myself almost distracted from this important meeting, wondering where the scent came from.

But as the mysterious figure stood and turned, I was brought back into the here and now. My eyes went wide, and I did my best not to stare.

She was a foxkin — slender but curvy in the right places, with pointed vulpine ears and a gorgeous foxtail swishing behind her. Flowing black hair framed her delicate features, turning to fur with white highlights around and on her fox ears. Striking sapphire eyes locked intensely onto mine. There was an edge of the wild there — something untamed and free and unlike anything I had ever seen in my days.

She was mesmerizing.

“David, meet Diane Whikksie, your partner,” Caldwell said.

Diane smiled, flashing dainty fangs. Her melodic voice sent a tingle through me. It had a slight hoarse quality that resonated in my soul. “Hello, David,” she said in an accent that seemed almost French. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

‘Daveed,’ she made of my name… And it sounded like music to my ears.

I gave her a smile and a nod. It wasn’t easy keeping my cool and not staring at her perfect figure wrapped in a beautiful loose shirt, tied at the waist, and offering me a fair sight of her ample bosom, but I managed somehow. The fox ears though, made me do a double take, and she noticed, signaling so with a slight smile.

The truth was, I liked those ears. I liked them a lot.

“The pleasure is mine, Miss Whikksie,” I said, satisfied with how cool my voice sounded.

“Please,” she said. “Come sit.”

She extended a hand toward a seat, and a momentary misunderstanding was all it took.

On a whim, I stepped forward and extended my hand to shake hers, taking her gesture to sit down as an invitation to shake hands — a pretty common way for strangers to introduce themselves.

Of course, I had forgotten all about what Caldwell had said before we arrived in Gladdenfield Outpost, although the words now reverberated in my mind as if he was shouting them at me through a bullhorn.

“For instance,” he had said, “foxkin and catkin do not shake hands like we do. To them, touching hands is very intimate — something reserved for spouses and lovers.”

Oops.

It was too late. I gripped her hand. Her touch was electric; her blazing blue eyes widened, almond-shaped in all their natural beauty, as her plump lips pouted a little.

The tavern around us seemed to grow quiet. Several faces looked up — other foxkin and catkin among them, and by the sparks in their eyes, I could tell this was going to be a very juicy piece of Gladdenfield gossip.

Great. I was already making a name for myself.

The moment lingered. My eyes on hers. She didn’t seem… well, unhappy. She seemed stricken, but I knew women well enough to discern that she did not resent my touch. Still, I knew nothing about foxkin culture. It could go anywhere from here; she might even challenge me to a duel or something! I had no idea.

Instead, she smiled. Next to me and one step behind me, Caldwell cleared his throat.

“You don’t waste time, do you, David?” she hummed in that delicious accent, her voice going straight down my spine and to my nether regions.

“I, uh…”

“Ahem,” Caldwell interjected, and his voice severed the connection — for the moment. Our hands untangled, and mine fell to my side.

“David is from the city, of course,” Caldwell explained. “I should have reminded him… He, uh… He does not know the customs.”

“Indeed,” Diane purred, her eyes still on me before giving a light chuckle. “Well, come sit. And please, call me Diane.”

I kept my composure and sat down next to Caldwell and opposite of Diane, whose eyes never left me, twinkling with some spark of entertainment. This was going great; day one at the frontier, and I had already proposed or something to a foxkin…
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I cleared my throat, trying to shake off my little cultural faux pas. “So, what’s the plan from here? I’m eager to get started on this homesteading adventure.”

Diane smiled, seemingly willing to overlook my unintentional proposal. “Of course. Let me give you a brief overview of how this will work.” She unfurled a map across the tabletop, using empty tankards to weigh down the corners.

Leaning forward, I could make out the winding blue line of the Silverthread River, with small homestead plots marked out along its banks. Diane pointed to one near a bend in the river.

“This parcel will be your land. A sturdy log cabin is already constructed, with plots for farming and pasture.”

I nodded, picturing myself living in that hand-hewn cabin. It would be rustic for sure but felt right for this untamed land.

Diane went on. “As your partner, I’ll be staying with you at the cabin until you get your bearings and feel settled.”

I felt a simmering excitement at the thought of Diane staying with me. There was clearly chemistry between us, though we’d only just met. Having her beautiful face be the first thing I saw each morning would make this strange new world a lot less intimidating.

Caldwell added, “And I’ll be checking in from time to time to monitor your progress. However, business elsewhere may make my visits few and far between.”

I smiled. “That’s very reassuring. I appreciate you both looking out for me as the new guy around here.”

Caldwell nodded. “Of course. It is our duty to aid those bold enough to venture forth and tame the Wilds.”

“That makes sense,” I agreed. “I imagine dangerous creatures are plentiful.”

Diane nodded. “More than I can count, and new ones appearing constantly. So don’t go charging into battle just yet.”

“Noted,” I said. “I’ll focus on getting my bearings first.”

“A wise approach,” said Caldwell. “In time, the Frontier Division may request your assistance with certain tasks to help keep the land around Gladdenfield Outpost safe. Scouting missions and such. Although we will make no such requests until we believe you are ready.”

I nodded thoughtfully, excited by the prospects. “I’m happy to help in whatever way I can.”

We discussed logistics a while longer, with Diane and Caldwell both offering helpful advice about the area. I was starting to feel well prepared for the challenges ahead thanks to their guidance.

When it seemed I had a solid understanding of my role, Caldwell stood up from the table. “Well, I’ll leave you two to get better acquainted. Please, eat and drink your fill — it’s on the Frontier Division tonight.”

I stood as well to shake Caldwell’s hand. “Thank you again for everything. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around Gladdenfield soon.”

“Indeed you shall,” Caldwell said warmly. He gave Diane a paternal smile. “Take good care of our promising new frontiersman.”

“I will, don’t you worry,” Diane assured him.

With that, Caldwell took his leave, exiting the tavern and leaving Diane and I alone at the table together. I sat back down slowly.

Diane met my eyes with a playful smile. “Well now, shall we order some food? You must be hungry after the long journey here.”

“Starving,” I admitted, settling in across from her. The tavern was cozy and full of life around us, but in that moment all I could focus on was her captivating face in the flickering firelight.

Diane waved the barmaid over and began listing off dishes and drinks for us to sample. I didn’t have much frame of reference, but everything sounded delicious.

As we waited for our food, Diane and I fell into easy conversation. With her, this strange new world already felt a little less daunting. I had a sense this was the beginning of something exciting.


Chapter 7

The food arrived shortly, and the aromas made my mouth water. There were meat pies with flaky golden crusts, bowls of hearty vegetable stew, and baskets of freshly baked bread. Two frothy mugs of ale accompanied our feast.

“Dig in!” Diane urged with an enthusiastic sweep of her hand.

I needed no further convincing. The journey had left me ravenous, and everything looked incredible. I tried a bit of everything, savoring the rich and hearty flavors.

“This is amazing,” I mumbled through a mouthful of stew-soaked bread.

Diane smiled, looking pleased. “So glad you’re enjoying it! The cook here, Darny’s wife, is excellent. We’ll have to come back often so I can show you all my favorite dishes.”

I washed the food down with a swig of ale and grinned. “I like the sound of that,” I said. “So, what do you eat around here most of the time?”

She laughed, and I loved the way it made her fox ears stand upright. I could get used to that laugh. “Well,” she began, “we mostly eat whatever we can get!”

I joined her laughter as I took another bite from the meat pie, savoring the taste. “I doubt that,” I said, “this pie tastes like heaven. If Gladdenfield Outpost has ingredients like this at its disposal, I doubt anyone out here is subsisting on grubs and leaves.”

She grinned, looking down at her plate a little bashfully. “You’re right,” she said. “Our people have it good here, but we remember the older days.” At that, her expression turned a little more sorrowful. There was a story there, so much was certain.

However, by the way she closed up a little, I expected it was not an easy topic to discuss for her. No doubt, there would be more such sensitivities for me to navigate if I wanted to get to know her better. I decided to let it rest for now, even though I wanted to know more about her. We had only just met, after all, and I did not want her to be uncomfortable.

We ate companionably for a few minutes. Conversation revolved mainly around the meal and the ingredients, and it was casual and relaxed. I was struck by how comfortable and natural it felt, even though we’d only just met.

Diane had a warmth that made me feel instantly at ease.

As I sampled more dishes, I noticed Diane seemed to favor the meat pies. She delicately picked the flaky crust apart with her fork to get at the contents.

There was something overwhelmingly cute about the way she delighted in the taste. When she caught me looking, she flashed a smile, her cute canines on full display.

“I take it foxkin are big on meat?” I guessed with a smile.

Diane’s eyes glinted. “Very, very much so! Yes, meat is a staple of our diet. The forests provide plentiful game, so we’ve never lacked for it.”

I leaned forward, curious to learn more about her kind. “What else can you tell me about foxkin? I’ll admit I don’t know much yet.”

Diane tipped her head thoughtfully. “Well, others say we are known for our curiosity and cleverness. Foxkin enjoy learning, exploring, solving puzzles. We hunt a lot, but we are better trappers than we are at shooting game.” Her eyes twinkled. “And we like to play a trick every now and then.”

I chuckled. “Duly noted.”

She went on, “We also have very strong senses of smell and hearing. Our night vision is excellent as well. All in all, we are better suited to the woods and the Wilds than, say, humans or even elves.”

With that, she gave me a look that seemed to contain something of a challenge, and I understood from it that she was eager to see how I would do. I expected that, to her kind, skills of outdoor survival were important. They probably gauged an individual’s worth by their ability to survive.

Maybe they even assessed potential mates on that metric…

That stray thought sent a little jolt down my body, and I knew I was already on that course. I wanted to get to know her better, though, and I would prove to her that my outdoorsmanship was fine — better than that of most. I was probably not at foxkin levels yet, but I certainly wasn’t a pushover.

As my mind refocused, Diane elaborated on foxkin history and culture as we ate. I hung on her every word, captivated by her musical voice and lively storytelling. “The foxkin originally lived only in Tannoris before the Upheaval merged our worlds,” she explained between bites of stew. “We made our homes in the forests there.”

“Fascinating,” I remarked. “So your people came here to Earth along with the elves and the other kin?”

Diane nodded, taking a sip of ale. “Yes, some of us ventured through the portals and rifts that opened up. We were curious about this new land. And Tannoris was dying, so we couldn’t stay.”

“That makes sense. And it seems like your kind has adapted well to life here?”

“Oh yes, quite well,” said Diane. “Your forests are actually very similar to those in Tannoris. Plenty of good hunting and foraging.”

I leaned forward, eager to learn more about her culture. “And what of your dwellings? Did you build new settlements here or continue as nomads?”

Diane chuckled. “We foxkin are wanderers at heart. We don’t care much for staying in one place.”

“So you don’t build permanent houses and villages?” I asked.

“No, not usually,” she replied. “In our culture, living in a fixed house is seen as something only the wealthy and eccentric do. For most foxkin, we follow the seasonal migration of prey and make temporary shelters along the way.”

I shook my head in amazement. “Incredible. I can’t imagine living such a nomadic life, but it clearly suits your kind perfectly.”

Diane smiled, tail swishing proudly. “It is in our blood. We are born to roam and explore. Though…” She gave me a coy glance. “Having a family might make settling down tempting.”

I smiled and nodded, knowing what she meant. Before the Upheaval, I had been a little of a roamer myself. And I, too, longed for a place of my own and a family of my own now.

As the food was cleared away by the serving girl, we moved closer together, leaning in over the table. There was a natural draw to each other as I leaned in, fascinated, and she did the same, enthusiastic to teach me more about her ways.

“I think a great occasion to learn more about our kind are the Hunters’ Festivals we hold. They are aligned with… well, they used to be aligned with the seasons, but those were different on Tannoris. The festivals we’ve held here are usually when the moon gives more light for the night.”

“Full moon?” I asked.

She nodded enthusiastically, one of her pretty locks slipping astray and framing her beautiful face. “Yes,” she said. “The full moon.”

“It all sounds wonderful,” I said sincerely. “I’d love to take part someday, if I could be so honored.”

Diane smiled softly. “Any friend of the foxkin is welcome at our gatherings.”

I returned her smile, feeling a newfound kinship with this mesmerizing woman. As we lingered over the last dregs of ale, our eyes locked. An unspoken connection hummed between us.

At last, Diane smiled broadly at me. “Well, we should make our way to your homestead before dark. The woods around Gladdenfield are generally safe. Trouble won’t find you unless you go looking for it. But it’s much harder to navigate at night, and we shouldn’t take the risk just yet.”

I nodded, disappointed for a moment that this fun… well, date… was coming to an end. But then again, I was very excited to see my new place. “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go have a look!”

She grinned. “Caldwell will settle the tab. Let’s go!”


Chapter 8

Diane and I stepped outside the tavern into the mellow evening light. The sun was just about to touch the western horizon, which I could discern by the warm golden glow it cast over the landscape.

“What a lovely evening,” Diane remarked, tail swishing contentedly as she turned her face to the fading sunlight.

“It really is beautiful,” I agreed, admiring the way the light softened Diane’s features. The softer light brought an exquisite glow to her enchantingly black hair. The way her cute fox ears perked upright had me mesmerized.

She turned to me and smiled, her sapphire eyes ablaze in the evening light. A silent moment passed, and it was far from uncomfortable. “Where is your vehicle?” she finally asked, fidgeting with the rebellious lock of black hair that had slipped free during dinner.

“This way,” I said, gesturing in the direction where Caldwell and I had parked.

As we turned, I wondered for a moment how he would return to New Springfield if he’d left the vehicle with me. Then again, he probably had a few ways to move around, seeing as the Frontier Division was so closely tied to Gladdenfield Outpost.

We strolled unhurriedly, neither eager for the evening to end. The village was winding down from the day’s bustle, a few merchants packing up their stalls for the night. Some curious eyes fixed on us as we walked along, and several of the merchants and townsfolk greeted Diane with a hint of reverence in their voices. By the looks and sounds of it, she was a well-known and respected figure in town.

“Thanks for sharing so much about the foxkin at dinner,” I said as we walked together in the waning sunlight. “I was fascinated hearing all the stories and traditions.”

Diane smiled. “I’m glad you found it interesting. We don’t often get a chance to share our culture. I don’t speak with many people, to be honest, and those I do speak with are usually accustomed to living in the Wilds. They already know much about us.”

I nodded. “Well, if there’s anything else you want to tell me, please do. I can’t seem to get enough.”

“Hmm, let me think…” Diane trailed off, tail swishing pensively. The fading sunlight brought out glints of white highlights around her fuzzy black ears, and she pouted a little as she thought.

At last she continued. “One thing that’s central in foxkin society is our dens. They’re our sanctuaries, our comfort.”

“But I thought you were nomadic?” I said.

She grinned and nodded. “I see you’ve been paying attention! Very good. Yes, we are nomadic, but when the…” she blushed for a moment and turned her eyes to the packed dirt road. “When breeding time comes around, we make a den for the little ones and for those in the family who are pregnant.”

“Are the women in the family usually pregnant at the same time?” I asked, trying to work things out in my mind.

She smiled sideways at me, dodging a heap of some pack animal’s droppings. “Oh no, you misunderstand. Our families are big. Only a few foxkin are born male, and they usually take multiple wives. Our families are called packs.”

I nodded. “Like the elves?”

“Indeed.”

It had been one of the many cultural gaps between humankind and the elves that the Coalition had tried to smooth over. With elves, there was a similar ratio of girls to boys born as with humans. However, most males had very little… well, interest in the activities that resulted in children. They mated once every twenty to fifty years. As such, it was common for multiple women to flock to the rare males with an increased drive and who mated more often. The remainder of the males largely abstained.

One of the first things the Coalition had pushed for was official recognition of what was now called ‘the Elven Marriage,’ which was concluded between a man and multiple women. Once legalized, it had only taken a few months for the first human males to take multiple wives, although it was still much less common among humans.

“However, unlike the elves,” Diane continued, “with us foxkin, the necessity comes from lack of males. Not from… inactive males.”

I chuckled at that. I had not yet seen an elven woman who was ugly, but the vast majority of them were very plain. It was strange since humanity had an idealized picture of elves as beautiful and ethereal creatures, often inspired by fantasy fiction. In truth, while they were never ugly, there was almost nothing remarkable about them, and they seemed… well, dull.

But there were exceptions. And when an elf was beautiful, she was beautiful. And I mean hauntingly, absorbingly beautiful. Unfortunately, the beautiful ones were usually very aloof and icy.

“Anyway,” Diane said, “we make dens when the mating time comes around. They are temporary, of course — meant to be a safe haven for mothers and children until the pack can move on again.”

I tried to picture it. “So you decorate those dens in certain ways?”

“Oh yes,” said Diane. “With soft bedding, natural objects like stones and feathers. Things that remind us of the forest.”

Her description made me smile. “That sounds really cozy.”

Diane chuckled, her sapphire eyes acquiring a faraway look as she thought back on the dens she had seen in her life. “The dens are private places, for family and mates. They are one of the few places where we are truly very safe.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “I appreciate you explaining your customs. Learning more about them is interesting, but also useful to me.”

Diane smiled warmly. “I know. That’s why I don’t mind your questions.” She gave me a coy look. “Even the personal ones.”

I laughed, feeling suddenly bashful. We walked in comfortable silence as the sun sank lower in the painted sky.

Diane broke the quiet. “I’m glad Caldwell assigned me as your partner. I think we’ll work well together.”

“Me too,” I agreed. “You’re already an amazing guide to frontier life.”

Diane playfully bumped my shoulder with hers. “Just imagine the adventures we’ll have!”

I grinned at the thought. Diane’s spirit was infectious. As we neared the vehicle, I felt truly optimistic. Out here with Diane, the world seemed full of possibilities.
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We reached the rugged Jeep, and I held the passenger door open for Diane. She smiled as she hopped in, tail swishing against the seat.

I walked around and slid into the driver’s seat, turning the key in the ignition. The engine rumbled to life, and I pulled out onto the dirt track leading south out of Gladdenfield Outpost. Soon enough, the surrounding forest had swallowed up the sight of the charming little frontier outpost.

“Your homestead’s about twenty minutes southwest,” Diane informed me. “Just follow the Silverthread River till you see the old lightning-struck cottonwood on the right bank. There, we take a narrow ribbon of a road, and the going will be a little slower. Your cabin’s a quarter mile beyond that.”

“Got it, thanks,” I said, scanning the landscape ahead. The last warm light of sunset painted the wild hills and forests in amber hues. Birds wheeled overhead, their calls echoing among the trees. This was truly out there — nature, the wild. Excitement brimmed in my very soul, and I took a deep, happy breath as I handled the Jeep.

I stole glances at Diane as I drove. The fading light illuminated her elegant profile. Sensing my look, she turned and flashed a fanged smile.

“Excited to see your new home?” she asked.

“Very much so,” I replied. “Still haven’t wrapped my head around the fact that I own property out here now. Feels surreal after a lifetime in the city.”

Diane nodded knowingly. “It’s a big change for sure. But I think frontier living will suit you.”

I certainly hoped so. This new path still felt impulsive, but my gut said it was right. And having Diane’s guidance and company soothed any doubts.

The terrain grew rougher, the track meandering down ridges and gullies. I shifted into four-wheel-drive and picked my way carefully around rocks and ruts.

“You’re a natural at this,” Diane remarked as I maneuvered a tricky descent.

“Just don’t look in the back,” I joked. “Pretty sure everything’s bouncing around back there.”

Diane laughed, her ears perking up amusedly. The sound sent a pleasant tingle through me. Making her laugh felt like a goal in its own right.

“So,” I said, eager to learn more about the foxkin. “Your people — do they drive?”

She nodded. “Some of us do. There were no cars or even combustion engines on Tannoris. I think the physics just… worked differently?” She shrugged. “I don’t know how else to explain it.”

I nodded. “It makes sense,” I said. “After all, we see electronics failing in the Wilds as well. It might not be physics as much as it is some kind of magical interference. After all, we didn’t have magic — insofar as I’m aware — on Earth before the Upheaval.”

“That could be it,” she agreed. “And maybe the Upheaval kind of watered down the magic so that some of your technology now works?”

“Maybe,” I said, smiling at how eagerly she engaged in the conjecture. She was curious like she said, and I felt that was a good trait.

Before long, the shriveled lightning-struck cottonwood Diane mentioned came into view, lit up by the headlights.

“There’s your marker,” Diane said. “Head right at the next trail junction.”

I followed her direction, spotting a small path cutting off the main track. It led through a wooded valley by the glinting river. It was a rough road, and I was grateful for the Jeep’s excellent handling.

“Almost there,” Diane told me with an encouraging smile. She seemed nearly as excited as I was.

The trail ended at a clearing on the riverbank. Nestled against the flowing water was a cozy hand-hewn log cabin. Two small plots, one for farming and one for pasture, flanked the rustic dwelling. They needed some work to be properly cleared, but I could see someone had been here recently to make the place a little more ready for me.

I parked and stepped out, gazing at my new home in awe. It was perfect — exactly the kind of idyllic retreat I’d dreamed of finding out here.

Diane joined me, looking pleased by my reaction. “What do you think? Does it meet your expectations?”

“It exceeds them,” I said sincerely. “This is incredible. It’s secluded, but not too remote. And the scenery is beyond words.” I turned to Diane, a jolt of excitement passing through me as she slipped her hand into mine, giving it a warm squeeze. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“Of course!” Diane replied, smiling back brightly. “I’m so glad you like it. Now come on, let me give you the tour!”

Still hand-in-hand, she pulled me eagerly toward the front door. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and it took me a moment to realize that the holding of hands — which in this situation would have been a gesture of intimacy by human standards as well — was very intimate to the fox girl.

She seemed to realize it at the same time and drew her hand back, her cheeks turning a deep crimson. I smiled at that but decided to say nothing for the moment.

We entered the cabin together, and I used the electric torch provided by Caldwell until Diane had found an oil lamp and lit it. In the expanding glow, I found that the interior was rustic but cozy and well-equipped with furniture.

Diane showed me where everything was located, from the empty pantry to the woodpile for the stove and fireplace.

I felt right at home. With Diane as my partner, this unfamiliar world no longer seemed so daunting. I knew this was where I was meant to be.


Chapter 9

Before we did anything else, Diane and I thoroughly explored the cozy cabin. It was small and rustic, but what space it had was used efficiently. Upon entering the cabin, there was a small mudroom with a few built-in cabinets.

Next came the living room with the fireplace and the adjoining little kitchen. The only furniture in the living room was a simple but sturdy dining table with a few chairs. The kitchen featured wooden counters and a cast iron stove that connected to the stone chimney. A hatch in the floor led to a simple cellar where food could be stored, although there was also a roomy larder. There was no electricity.

The cabin had a pitched roof, and a pitched ladder ran up to a loft under the roof with just enough room for us to stand. Like the rest of the cabin, it was snug and welcoming, and there were four beds with thick feather mattresses and hand-stitched wool blankets. They were unmade as of yet. It was a little cramped, maybe, but nice and cozy.

After exploring, Diane and I headed back outside into the deepening darkness, lighting the flashlight again. The cool evening air carried the scent of pine and wildflowers. We walked around to the rear of the Jeep to start unloading my belongings and the generous provisions Caldwell had equipped me with.

I unlatched the rear door, and it swung open heavily. Diane stepped up beside me and let out an impressed whistle. “That’s quite the haul! Mr. Caldwell wasn’t kidding about setting you up proper.”

I chuckled. “No kidding. I figured maybe a bag of dried beans and some matches. But this…” I gestured at the array of tools, weapons, food, and survival gear. “This is another level. I almost feel guilty accepting it all for free.”

Diane smiled and nudged me playfully with her hip. “Oh hush, you’ll need it. The Coalition wants you to succeed. It needs successful homesteaders out here to retake the Wilds. Now come on, let’s take stock and get this inside before it’s pitch black out.”

We started removing items one by one and laying them out carefully on the floor of the cabin. There were shiny tools, including an axe, saw, and a shovel, coils of rope, an assortment of traps, a pile of packaged MREs, and a crate of preserves.

I also unloaded the rifle and handgun Caldwell had gifted me along with several boxes of ammunition. I hoped I wouldn’t need to use them but felt reassured having them just in case.

In addition to the Coalition-provided gear were my own meager belongings — some clothes, books, camping supplies I’d managed to hold onto over the years. It wasn’t much to start a new life with, but combined with what Caldwell had arranged, I felt well equipped.

It took several trips apiece to bring it all inside, but eventually we formed neat rows of gear across the hardwood living room floor.

Hands on my hips, I surveyed our haul. “Wow, this is a lot of stuff laid out like this.”

Diane gave me an encouraging rub on my arm. “We’ll tackle it together. I’m an expert organizer.”

I could see a glint of mischief in her eyes, but something told me that a nomadic foxkin who had lived on the frontier all her life would indeed know a thing or two about efficient inventory management. “All right,” I said, smiling at her. “Let’s hear it!”

She glanced around the cozy space, contemplating. “Hmm, I figure we should put the tools and weapons in easy reach but out of the way in the mudroom entry. There’s a little cabinet in the mudroom we can use for them. It will have to do until we make you a workshop.”

“Good thinking,” I replied, gathering up the tools and firearms. The small entry room to the cabin turned out to be perfect for stashing muddy boots and bulky equipment that we wouldn’t need regular access to.

Next, we turned our attention to the food stocks, moving the crates and bags over to the pantry nook adjacent to the old cast iron stove. Diane showed me the hand pump at the sink for fresh water as well.

“It’s an artesian well,” she explained. “You won’t run out as long as you don’t waste.” She beamed a happy smile as she studied the pump, and I realized that — to her kind — having clean, running water at her beck and call was probably a great luxury.

Come to think of it, I had to agree with her. I made a mental note about water conservation and was once again happy that she was here with me. Her appreciation, enthusiasm, and knowledge would make this venture a lot more lively and a lot less lonely, even though I didn’t mind a little solitude from time to time.

As we put things away in organized cabinets and drawers, I started feeling more settled. Diane’s guidance was proving invaluable already. Within an hour, order was restored, and all the new belongings were distributed logically throughout the cozy space.

I stood back next to Diane to appreciate our efforts. “It’s really coming together,” she remarked, giving my arm an affectionate squeeze. “Looks like you still need some more female touches around here.” She pursed her lips as she looked around. “We’ll have to get you some decorations.”

I grinned and gave her a teasing nudge. “I thought foxkin only decorated their dens?”

She blushed a little and mumbled a reply I couldn’t make out before she perked up with foxlike enthusiasm. “Oh! How about we get the fire going? The nights here can get cold!”

I laughed. “That’s a great idea!” We lingered another moment, her hand still resting comfortably on my arm. An unspoken connection hummed between us.

Diane gave herself a little shake, as though coming out of a trance. “Well! You can get the fire, and I’ll have a look in the bedroom and make sure the beds are made. Caldwell’s guys had better left us some linens…”

I chuckled as Diane headed up the creaky wooden steps to the cozy sleeping loft under the pitched roof. I heard her rummaging around in the dressers, looking for some bed linen, and my pulse quickened thinking about sharing this intimate space with her. But those thoughts could wait for later. For now, there were still tasks at hand.
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I gathered an armload of split firewood from the stack outside and carried it into the cozy cabin. There was a small but convenient supply of firewood, but I’d have to get more soon. The living area featured a beautiful stone fireplace, the only source of heat for the rustic dwelling.

I piled logs and kindling in the hearth, then struck a match to light the tinder. Soon, flickering flames licked over the dry wood. I added a couple of larger logs, watching as the fire grew, its light dancing across the room.

The warmth was welcome after the chilly evening air outside. I sat back on my haunches, prodding the logs with an iron poker to let air circulate. Orange embers swirling up the chimney promised many such cozy nights ahead.

This simple routine of building a fire stirred nostalgia in me. How often had I done this on camping trips over the years? Yet now it was for my own permanent home, not a temporary campsite. And sure, turning up the heating in an apartment was easier, but there was satisfaction to be found in doing things like this — taking your time.

I glanced around the bare walls, thinking the space could use some decoration. I’d have to ask Diane if she had suggestions — a nice tapestry or rug would liven up the place, and there had been one rolled up in one of the cabinets, so I’d put it down there. This was my view now too, no longer confined to the city, and I aimed to make the cabin feel more lived-in.

Picturing where I might place my few possessions, I moved the braided rug into the living room from its storage. As I placed it, I made sure it was far enough away from the fireplace to prevent it from catching fire. Satisfied, I looked around and decided some comfy chairs around the hearth to keep with the rustic vibe would be nice. I’d have to build bookshelves for my modest collection.

The popping fire drew my gaze again. Already this unfamiliar place was starting to feel like home. Adding personal touches would only reinforce that further, but for now, the simple fire was comfort enough.

I fed the fire two more logs to ensure it would keep burning steady, finding comfort and satisfaction in doing so. It had been a while since I’d made a fire for myself, and it was good to be out of the city.

The creaking ladder announced Diane’s return from the loft where she had been getting the beds ready. She paused once her dainty feet touched the hardwood floor, tail swaying gently as she watched me tending the fire. The flickering light played across her fine features.

“There we go, that should hold us for a while,” I said, dusting off my hands as I stood up. “Did you have any luck finding bedding?”

Diane smiled. “I did indeed — the dressers were stocked with blankets and linens. Nothing fancy, but it’ll keep us warm. And there’s a spare set for when we have to wash the linens.”

“That’s good news,” I replied, looking around. “You know, this cabin already feels more welcoming than any place I had back in the city.”

Diane moved to stand nearer the fire, holding her palms out to the warmth. “There’s something special about a homestead, rough as it may be. The city keeps you safe, but it comes at a cost.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “You’re so right. I’d gladly accept some hardships for the freedom.”

We stood in comfortable silence for a few moments, the fire popping and hissing gently. It was surprising how natural it felt already, the two of us sharing this space.

“So Diane,” I began, “tell me more about Classes. Are they always something matching your skills and personality?”

Diane nodded. “Yes, your Class taps into your innate strengths and inclinations. It amplifies what is already within you.”

“And do you get any say in the matter?” I asked. “Or is it just whatever the awakening ritual reveals?”

“The ritual simply unlocks what was slumbering within,” said Diane. “But you can choose how to utilize and develop your Class.”

I stroked my chin thoughtfully. Her words gave me hope I could cultivate my eventual Class in a direction of my choosing.

“You know, it’s still so strange that I don’t have a Class yet,” I mused. “Have you gotten any hints about what mine might be?”

Diane tipped her head thoughtfully. “Not yet, but these things take time. Don’t lose hope.” She smiled. “My Class is Scout. We’re natural pathfinders and survivors.”

“That makes perfect sense,” I said. “You really know your way around out here.”

“I’ve lived in the wilds my whole life,” Diane replied. “It’s second nature. With time, it will become natural for you too.”

I nodded, hoping she was right. Gaining useful frontier skills seemed key to surviving and thriving out here. Having an experienced Scout guiding me was incredibly valuable.

“Well, when my Class does manifest, I hope it’s one that complements yours,” I said. “We’d make a great team.”

Diane met my eyes, smiling softly. The fire’s glow framed her face exquisitely. “I have a feeling we’ll make a good team regardless,” she said. We gazed at one another as the world narrowed down to just this room, this hearth, this shared comfort.

A log split in the fireplace, sending up a burst of sparks that broke the spell. We both jumped, then laughed together at being startled.

Diane brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, looking bashful but still smiling. “It’s getting late. We should rest up for tomorrow.”


Chapter 10

After enjoying the fire and letting the cabin heat up a little, Diane and I decided to turn in for the night. It had been an eventful first day, and we were both eager for some rest.

“Well, I’m going to go get ready for bed,” Diane said a bit shyly. A touch of pink colored her cheeks. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Sounds good, thanks,” I replied, “I’ll be up in a few minutes myself.” I was tired and wanted to go to bed too, but I needed to keep an eye on the fire for a bit.

Also, I didn’t want to impose. She needed some privacy to change for the night. Although I had to admit to more than a little curiosity as to what she looked like under her clothes.

Diane gathered her small bag of belongings and made her way up the creaky wooden ladder to the sleeping loft. I busied myself tidying up downstairs, stowing the fire poker and making sure the logs were safely banked for the night.

Despite my weariness from the long day, my pulse quickened thinking about sharing the intimate sleeping space with Diane. Our natural chemistry was obvious, though I didn’t want to rush anything, especially since there was a cultural gap I didn’t quite grasp just yet.

I had already accidentally given her the cultural equivalent of a proposal, and although she hadn’t seemed to object, I didn’t want to risk our budding friendship that I hoped to turn into something more.

After changing into a simple linen shirt and cotton pants using the small sink in the kitchen for washing up, I slowly climbed the ladder. I paused at the top, suddenly realizing I was entering a space where Diane might still be scarcely dressed.

“Uh, decent up here?” I asked politely.

“Oh! Um, yes, come on up,” Diane replied. I detected a tremor of shyness in her voice.

I climbed the last few rungs and saw Diane perched tensely on the edge of the further bed, wearing a modest white linen nightgown with a deep cut that made my fantasies run wild.

Her bosom was firm and round with a slight glisten of sweat caused by the day’s activities that spun my mind. She had let her long dark hair down, and it fell in waves over her shoulders.

My breath caught at how utterly lovely she looked.

The beds were close to one another, with less than an arm’s length between them, and I swallowed at the realization of having her so close to me.

When Diane noticed me, her cheeks flushed crimson, and she hurriedly slipped under the blankets, turning her body away. I smiled at her shyness, and I almost told her she looked beautiful. But I did not want to cause her any distress or embarrassment.

“Well… goodnight then,” she managed to say, her voice strained.

I smiled as I slipped into my own bed on the opposite side of hers. “Sleep well, Diane. I’m really happy that we met. You’ve been a great help, and you’ve made the beginning of this adventure a lot more colorful than it would have been had I been on my own.”

I could hear her give a contented sigh, and I knew she was pleased with my sincere words. “I’m happy I met you too, David,” Diane murmured back almost inaudibly. “And you’re adapting… remarkably.”

I grinned as I leaned over to blow out the oil lamp on the nightstand, cloaking the small room in shadowy darkness. “That’s because this life is a lot more interesting than the one I had.”

She yawned, and I could hear the slow in her speech as she replied. “Hmm,” she hummed as she rolled up in her cozy blankets. “You’ll… You’ll have to tell me more about that someday.”

“I will,” I replied, folding my hands behind my head as I stared at the rafters in the darkness. It was nice to be here, with the scent of the woodfire still lingering.

I lay there on my back, listening to the occasional pops from the cooling fire below. Sleep felt unlikely with my heart hammering. I was acutely aware of Diane’s presence just a few feet away in the intimate space, and my mind went spinning with scenarios of how she would sneak out of her bed and climb into mine — how my hands would go roaming, claiming her bountiful body, and…

To distract my racing mind, I tried thinking over the momentous events of the last few days. So much had changed so quickly in my life. Just a week ago, I’d been stuck in my dreary city routine. Now here I was in a secluded valley on the frontier, beginning an unknown future.

My restless thoughts latched onto the mystery of why I hadn’t received a Class yet. Most Class powers awakened during the ritual itself. What did it mean that mine was delayed? Was there something wrong with me?

I must have sighed aloud because Diane’s soft voice spoke through the darkness, husky and sleepy with her adorable accent. “Trouble sleeping?”

“Yeah,” I admitted, rolling onto my side to face her. I could just make out her silhouette in the bit of moonlight from the window. “My mind doesn’t want to settle, I guess.”

Diane rustled around under her blankets to face me. Her eyes glinted as they reflected the faint moonlight bleeding in through the windows. “Anything I can do to help?” she asked gently.

There were definitely some things she could do, but I kept those thoughts to myself. “I don’t want to keep you awake,” I said apologetically.

“It’s alright,” Diane replied. “I don’t mind.” She propped herself up on one elbow so we could talk more easily. “What’s on your mind?”

Her caring, attentive tone made me want to open up. “Mostly just thinking about my Class,” I confessed. “I know I should be patient, but I’m hoping my powers manifest soon.”

Diane made a sympathetic hum. “I understand, the waiting must be so frustrating. But these things unfold in their own time.”

I knew she spoke the truth, yet patience had never been my strong suit. “You’re right,” I acknowledged with a heavy sigh. “I just… I want to feel like I have a purpose out here, you know? Like I belong.”

“You already do have a purpose,” Diane said gently. She reached out and gave my hand a brief, reassuring squeeze. Before I could ask what she meant, she lay back down facing away. “Try to sleep if you can. Tomorrow’s a new day.”

Her simple words and gesture, though subtle, struck a chord in me. She was right — I didn’t need magical powers or a Class to have worth and purpose — although they would be nice, of course. Just being here, living freely and carving out a homestead, was meaningful. With that calming thought settling my restless mind, I finally drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 11

I fell into a deep sleep, exhausted from the long day of travel and the excitement of arriving at my new homestead. As I slumbered, vivid visions began overtaking me.

I found myself wandering through an otherworldly landscape of soaring mountains wreathed in rainbow-hued mists and forests carpeted in emerald moss. Ancient elven ruins were scattered across the terrain, rich with fantastical carvings and icons.

Strange creatures flitted amongst the cliffs and trees. Tiny, slender sprites no bigger than my hand flickered through the underbrush, their bodies alight with shifting colorful flames. Wispy wraiths glided soundlessly past, their transparent forms billowing like smoke.

In the distance, stony beasts with heavy tread shook the earth as they rumbled by. Their craggy hides were etched with glowing runes. Everything felt intensely real, yet somehow, I knew I wandered in a dream realm.

I walked unafraid amongst the fantastic beings, sensing they would not harm me. I was at peace in their magical domain because part of me belonged here.

Then the earth fell away before me into a deep, shadowy ravine. Craggy boulders littered the steep path leading down into its depths. As I peered cautiously over the edge, I saw wispy forms moving about below.

The wispy creatures were mostly sprites, wraiths, and small elementals. Only one figure was humanoid in appearance — a woman with pointy ears, antlers, and a fuzzy little tail. She looked up and met my gaze, waving in a friendly gesture.

The woman was mesmerizing, her deer-like features adding to her exotic beauty. She was curvy and voluptuous — more so than the more toned and fit figure of Diane — and something about her spoke of femininity and fertility in a way that made the mind wander. It didn’t help that she wore a simple outfit of rough fabrics and leather that scarcely concealed her ample curves.

As I watched, transfixed, the deer-woman beckoned me to come down and join them. I hesitated, wondering if I should turn back. But something compelled me forward. It was not just her beauty, but the sense of belonging I experienced here.

Carefully picking my way down the winding treacherous path, I descended into the shadowy gorge. The figures came forward eagerly to greet me as I reached the bottom.

“Welcome, Summoner,” said the deer-like woman in a melodic, lilting voice. “We have waited long to meet you.” The others swirled around us in a loose circle.

I blinked, utterly confused. “Waited for me? But who are you?” I asked. “And what do you mean by Summoner?”

The woman smiled patiently and full of admiration, her emerald green eyes blazing as she took me in inch by inch. “We are your disciples, sworn to serve you, the Summoner. And you are the foretold one, destined to call us forth when the time comes.”

My heart quickened as understanding dawned — this was a sign of my Class! Had the dream unlocked hidden knowledge within me?

The disciples watched me expectantly. I hesitated, unsure what to do next. “But how do I summon you?” I asked the woman. “I don’t know how…”

She smiled reassuringly. “Trust your instincts, Summoner. The power lies within, needing only your call to awaken.” The others swirled around me, awaiting my attempt. “Seek,” she hummed, extending a slender arm with her palm up. “Seek within, Summoner. It is in you. It has always been in you.”

There was something comforting in her words, reinforcing that sense of belonging.

I took a deep breath, seeking that power. At first, there was nothing as I searched my soul. But soon enough, I found… a pocket in my mind. A place where knowledge was concealed and kept — something to be awakened, something that was awakening. My hands rose of their own accord, directed skyward.

The disciples began to glow brighter, thrumming with energy. With words that came naturally, I called upon those bound to me in this life and beyond. I intoned, my voice echoing powerfully, “Come forth, loyal ones! Heed the summons and appear!”

Crackling energy surged through me. A blinding magical burst lit the gorge. The disciples vanished. I waited, heart pounding. Had I banished them? Seconds stretched on with no sign of their return. Doubt crept in as the silence deepened.

But then the woman and wisps reappeared, more solid than before, as if I could reach out and touch them. She laughed, a tinkling of joy that made my own heart liven up. Her beauty became even greater as she gave into her joy and happiness, unrestrained and innocent and free as a creature of nature. It was as if my words had liberated her.

I couldn’t stop myself from smiling at it. Part of me wanted to hold her, not even — or not just — out of the desire to touch her, but to share in her happiness and joy.

When she was done, she fixed those sparkling emerald eyes on me once more. “We are here and await your every summons,” she said with a bow. “You will learn the spells, and we will come!”

I understood there was still much to learn, but now knew my purpose — to call them forth. There were spells — magical words I would need to learn, but it would come, and I would grow.

At this realization, my dream form began drifting up out of the ravine, soaring over forests and seas. The disciples waved farewell, shining brightly.

“We will come to you when called, oh Summoner!” she pledged again.

And then, they faded.

With a gasp, I awoke in the darkened cabin loft. Early light peeked through the window. The vivid dream still burned in my mind.

“David?” came Diane’s soft voice as she rolled over and studied me, her face still half-buried under her sheets, but her eyes big. “Are you okay? I heard you stirring…”

“Yeah, yeah… I’m fine,” I replied. “I just had the most intense dream…” I wanted to tell her every detail, but the morning felt too fragile for now.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked, concern lighting up her pretty eyes.

“Let me make us some coffee, then we can talk,” I suggested. Diane yawned and rose from bed, smiling. As she stood in her clinging nightgown, I was reminded that this was no dream. I was really here. With her. In this place.

Joy mounted in my heart as I almost sprung from the bed, eager to start this day in a way I had not been for a long, long time.


Chapter 12

I hurried down the ladder to start some coffee, my mind still spinning from the vivid dream. Diane followed shortly after, wrapping a shawl around her shoulders against the morning chill.

At the simple kitchen area, I busied myself grinding some coffee beans by hand and then adding them to the waiting pot of water on the cast iron stove. I carefully lit the stove and let it heat until the water began to bubble gently. The percolating coffee soon filled the small cabin with its rich, invigorating aroma.

While waiting for it to brew, I added a few split logs to the fireplace to rekindle the flames. We would need the extra warmth to combat the crisp morning air that crept in through the walls.

Once the fire was merrily licking over the dry wood, I joined Diane at the table near the hearth. She had tucked her legs up under herself on the chair and had her shawl wrapped tightly around her. Her eyes watched me expectantly over the top of it.

“So, tell me about this intense dream,” she prompted, her ears perked and tail swishing with curiosity. “I could tell it really made an impact on you.”

I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts on where to begin and how much detail to provide. “Well, it all felt incredibly lifelike and real, like I was actually there,” I started. “I found myself wandering through this vivid mystical landscape with mountains, forests, and ancient ruins scattered around.”

I did my best to describe the sweeping vistas and fantastical scenery, emphasizing how real it had felt. I told her about the various creatures I had encountered, from the tiny flickering sprites to the massive lumbering beasts etched with glowing runes. Diane listened raptly, eyes wide, nodding for me to continue.

When I got to the part about discovering the ravine and descending into it, she leaned forward slightly in her chair. I made sure to set the scene carefully — the jagged boulders, the slippery path downward, the shapes swirling about the shadowy depths.

Diane’s brow furrowed in concentration as I described the deer-woman in detail — her graceful antlers, fuzzy tail, and piercing yet kind emerald eyes. How she had welcomed me and referred to me as ‘Summoner.’ I recounted our conversation verbatim, watching Diane’s brows rise at the mention of spirit disciples sworn to my service.

“It certainly sounds as if your Class is beginning to manifest,” Diane said thoughtfully once I had relayed the entire dream. “Summoners are rare… Rare and powerful. If you are indeed a Summoner, I understand now why your aura called out to Caldwell and made him choose you…” Her eyes dwelled over me for a second. “Apart from your fitness.”

I smiled at that. Out of another mouth, it may have been a mere statement of fact, but the slight blush — visible just behind the shawl — told me it was more in this case.

“Oh,” Diane continued hurriedly. “The landscape you described sounds a lot like parts of Tannoris that I remember as a child. Perhaps you have some special bond to it? Either way, the power to summon other creatures is a great one!”

I nodded, staring into my coffee mug as I rolled her statement around in my mind. “It still seems bizarre to think I could develop such an incredible ability,” I replied after a moment. “In the dream, it felt completely natural, like second nature. But awake here in the real world, it’s harder to believe.”

Diane smiled kindly and gave my hand a reassuring squeeze from across the table. “Believe it,” she said. “Magic is real… although it is sometimes hard to accept to those who have lived on Earth before the Upheaval.”

I gave her a thankful nod and once again felt happiness that she was with me. I knew I would have managed on my own, but it was so much better to make this journey in her company.

By now, the coffee was finished brewing. I eagerly poured us each a steaming mug full, savoring the rich aroma. Diane closed her eyes as she inhaled the fragrant steam.

“Mmm, it smells delightful!” she remarked. “Reminds me of the rare coffee those traveling elf merchants occasionally bring through Gladdenfield to trade and sell. Much better than my usual bare-bones campfire brew out in the wilderness.”

We both chuckled at that. I made a mental note to thank Caldwell again for providing these luxuries along with the basic survival supplies. I was struck by how quickly this place was starting to feel like home. Diane added a small splash of coffee creamer to her coffee, and I was amused at the sight, smiling.

She smiled back, one eyebrow perked. “What’s so funny?” she asked.

“Just… You’re like this magical being to me. And yet you drink coffee… with creamer.”

She laughed. “I’m hardly magical!” she exclaimed. “And while there was no coffee on Tannoris, I’m pretty sure that any Tannorian who’s lived around humans has taken to the drink. It’s one of humanity’s greatest achievements!”

We both laughed at that, then slowly sipped the hot revitalizing drinks. As we drank, Diane’s expression became pensive once more. “I wonder if that deer-woman you described plays some greater significance,” she mused. “Since she seemed to take such a central role in the dream events, perhaps she is a guide meant to help you learn to use your abilities.”

I blinked, impressed by her insight. “I actually wondered the same thing,” I admitted. “If she’s meant to be my… spirit mentor or something along those lines.” It was puzzling yet deeply intriguing. I found myself eager to hopefully see the deer-woman again and learn more.

“She must be a deerkin,” Diane mused. “They lived with us on Tannoris, but they kept to themselves as many hunted them.”

We tossed theories and conjectures back and forth while continuing to sip our coffees. But soon enough, our conversation was interrupted by a loud extended groan from my stomach.

Diane raised an eyebrow, a corner of her mouth quirking upward as she covered her mouth to chuckle. “Clearly, all that intense dreaming worked up quite an appetite,” she teased.

I chuckled. “Guess I better eat something.”

“I’d be happy to whip up some breakfast for us both,” Diane offered, standing gracefully from her chair. She glided over to our food stores and perused the options critically, her bushy tail swishing behind her.

“Let’s see what we have to work with here… some potatoes, a few speckled eggs, strips of that dried cured mystery meat.” Her nose twitched adorably as she investigated further. “And I think some wild herbs and spices in my personal pack…” She glanced at me over her shoulder with a wink. “My private little treasure!”

Before long, a mouthwatering aroma of frying potatoes and eggs filled the cozy cabin. Diane cooked the mixture deftly in a cast-iron pan over the stove, adding crumbled bits of the savory dried meat at intervals. She sprinkled dashes of various dried herbs, integrating them seamlessly. She was quite the cook, and I looked at her with admiration as she finished the meal.

“There we go — a real hearty wilderness scramble,” Diane announced proudly as she scooped the cheese-laden concoction onto two wooden plates. She also pulled some bread out of her pack and toasted it over the fireplace flames.

“This looks positively delicious,” I proclaimed as we finally sat across from each other at the table to eat. The first flavorful bite confirmed it — the potatoes were crispy, the cured meat added just the right savory kick, and the herbs provided depth.

Between hungry mouthfuls, I turned our speculative conversation back to my mysterious powers. “You know, if I manage to gain control of these summoning abilities like in the dream, I bet my spirit allies could be a great help around the homestead here,” I pondered.

Diane’s eyes lit up at the possibilities. “Now that would be tremendously useful if you could manifest them physically for tasks!” she responded enthusiastically. “It was wise of the Coalition to recruit those like you who might awaken such rare talents. Your gifts could aid the whole community.”

I nodded, growing increasingly excited to discover the true extent of the abilities my vivid dream had hinted at. There was so much I hoped to learn and explore.

We finished our delicious meal while chatting more lightly about the day’s plans and tasks ahead. As we cleaned up the dishes, Diane flashed me a playful wink, her stunning blue eyes glinting knowingly.

“But no more dreaming for now,” she teased. “We’ve got a busy day ahead out in the wilderness! I want to show you the layout of the riverbank area. Awareness of your surroundings is vital. And we should also have a look at your plots!”
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After breakfast, Diane and I headed outside into the crisp morning air. A thin mist hung over the Silverthread River, promising a hot day ahead.

“Let’s start down by the water,” Diane suggested, tail swishing excitedly. “I’ll show you some prime fishing spots for when we need to stock up on food. I know how to smoke them, so they’ll keep for a while.”

We picked our way carefully down the rocky, shale-strewn bank. The stones were slippery with moss and algae, requiring sure footing. Diane moved with graceful ease, clearly at home in this environment. I didn’t do too poorly myself, having hiked a lot through difficult terrain, but I was eager to pick up a few things from her — she was a natural.

When we got to the riverbank, Diane pointed out little eddies and riffles in the flowing water, explaining why fish tended to gather there. “See how the current bubbles over those submerged rocks? They trap insects for the fish to feed on, so they like to hang around close to them.”

The churning patterns she identified would have been invisible to my untrained eye. But it made sense — the foxkin were masterful hunters and foragers by nature.

“Impressive,” I said.

She smiled and shot me a wink. “Nature provides for us, so long as there’s not too many of us, and we all have our space.” She tapped the side of her head. “It’s good for our minds, too, having our own place and… well, just subsisting from time to time.”

At last, we reached the water’s gravelly edge. Upstream, the river split around a wooded islet before winding lazily into the distance. The silver waters glittered in the climbing sun, forcing me to squint.

On the far bank, vivid magenta and azure wildflowers dotted the swaying grass. The diversity and saturation of colors reminded me this was no ordinary meadow. We were firmly amid the otherworldly Wilds now.

“It’s so beautiful here,” I breathed, taking it all in. “I can’t believe this is all mine.”

Diane smiled, her pointy ears twitching happily. “Just wait till you see it at sunset when all the colors deepen. It’s unbelievable. This spot has some special energy.”

We continued downstream at an unhurried pace, pausing occasionally so Diane could point out tracks in the mud or interesting plants. Apparently, my homestead was close to a favored drinking spot of local animals. I tried to commit as much as I could to memory.

“And these purple flowers are important,” she said. “They help keep down a fever. Medical supplies can be difficult to get at times, so it’s good to keep medicinal plants around.”

I made a mental note as she showed me examples of both edible, medicinal, and poisonous plants. Her wilderness wisdom would prove invaluable in keeping me and others alive out here. And like she said, it was amazing what nature provided for us.

After about half a mile, we finally looped back inland toward the cabin. The two fenced rectangular plots lay adjacent to the rustic dwelling — one meant for farming crops, the other for livestock.

“Let’s have a look at the state of these,” Diane said. “We should assess how much work it is before we can get them ready.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, following after her.

The garden was overgrown with stubborn weeds and woody brush, but someone had already put some work into clearing it: there were no trees or larger boulders. Still, it would require much more work before we could sow.

Diane kicked at the tough, stringy roots stubbornly binding the soil.

“We’ll need to put some hard work into clearing this out before we can even think about planting,” she assessed. “Luckily that’s what all those shiny new tools are for.”

I nodded, surveying the work ahead. This would require days of backbreaking labor, hacking and tearing up roots in the hot sun. The prospect was daunting, yet deeply satisfying too. This was the purpose I had sought.

We moved to inspect the livestock pasture next. It was in slightly better shape than the garden, with mainly scraggly grass and a smattering of bright wildflowers sprouting about.

Diane walked the perimeter, scrutinizing the sturdy wooden fence posts. She made sure to take note of any weak sections so we could reinforce them later. Luckily, there were only a few.

“This will serve as a sturdy barrier to keep animals safely contained,” she finally proclaimed with an approving nod.

“Yeah, these fences seem really solid and well-made,” I agreed, running my hand along the beams. “Hopefully they’ll continue holding up to whatever creatures I’m going to put in here.”

Diane shot me a sly sideways look, hands on her hips. “You mean whatever critters we put in here after careful consideration! Lesson one for out here — don’t bite off more than you can chew.”

I laughed, holding up both hands in mock surrender. “Yes ma’am, you’ve made that loud and clear!” Her guidance would prove invaluable, I knew. She would keep me from getting ahead of myself.

We spent some time walking the plots, envisioning together how we might arrange the spaces and what work would be involved to whip them into shape. Even for basic subsistence farming, the scope was daunting. Yet deeply satisfying too, this planning and visioning of a meaningful life’s purpose.

When the sun had climbed high overhead, beginning to bake our necks, Diane suggested heading back. “We should get started on clearing that garden plot today, if possible,” she said pragmatically. “But first, how about a quick dip? We’re both already hot and sweaty from all this walking and surveying.”

I blinked, unsure if I had heard her right. “A…dip?”


Chapter 13

Diane flashed a mischievous grin, her eyes sparkling with impish delight. Without warning, she suddenly took off sprinting for the riverbank, kicking up puffs of dust in her wake.

Halfway there, she called back teasingly over her shoulder, “Last one in’s a rotten egg!” Then, in one smooth motion, she crossed her arms and peeled her shirt up and over her head, exposing inch after inch of her slender back.

I stood frozen stupidly for a moment, pulse thudding, as I watched her gracefully shimmy out of her pants next, hips swaying.

Although I only got to see her naked behind — and it left me hungry to see the front — she was beautiful. Full and toned, with just a slight tad of visible muscle definition. The world I used to live in was full of women who would murder for a fit body like that.

And from behind, as she shot me a sideways look, covering her nipples with slender hand and forearm, I could see the enticing bounce of her full bosom. Unlike many toned women, she was not lacking in that department either.

My body responded to the sight of her like this. And at the same time, my mind reeled. She had been so shy!? Why the sudden easy disrobing? Perhaps this had something to do with foxkin culture? Something I didn’t yet comprehend about her and her people.

“Are you coming or not?” she called out as she headed toward the riverbank.

That jolted me out of my thoughts. Well, that and the enticing ripple through her voluptuous backside as she walked and threw me another look that was almost coy. I gathered my wits enough and headed after her, hurriedly shedding my own clothing along the way. There was, however, one particularly upright problem, and I tried to conceal it to her sight as best I could.

Luckily, Diane didn’t look at me to notice. Instead, she let out a gleeful yip as she splashed into the river’s embrace. I followed shortly after, gasping as the bracingly crisp water hit my bare skin but happy my noticeable rod was now hidden underwater.

“It’s cold!” I called out.

She laughed. “Uh-huh! Something to wake you up after a long day!”

“It sure does,” I agreed, laughing.

We laughed and shouted playfully, swimming about as we washed off the sweat and dust accumulated from our long trek along the riverbank. Diane’s soaked black hair clung alluringly to the slender curve of her neck and shoulders, and I could only look at her whenever the sunlight fell on us and dug into the blue water, revealing an enticing glimpse of her.

Catching me staring, she flicked water at me with her tail, eyes glinting impishly. “Eyes front, mister. Don’t make me dunk you!” But her voice held a teasing lilt rather than a true warning.

“Alright, alright,” I said, laughing.

I surfaced from a deep breath and turned away to dunk my head underwater again, as much to cool my flushed cheeks as to clear the exotic vision of Diane frolicking mermaid-like from my mind. Life out here in the Wilds with her would certainly never be boring!

Diane swam closer, an impish smile on her face. Before I knew it, she playfully dunked me underwater!

And in that delightful moment, as I turned with surprise toward my assailant, I caught sight of her beautiful body underwater.

She was perfect — a fit hourglass figure with curves where they needed to be, and the exotic appeal of her fox tail only added to it. For a brief moment, my mind was running with images of all the naughty things I wanted to do with her.

Then, I came up spluttering as she laughed merrily, the sound like tinkling crystal. “Oh, so that’s how it is?” I grinned, wiping the water from my eyes.

I lunged for her legs under the surface to try and upend her in retaliation, but she adeptly twisted away, her lithe body as slippery as an eel.

“You’ll have to be quicker than that!” Diane taunted, smirking. We proceeded to chase each other through the shimmering azure water, our laughter echoing between the trees.

I finally managed to catch her slender waist from behind, wrapping my arms around her as I pulled her in, laughing and pulling her down. She gave a yelp, and we sank below the surface together, bubbles streaming around us in chaotic patterns.

Diane’s long dark hair swirled hypnotically as we spun slowly in the emerald underwater world, tendrils of black locks enveloping me. My arousal rose as she allowed herself to be enveloped by arms, and our bodies touched underwater — how could they not? Her skin was soft and wet against mine, and for a timeless moment we hung suspended, neither wanting to surface.

It was a lovers’ embrace — something of a promise.

At last, we broke the surface together, gasping for breath. I released her, although I had to apply some willpower to not hold her and let my hands roam instead. Part of me told me that would have been too soon.

Diane’s cheeks were endearingly flushed as she smoothed back her sodden hair. “Not bad,” she allowed with an impish grin, cocking her head.

I chuckled. “I got you in the end,” I said. “But you’re a slippery one.”

“Hmm,” she hummed. “Let’s swim for a while longer, David. I don’t want to get out just yet.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

We lazily circled and swam around each other, our hands and feet occasionally brushing under the water. I floated peacefully, gazing up at the vivid azure sky framed by the towering trees along the banks as my mind replayed the tender moment between us.

Diane’s frolicking shape occasionally crossed before me, blocking the sun in the most pleasant way. Here in this glittering oasis, there was only joy, laughter, and the beauty of nature and each other.

After a blissful time, we reluctantly headed back toward the rocky shore. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt such uncomplicated, wholesome joy.

“Now,” Diane said as we came close to the bank. “Look away! And don’t peek! I’ll get us some towels.”

I chuckled and complied while Diane emerged from the water. Of course, I had already seen a bit, but I was not going to play foul. Part of me had a feeling these were little foxkin mating games, and I liked the build-up of the tension between us. I would revel in it, take things slow, and get to know more about her and her culture before…

Well, before I would make a move.

“You can look now.”

I opened my eyes to the sight of Diane wrapped in one of the towels the Frontier Division had provided. It was a small towel, and it left very little to the imagination. Her ample bosom almost spilled out, and most of her wet, glistening thighs were exposed. She laughed and threw me a towel before turning around herself.

I had no such qualms as she had, but I wasn’t going to say that and make it awkward. Instead, I quickly toweled down, then wrapped the towel around my waist before signaling it was okay to look.

We strolled companionably back to the cabin, clothes clinging damply to our cooled bodies. I knew many trials and hardships awaited on the frontier, but perfect moments like this would make it all worthwhile.

Diane gave me an affectionate nudge as we walked. “You know, you’re not such terrible company, for a human,” she teased. Then, more softly she added, “I have a feeling we’ll make a great team out here.”

I smiled back warmly at her, my heart swelling. “I think you’re absolutely right, Diane.”

As the cabin came back into view, we slowed, neither quite ready for the magic of the moment to end.

Diane skipped a few steps ahead, then turned and walked backward, facing me with a grin. “I suppose we should get to clearing that garden now. But later, I’ll teach you how to fish the river. And I’ll make us a nice lunch!”

I laughed at her enthusiasm. “That sounds perfect.”

With the promise of good work and good company ahead, I went to find my work gloves, my mind swimming happily at the thought of the moment she and I had just shared.


Chapter 14

After our refreshing swim, Diane and I got dressed and had a quick lunch before we headed to the supply shed to gather tools for clearing the garden plot.

Inside the small wooden shed, an array of farming implements hung neatly from pegs on the walls. Diane perused them with a critical eye, idly swishing her fluffy tail and keeping her fox ears perked upright as she did so.

“Let’s see… we’ll need scythes for cutting back the tall weeds and brush,” she mused. She selected two curved long-handled blades and handed me one. I tested its weight — heavier than expected but it felt balanced in my grip.

“And pickaxes and shovels for digging up the roots once the stalks are cleared,” Diane continued, passing me the other tools.

I hefted the pickaxe experimentally, judging its heft and balance. Though bulky, I could tell with some practice I’d get the hang of swinging it accurately.

“I haven’t used farm tools much before but I’m a quick learner,” I said confidently. The frontier work would be rough but deeply satisfying.

Diane smiled approvingly. “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough. I’m sure of it. The most important thing is pacing yourself — don’t overexert on the first day.”

I nodded, appreciating her vote of confidence. She was right; with the scorching afternoon sun, it would be easy to push myself too hard too quickly.

Carrying an assortment of scythes, axes, picks, and shovels, we made our way out to the overgrown garden plot. I did some warm-up stretches of my arms and back, loosening up for the labor ahead.

Gripping the curved hardwood scythe handle, I swung it in a wide sweeping arc, feeling it slice cleanly through the tangled overgrowth with a satisfying swish.

Beside me, Diane whirled her own scythe gracefully, severing stalks and scrub brush left and right with practiced ease. “This is the easy part,” she called over the rhythmic ringing of the blades on vegetation. “Just wait till we start tilling up those stubborn roots!”

We steadily cleared a wide swath along the edge of the plot, the sun beating down on us. Soon, my linen shirt was soaked through with sweat despite the shade provided by the encroaching trees. The sustained physical exertion felt good, using muscles that had atrophied from years cooped up in the city. Out here, I was making tangible progress — transforming the very land with my labor.

After an hour of hard work, we finally paused to drink some water. I marveled at how much ground we’d managed to cover already. Diane leaned on her scythe handle, wiping her sweat-slicked brow beneath the disheveled locks of hair but grinning with satisfaction.

“Not bad for your first morning of frontier work,” she remarked appraisingly. Then her tone turned wry. “But now comes the real labor — tackling those stubborn taproots!”

I gulped the last of my water, bracing myself. Gripping the heavy pickaxe, I swung it down with focused force, driving the chipped stone tip deep into the densely packed earth. Beside me, Diane dug in with her pointed shovel, scooping up loose dirt to gradually expose more and more of the thick woody roots.

The networks of roots clung tenaciously to the soil, resisting each jerked tug and chop. Before long, my arms were burning with exertion. After just thirty minutes of determined hacking, my swings had slowed considerably.

Diane paused, leaning on her shovel handle as she eyed me critically.

I straightened, rolling my aching shoulders to loosen them. “I’ll admit, dislodging these roots is tougher work than I anticipated,” I conceded. “But I’m determined to keep chopping away as long as I can.”

Diane nodded approvingly. “That’s the right spirit. Still, no need to wear yourself out on the first day. Tell you what — let’s trade off tools frequently to stay fresh.”

We swapped back and forth between the heavy pickaxes and the shovels at intervals. Having Diane’s assistance made the work go noticeably faster. Bit by bit, we hacked, sawed, and tore up gnarled root after stubborn, gnarled root.

Around mid-afternoon, I finally lodged the sharp shovel deep under an enormous central taproot and heaved upward with a roar of effort. It tore loose in a shower of dirt.

“By the gods, look at the size of that beast!” Diane exclaimed, impressed. “I’d say making that kind of progress deserves a good long break and a nice snack!”

I wearily agreed, grateful for the respite. My hands were blistered, my back and arms ached from the hours of ceaseless labor. But I also felt deeply fulfilled looking over the exposed, overturned soil we had managed to prepare.

While I carefully cleaned the tools, Diane prepared a simple but energizing afternoon snack back at the cabin, with strips of dried smoked meat and handfuls of sweet berries. We ate gratefully in the shade of the dwelling after washing up.

“I have to say, David, you’re a natural at this,” Diane said through mouthfuls. “I know every muscle must be sore and aching, but you barely broke stride, just kept powering through without complaint. That kind of perseverance will serve you well out here on the frontier.”

I chuckled tiredly, taking a long drink of water. “Let’s just say I have no doubts I’ll sleep very soundly tonight.” I rolled my stiff shoulders, trying to massage some life back into them. “But I also feel deeply proud of the progress we made today. Hard work is fulfilling when you can step back and see tangible results.”

Diane nodded, eyes shining. “My sentiments exactly. At this rate, if we keep up this pace, we’ll have the plot totally cleared and ready for planting in three days tops.”

I couldn’t suppress a slight groan at the thought of several more days of nonstop digging, chopping, and shoveling under the baking summer sun. But Diane’s visible enthusiasm and encouragement helped keep me motivated. I could endure the agony for the sake of transformation.

She must’ve seen my expression, though, because she laughed. “Don’t worry! We won’t be doing only this. I suggest tomorrow we drive down to Gladdenfield and visit my friend Leigh. She’s a regular frontier girl, and she is the best supplier of seeds and farming supplies, including… magical ones. You should get to know her as you’ll be buying most things from her. She can also take a lot of stuff you grow off your hands and will offer a fair price.”

“Sounds good,” I said, thankful for an activity that would keep things interesting during the coming days.

After our snack, we returned for a final few hours of picking away at the remaining roots and scrub brush while the daylight persisted. My muscles screamed in protest, but I pressed on, my second wind keeping me going.

When the sun had finally dipped low, beginning to cast long shadows from the encircling trees, we set down our tools nearly in unison by unspoken mutual consent.

“First day down,” Diane declared, looking immensely satisfied as she surveyed the swath of exposed, freshly overturned soil.

I joined her, gazing out over our combined handiwork. I felt a wave of weary pride and accomplishment wash over me. It was just the very beginning, but a hugely gratifying start.

Diane bumped her hip against mine and gave me a coy look. “So! How’s it feel to be a real frontier farmer and homesteader now?”

I laughed. “Ask me again when my aching muscles recover.” But then I grinned broadly. “Honestly though — it feels pretty damn good.”

[image: AOIcon]

That evening, Diane and I worked together to prepare a simple but hearty supper in the cabin’s small kitchen. I was exhausted from the long day of labor in the fields, but I enjoyed having Diane’s cheerful company as we chopped vegetables and stirred fragrant pots and pans on the old cast iron stove.

As I roughly diced some preserved vegetables for a stew, Diane rummaged in her worn leather pack. “How about some music while the stew gets ready?” she suggested brightly, producing a well-worn fiddle and bow. “My mother taught me to play this old thing as a girl.”

“I’d love to hear you play,” I said sincerely as I set the rough-hewn wooden table with plates and mugs. Soft music would be a soothing balm after the day’s toils.

Diane carefully rosined up the bow then tucked the fiddle under her chin. She closed her eyes in concentration and began playing a lively frontier reel, her slender fingers making the bow dance nimbly over the strings.

The quick, merry notes of the fiddle soon filled the cozy cabin space, complementing the lively popping and crackling of the fire in the hearth. Diane’s foot tapped along as she played song after song from memory, lost in her own music.

When she had established a rhythm, Diane began singing along to the fiddle tunes in her sweet, melodic voice. Though the words were in a language I didn’t understand, the emotion and warmth in her singing stirred my heart. Her voice was like a tonic, washing away the weariness of the long day.

The tunes were familiar, although the words were not, and I was brought back to happy days by them, finding myself humming along. Diane’s spirited fiddle playing and singing was a welcome tonic for my weariness after the long day’s work taming the land.

As we finally sat down to eat the savory stew by firelight, Diane setting aside her fiddle, I commented on her impressive musical talents. “Your singing was so beautiful, Diane. You have an amazing gift.”

Diane smiled, her cheeks flushing slightly. “Thank you, David. That’s so sweet of you to say.”

“How long have you been playing the fiddle?” I asked before scooping up another spoonful of the hearty stew.

“Oh, since I was just a little kit,” said Diane fondly. “My mother started teaching me simple songs on a child-sized fiddle when I was five or so. Singing helps time pass swiftly, and it lifts the spirits. My mother sang through all our chores and while preparing meals too. Music connects us to the generations before.”

“That’s a nice thing to share with your mother,” I remarked. “And this particular song that you played? The melody was familiar.”

Diane chuckled. “Well, we stole it!” She winked at me.

I laughed. “Stole it?”

“Hm-hm,” she hummed, watching me with those big eyes of hers. “After the Upheaval, we learned the melody from the humans with Classes who we met in the Wilds, just as they learned some of our music. I thought I’d play it for you.” She blushed a little. “I hoped you would like it.”

I smiled, appreciating the sweet gesture. “I did.”

“But I’m not a Bard,” she added with a grin. “So it’s no magical music.”

“I don’t know about that,” I joked. “It was kind of magical to me.”

She laughed and gave my arm a playful pat. “Oh, you! I should’ve been a Bard, I guess.”

I laughed along, but her remark soon enough turned my mind to the topic of Classes. The dream had been the last development in that area, and there had been disappointingly little magic springing forth from my fingertips during the day.

“You know,” I began after swallowing a bite of the freshly made stew of jerky and vegetables. “But I have to admit, part of me had hoped my special powers would be revealed by now.”

Diane nodded in understanding, her expression sympathetic as she passed me a slice of crusty bread. “I know, I know. It’s always hard waiting for something you want so badly.” She smiled. “But these supernatural awakenings happen in their own time, not ours.”

I sighed, knowing her words were wisdom, yet still feeling impatient and purposeless without my powers. “You’re right, of course. I just can’t help feeling like I’m stumbling around in the dark without my Class to guide me.”

“Not at all!” Diane protested. “Just look at all the progress we made together on your homestead today. You’re literally building your future with your own two hands — planting seeds for sustenance, shaping the very land. That’s real purpose already, Class or no Class.”

I gave her a grateful smile, touched by her encouragement. “Thank you, Diane. I’m lucky to have you here keeping me grounded.” It was true — her friendship and guidance were a gift.

We ate in a tired but contented silence for several minutes, simple sounds of night seeping in through the cracks in the walls — owls hooting, wind rustling the trees. Eventually, I looked back to Diane and spoke my curiosity aloud.

“Can you tell me more about your own Scout powers and how they work? I’m so curious to better understand how these Class abilities function once awakened.”

Diane brightened at my interest, setting down her fork. She sat up straighter. “Well, let’s see… As a Scout, I have preternaturally heightened senses which help me track prey or enemies. I can move through any terrain easily, almost like I’m one with the land itself. And I can remain unseen and hidden, even in open spaces.”

She demonstrated her last point by suddenly vanishing before my eyes in the chair, only to peek around the corner of the kitchen a moment later with an impish grin.

I stared open-mouthed. “That’s incredible!” I breathed. “Are all Classes so… supernatural in what they enable?” I shook my head, mind spinning at the implications.

“To varying degrees, yes,” said Diane with a sage nod, retaking her seat. “Each Class enhances the bearer’s intrinsic talents and gifts, pushing them into almost superhuman realms. Like extraordinary strength and toughness for Warriors, healing and life-giving for Healers, and so on.”

“And summoning otherworldly beings and spirits for Summoners,” I mused aloud. The idea still seemed fantastical to me, yet thrilling at the same time. To command such unfathomable power…

She smiled. “Exactly, but it is important to remember that the enhanced abilities are no substitute for skill won the old-fashioned way. Yes, I can disappear and move silently, but if I hadn’t spent a lot of time hunting in the wild and honing my skills, there were many aspects of subterfuge that I would not grasp. For instance, the play of light, practicing patience when necessary, and knowing what terrain helps concealment the best.”

I nodded. “That makes sense.”

“Which is exactly why we’re doing well, even though you don’t know your Class just yet. These skills at farming and landscaping are vital for a homesteader, and the System could never replace them.”

Before long, we were settled comfortably beside each other on the braided rug before the softly popping and hissing fireplace, weary muscles glad for respite.

As we sat relaxing, I turned to Diane. “Can I ask you something? It’s been on my mind since we first met back at the tavern.”

Diane looked at me curiously. “Of course, ask away.”

I took a deep breath. “That first handshake… I know it has special meaning in foxkin culture. I didn’t intend to, you know, propose or anything. Did you mind?”

Diane laughed lightly. “Don’t worry, I realized it was an innocent misunderstanding. You didn’t know our customs. I didn’t mind at all.”

I nodded, relieved. “Still, I feel badly. I never wanted to be disrespectful.”

Diane smiled and touched my arm. “You weren’t. Really, it was rather sweet.” She blushed slightly. “No one’s ever proposed to me before, even accidentally.”

I grinned teasingly. “Well, maybe someday I’ll do it on purpose.”

Diane’s eyes widened in surprise, but she smiled back shyly. The fire crackled merrily as we gazed at each other. The words I had spoken — half-jokingly — lingered, and I believe that we both understood in that moment that there was truth to my joke.

Diane was the first to break the silence. “We should go to bed,” she said, her cheeks crimson. “Tomorrow’s a long day!”

I grinned and nodded. “You go on ahead. I’ll clean up here and make sure the fire is out.”

She made to hop to her feet with her vulpine grace. But she hesitated, leaned in, and gave me a peck on my cheek. Warmth radiated from where her lips had touched me.

I smiled at her, unable to keep the sparkle out of my eyes, and she giggled before hopping up, this time for real, and making her way to the ladder.


Chapter 15

The morning sun slanted through the cabin windows as I sipped my coffee. Diane and I had risen early to put in a few hours of work clearing more of the garden plot’s tangled overgrowth.

I slowly rolled my shoulders, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles from the hard labor out in the field. My back and arms were stiff, but it was a good kind of soreness — the result of honest work transforming the land with my own two hands.

Diane stood humming yesterday’s song over the cast iron stove, deftly using a fork to turn slices of potato frying in one pan while scrambling a heap of speckled eggs in another. The sizzling aroma made my mouth water.

“Eat up while it’s hot,” Diane said cheerily, sliding a generously heaped plate stacked with the eggs, potatoes, and toasted bread in front of me. “You’ll need fuel for the exciting trip we’ve got planned today! And while we’re in town, we might as well get some more food. The longer we can put off starting on the MREs, the better!”

I nodded eagerly, already shoveling a big bite of the fluffy scrambled eggs. Diane’s frontier cooking was simple yet incredibly delicious, filling, and energizing.

“And I can’t wait for you to meet my good friend Leigh,” Diane added as she sat down across from me with her own plate. “She’s got all sorts of interesting wares for sale, some infused with a touch of magic. And I think you two will get along famously right from the start.”

She shot me a meaningful look that I couldn’t quite place.

“That sounds good,” I said.

She smiled and nodded, giving me no further hints of what that look had meant.

We hurried through the hearty breakfast, both eager to get on the road. The morning air still had a crisp chill when we stepped outside, but the cloudless azure sky promised another scorching afternoon ahead. Our breath fogged faintly in the shaded parts of the yard as we loaded up the Jeep with empty sacks and burlap bags to hold our purchases.

Just to be sure, I also tucked the rifle into the Jeep with us, carrying the handgun on my body after plenty of assurances from Diane that it was allowed to carry openly in town.

I slid behind the wheel of the rugged off-roader as Diane settled into the passenger seat beside me. She shot me a happy look, and I smiled back before I turned over the engine. Soon we were bouncing down the winding dirt track away from the secluded homestead, tracing our route back to the main road.

“Feels good to take a little break from the hard work for a fun excursion, doesn’t it?” Diane remarked over the roar of the wind whipping her long dark locks around her face. When I glanced her way, her eyes were bright with excitement, ears perked upright.

“It really does,” I agreed, nodding and returning my focus to navigating the bumpy trail. My muscles were still pleasantly sore and stiff from the previous days of labor, but my spirits were high. “I’m looking forward to seeing more of the frontier and meeting some of the locals.”

The vibrant wilderness sped by in a blur around us — soaring trees with copper-hued leaves, vivid flowering bushes dotted among the vibrant grasses. Strange new birds with long iridescent tail feathers swooped through the sky overhead while lumbering herd beasts with shaggy coats grazed placidly in the grassy clearings. The sheer diversity of flora and fauna never ceased to amaze me.

As the rutted dirt road carried us nearer to Gladdenfield’s fortified log palisade walls and guard towers, traffic gradually increased. We began passing laden wagons guided by elven and human traders, their heads wrapped in bright scarves to block the dust kicked up by their plodding beasts of burden. Diane waved cheerily out the window to acquaintances, shouting jovial greetings that were lost to the wind.

There were several foxkin among them as well, and I realized not all looks that met me were friendly. A foxkin male, short and wiry, shot me the nastiest look as we drove past his caravan.

“Who’s that?” I asked Diane once we’d passed him, nodding back in his direction.

“Oh, that’s just Anwick,” she said, giving a dismissive wave. “I told you foxkin males were rare, right?”

I nodded, catching the male’s stink-eye again in the rear-view mirror. “Yeah, you did.”

“Well, despite their rarity, Anwick still hasn’t found a single mate, let alone begun his harem.” She laughed and shook her head. “He’s a spiteful and jealous thing. Just ignore whatever he does and says.”

I shook my head and chuckled. “Gladly.”

At the gates, the elven guards recognized us from our previous visit and waved us through with a smile. I carefully navigated the winding, deeply rutted streets, following Diane’s directions toward the rambling general store she had enthusiastically told me about.

“Here it is!” she chirped, very excited. “Time to introduce you to Leigh!”
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After I parked, Diane hopped out and headed straight for the entrance. I followed her a moment later, taking a bag with me to carry the wares we would need to purchase.

Inside, the aisles and shelves were stuffed to overflowing with tools, dry goods, bolts of cloth, seeds, and countless other items.

But that was not what caught the eye. Oh no…

The woman behind the counter did. She was a first grade wilderness gal, wearing a cowboy hat, cowboy boots, and scuffed jeans that hugged her ample curves in a way that sent my head spinning. Long blonde locks and a buttoned plaid shirt — the buttons of which struggled to contain her bouncy chest — completed the picture. She had that look of maturity about her — a little older than Diane and a little more experienced, but she was still in her prime.

And those blazing blue eyes said she knew exactly what kind of effect she had.

“Well, howdy!” she called out, giving Diane a wave. “Diane! So good to see ya!” She had a delicious southern accent that suited her just fine — wild and free; the way I liked them.

“Leigh!” Diane called, greeting her friend.

Diane rushed over to embrace her friend warmly. They laughed together, rocking back and forth as they hugged, and I won’t lie — seeing the two of them hugging was very nice.

Diane finally detached from the hug and turned to introduce us. “Leigh, meet my friend David who just recently moved to a new homestead out near the Silverthread. David, this bubbly ray of sunshine here is my dear friend Leigh.”

“Welcome to Gladdenfield, David!” Leigh exclaimed, eagerly shaking my hand in both of hers. As she did so, her blue eyes took me in boots to crown, and I could tell she liked what she was seeing. “Diane told me someone new would be comin’ to our little neck of the woods, but she didn’t tell me it’d be a good-lookin’ man.”

I grinned at that. “Well, surprise. Here I am.”

She nodded, wetting her lips for a moment. “Here you are, indeed.”

Diane giggled as well, and that was a weird one to me. Obviously, her friend was flirting with me. And either I was crazy, or Diane and I had a thing going on. And yet here she stood happy as a ladybug.

Then I recalled her earlier words about harems and foxkin sharing men. Another cultural thing I still needed to understand better.

“Well, it’s great to meet you too, Leigh,” I replied sincerely. “You’ve got quite the operation going on here,” I added, gesturing around at the diverse wares filling every nook and cranny of the rustic space.

“Oh gosh, ya think?” she hummed, looking around with those big blue eyes. “Most days it’s barely controlled chaos in here.” She followed up with an infectious, almost musical laugh. “But I really do enjoy running the business. Why don’t the two of y’all come on round the back? I wanna show you two some of the new specialty shipments that just arrived earlier this week!”

Threading through the crowded aisles, Leigh led us to a far corner that was stocked to the exposed rafters with farming equipment, seeds, fertilizers, and other agricultural supplies. My eyes widened as they roamed over the incredible variety available, including many plants and tools I’d never encountered before on Earth.

Leigh enthusiastically showed me magical seeds she called moonlight taters. “Like the name says, these babies will grow in moonlight and in just about any temperature so long as it ain’t freezin’. They need plenty of water, but around the Silverthread that ain’t much of a problem.”

“Amazing,” I said, studying the seeds. They looked so mundane, I thought for a moment she might be bullshitting me. But Diane was looking on with those big sapphire eyes and nodding enthusiastically.

“Here,” Leigh said, handing me a packet of moonlight potato seeds. “On the house. As a welcome-to-the-neighborhood sorta thing, y’know?”

“Leigh,” I said, sincerely moved. “You don’t have to…”

“Oh, go on now!” she said, then pushed the packet into the pocket of my jeans. Her slender fingers on my hips kindled a fire, and she shot me an enticing wink from under the brim of her hat. “I like to help out.”

“Well, thanks!” I said.

“See?” Diane hummed. “I told you Leigh was great.”

She shot Diane a warm smile before continuing the tour of her store. She had many of these kind of seeds, and there was just a little too much information from the bubbly blonde for me to commit it all to memory, but most of the magical crops were varieties of mundane crops, except they grew faster or in different conditions. While amazing, I had not yet seen anything otherworldly.

“And I buy whatever ya grow,” she said when she completed the tour. “Now, I’m no hack, so I’ll tell ya right now what Diane could tell ya: you’ll make loads more if you sell it to the elven traders directly. But they ain’t always in town, and when they are, they’re gonna haggle. So if you wanna do it the convenient way, sell your produce to me, and I’ll sell it to elves. You won’t have to stick around till there’s an elf who wants to trade, and you won’t have to deal with their shrewd hagglin’. How’s that?”

Diane nodded. “I do the same with what I hunt,” she said. “Some of the elves are… well… they’re…”

“Miserly vultures,” Leigh finished her sentence for her.

The two girls broke out laughing, and it was impossible not to join in. There was something about Leigh that said fun followed in her wake — she seemed the type to always have a joke ready, a great idea to pass the time. Never a dull moment. Diane was sweeter and softer, more shy and intimate, and yet the two seemed to complement each other perfectly.

“Well,” I said. “I’ll do a few deals with the elves myself when the time comes. Out of curiosity, if not anything else, but I’ll happily have you as a middle woman.”

She licked her lips as she gave me a naughty look. “I prefer the term go-to-girl… for all your needs.”

I laughed and nodded. “Go-to-girl it is.”

She clapped her hands and smiled. “As Diane knows, you two will always be welcome here. Now, I’m thinkin’ David brought that big old burlap sack for a reason and y’all are looking to buy some supplies.”

Diane nodded, her smile fading a little. “Yeah, about that…”

Leigh waved it away. “Don’t worry. We gotta help each other out, and not many starting out have a lot to spend. Why don’t you two bring what ya need over to the register, and I’ll keep a tab until the money comes rolling in, huh?”

“That’s nice of you, Leigh,” I said. “I appreciate that!”

She smiled warmly. “Around here, we stick up for each other. Now go ahead and let me know what you need.”

The three of us spent the next hour or so chatting and shopping. With Leigh hanging around and catching up as we did our shopping, it didn’t go very fast, but it didn’t have to. I could already feel that out here, things happened at a different pace. It was a pace that suited me a lot better.

Besides, it was entertaining. Seeing Diane’s easy, affectionate friendship with the energetic Leigh was incredibly heartwarming. The frontier folk truly cared for one another.

When we had everything, Diane shot me a meaningful look. “We should be on our way again, David.”

Leigh, leaning on the counter in a way that give me a fine look at her ample, freckled bosom, looked up and nodded. “Ya don’t wanna be out there when it’s dark,” she said. “Still, y’all should have a couple of hours before nightfall to make the trip.”

Diane nodded, blushing a little as she looked at me. “Yeah, we do… but, uh, I wanted to grab a drink together with David at the Wild Outrider. Maybe? If… If you want to? My treat?”

The way she asked it was too cute. I couldn’t have refused if I’d wanted to.

“Hmm,” Leigh hummed, narrowing her eyes at me. “Can’t say I blame you for wantin’ a drink with this man, Diane.”

I chuckled. Leigh’s constant flirting was making me more than a little fiery, but I wanted to keep my cool. Still, I had little doubt that something might happen here if I saw Leigh more often.

I smiled at Diane and nodded. “Yeah, great idea! Let’s go grab a drink.”


Chapter 16

The frothy ale and lively shared laughter in the cozy tavern were the perfect capper to our delightful outing. It wasn’t as crowded as it had been the last time we were here; apparently, it was a slow day in Gladdenfield. But that suited us just fine.

Diane sauntered up to the bar and ordered us each a drink, returning to our small corner table with two overflowing mugs. I couldn’t help but feel proud and happy to be sharing the company of such an exotic, sweet woman. The way her eyes kept finding mine told me she greatly enjoyed my companionship as well.

Her bright blue eyes fairly shone with optimistic excitement as she sat down across from me and raised her drink. “To new friends and new beginnings!” she exclaimed merrily, holding it out towards me in the gesture of a toast.

“To new friends and new beginnings,” I echoed with a smile, happily clinking my frothy mug against hers. I felt incredibly lucky to be sharing in this quest for meaning and purpose out here with Diane by my side.

We both tilted our drinks back, the crisp taste helping wash down the dust from the road. Diane set her mug down with a satisfied sigh.

“Hit the spot, didn’t it?” she remarked. “Emrys brews the best ale for leagues around. He gets the hops from local farmers.”

I took another swig of the amber ale and nodded. “You’re right, it’s delicious. Nice and cold too on a hot day.”

We chatted amiably about our favorite parts of the day’s excursion as we slowly drained our drinks. Around us, the tavern hummed with life — traders laughing together, a Bard plucking out tunes in the corner. But Diane’s lovely face across from me held all my focus.

As we lingered over the last sips, I turned the conversation to our new acquaintance. “Leigh seems like a real gem. How did you two meet?”

Diane’s eyes crinkled fondly at the memory. “Oh, it was maybe a year or so after I first wandered into these parts. I was in a bad way, no money or shelter.” Her expression clouded briefly.

“Leigh took me in, gave me a job helping in the store. Fed me, kept me safe.” Diane smiled. “Her compassion changed everything. I’ll always be grateful.”

I listened intently, always eager to learn more of her past. “She seems an incredibly warm-hearted person. I’m thankful you had her kindness.”

Diane chuckled. “Don’t tell Leigh this, but she’s also a shrewd businesswoman! She taught me a lot about bartering and appraising goods fairly.”

We shared a laugh at the amusing contradiction of Leigh’s savvy dealings contrasted with her bubbly persona. I was quickly coming to appreciate how the locals here looked out for each other.

Too soon, the lowering daylight outside the smudged windows told us it was time to begin the trek home. But we lingered a few moments more, neither of us eager for the magical day to end.

At last Diane pushed back her chair and stood, eyes dancing. “Suppose we should get moving before it’s full dark out there.”

I nodded and followed her out into the street, rolling my shoulders in the pleasant sunlight and fresh open air after the cozy tavern. I was really growing to like this place and its people.

The streets were still full of life with townsfolk and visitors going about their day. Everything seemed amiable — people nodded in passing or, if they recognized Diane, greeted us or made short inquiries before going on their way. In that manner, I met several people before we could even climb into the Jeep.

I cranked the engine and steered the Jeep back out onto the rutted dirt road leading home. Diane nestled comfortably into her seat, gazing dreamily out at the vibrant passing scenery.

“I’m so glad you got to meet Leigh today,” Diane remarked after a short while of companionable silence. “She’s been a good friend to me since I arrived here. She’s really important to me.”

“I could tell right away that she has a big heart,” I replied, briefly meeting Diane’s eyes. “And I appreciate the chance to start meeting the locals and building connections.”

Diane nodded. “It takes time, but you’ll come to feel at home here. The frontier folk look after their own.” She gave my arm an affectionate pat. “And I, for one, feel like you’re part of us already.”

I smiled, buoyed by her reassurance. “It means a lot that you say that, Diane. Thanks.”

She hummed affectionately, her fox ears perking upright, and her soft hand stayed on my arm.

The winding track climbed steadily into the hills. Below, the vivid valley gradually came into view once more. There, nestled against the shimmering Silverthread, stood our cozy log cabin. Home.

Diane’s keen eyes made it out through the trees before I did. “There it is!” she exclaimed gladly.

The Jeep rumbled faithfully along as the sun dipped lower above the forest. Soon we were pulling up beside the house, eager to unpack and share dinner together.

Diane hopped out and came around to meet me, eyes dancing. “I’d call that a pretty great day, wouldn’t you?”

“One of the best,” I agreed sincerely. “Come on, let’s unpack before we get something to eat.”
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As we arrived at the cabin, the last rays of the sun streaked the sky orange and pink. The evening was serene, the only sounds being the soft rustling of leaves and the distant murmur of the river. It felt good to be home after the bustling day in Gladdenfield.

Home. It felt like that already — more so than any other place I had ever lived.

I parked the Jeep near the entrance of our property, and Diane and I started to unload the supplies we had bought. So far, we’d only gotten some fresh food to liven up the preserves, as well as the packet of moonlight tater seeds, which was a prized possession to me — my first magical crop.

Of course, the result would be potatoes. That wasn’t very magical, but the growth process would be. I could grow them year-round, barring winter, and that would keep us fed — both by the potatoes themselves and by the profits that selling them would bring in.

Or so I hoped. Honestly, I didn’t know much about the profits on produce out here in the Wilds, but I expected Leigh would cut me some honest deals, so I stood a fair chance of making it out here. One thing was sure: I didn’t want to fall back on the Frontier Division and ask them for help unless it was absolutely necessary. As much as I appreciated and liked Caldwell, independence was important to me.

“Let’s take these inside,” Diane suggested, her melodic voice and enticing accent breaking me out of my reverie as she grabbed a bag of fresh produce. I gave her a nod and started carrying the remaining supplies into the cabin. The interior of our home was cozy, the lingering scent of the woodfire still in the air.

As we unpacked, I could not help but marvel at the delightful simplicity of my time here so far. Out here, there were no administrative requirements, no bookkeeping, no complex dealings with landlords and employers. The simple act of preparing for our livelihood, of making a home in this wild frontier, was deeply satisfying.

Diane seemed to sense my thoughts. “It’s a different life, isn’t it?” she said, her voice soft. I glanced at her, and our eyes met. Hers were filled with understanding and a hint of amusement.

I nodded in agreement. “It sure is. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I meant every word. I perked up an eyebrow at her. “But how would you know?”

She laughed, pointing at me with an eggplant as she narrowed her eyes. “Think you’re the first one from the city to come traipsing by here?”

I chuckled and rubbed the back of my neck. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

She winked. “Most people who come here, especially those who have unlocked a Class, feel like they’re finally free.”

“Well, I can relate,” I said.

We finished unpacking the supplies, and Diane started to prepare supper. Using the preserved food we had, as well as some of the fresh produce we had purchased, she made another of her signature frontier stews. I watched her for a moment with an approving smile as she chopped the vegetables and stirred the pot.

Then, I went about setting the table. Leigh had tucked a bottle of wine into our bag — free of charge — and I uncorked it. For lack of glasses, we had to drink it from mugs — ‘like savages,’ some of my former colleagues would have said — but that did not diminish the fruity bouquet in the slightest.

We laughed, talked, and drank as the cabin filled with the delicious aroma of the cooking food, making our stomachs rumble in anticipation. The sun had set by the time supper was ready. We sat across from each other at the small table, the only light coming from the flickering flames of the fireplace. It cast a warm, cozy glow throughout the cabin.

Diane served the stew into our bowls, and we dug in. The food was simple but hearty, perfect for our tired bodies after a long day. We ate in comfortable silence, the only sounds being the crackling of the fire and the occasional clinking of our spoons against the bowls.

As we ate, I found myself stealing glances at Diane. The firelight highlighted her features, making her look even more beautiful. I felt a familiar warmth spreading through my chest as I watched her. I was lucky to have her by my side in this new life.

Diane caught me looking at her and smiled, her eyes twinkling in the firelight. “What are you looking at?” she asked, a playful tone in her voice.

I chuckled, feeling a bit embarrassed. “Nothing. Just thinking how lucky I am,” I said.

Diane laughed, a sound that was warm and comforting. “Well, I’m lucky too,” she said, meeting my gaze. “To have a partner who’s so willing to learn and adapt.”

I felt a surge of happiness at her words. It was nice to know that she appreciated my efforts and was happy to be here with me. “Thank you, Diane,” I said, my voice sincere. “I appreciate that.”

She smiled. “You know, I didn’t know what to think of it when Caldwell came to me and asked me to help out one of the new homesteaders. I… Well, I’ve always been a bit of a loner. But something about the offer felt right… And I’m happy I agreed.”

“So am I,” I said. “Very much so.”

We finished our meal in companionable silence, both of us lost in our thoughts. After clearing the table, Diane suggested we take a walk outside to enjoy the cool evening air, taking a flashlight with us.

We stepped outside, and I was immediately struck by the beauty of the night. The stars were out in full force, their twinkling lights illuminating the landscape. The moon was a silver crescent in the sky, casting a soft glow over the cabin.

We walked slowly, enjoying the quiet beauty of the night, our path divined by the cone of the flashlight. Diane pointed out various constellations, her knowledge of the night sky impressive. I listened to her, the melodic sound of her voice soothing in the stillness.

After a while, we decided to head back to the cabin. We were both tired, and the day had been long.

We prepared for bed, Diane heading to the loft while I occupied myself with the fire. I followed her up the ladder a few minutes later, the loft bathed in a soft glow from a candle on the nightstand. We said our goodnights and retreated to our respective beds. As I lay in the darkness, listening to the soft sounds of Diane’s breathing, I came to an utter relaxation — a fulfilled tiredness of a simpler life and a busy day.

The events of the day replayed in my mind as I slowly drifted off to sleep. The bustling market, the unfamiliar faces, the unspoiled beauty of the land… it was all new and exciting. And there was much left for us to explore and discover.


Chapter 17

I drifted into slumber, lulled by the gentle chorus of crickets and the distant murmur of the river. As I slept deeply, vivid visions overtook me once more.

Once again, I wandered in that mysterious and mystical landscape from my previous vivid dreamscape — a place I had come to call Tannoris in my mind. I practically gawked at the fantastic scenery, marveling at the mountains that reached for the multi-colored clouds where birds with colorful and delicate feathers played and squawked. Then, letting my gaze drift down again, I stared at elven ruins of white stone, overrun with emerald crawling vines, serene and beautiful even in their decline.

And then there were the creatures… Among the mighty trees were lumbering beasts and weird critters. Small thing like elemental squirrels flitted and capered through the undergrowth, leaving flickering trails of multi-hued fire in their wake. Tiny sprites no bigger than my hand, their bodies alight with hypnotic flames, endlessly shifted hue as they seemed to contemplate my presence curiously. Larger luminescent elementals strode through the gloom, their wispy forms billowing like smoke.

And yet, I walked on unafraid amongst the fantastical menagerie of creatures inhabiting this mystical realm. My strides carried purpose, for my dream-self seemed to know exactly where he was going even if my waking mind did not understand. I sought the hidden ravine where I had first encountered the alluring deer-woman who served as my spirit guide.

At last, the ravine loomed before me, the cracked boulders and sheer rocky walls rising starkly from the verdant forest. I carefully picked my way down the steep, winding path leading into the shadowy depths below. Loose scree shifted treacherously underfoot, threatening to send me sliding into the gloomy depths.

But I persisted, bracing myself against the rough canyon walls until I successfully reached the ravine floor. Emerging from the claustrophobic passage into the ravine proper, I saw the deer-woman waiting just ahead amidst the swirling motes of light that were lesser spirit creatures.

Her appearance was as mesmerizing as I recalled — tall and slender, with fluffy ears that gave a little twitch at the sight of me. She nodded as I came, her intricate antlers bobbing with the motion of her pretty head. She stood serene and perfectly poised amidst the dancing spirits swirling around her in reverence.

“Welcome again, Summoner,” she said in her rich, melodic voice that echoed magically around the gorge. Her large emerald eyes were intent upon me, yet filled with warmth and approval. The soft fur of her ears and tail shimmered iridescent in the rays of magical half-light streaming down from above.

I inclined my head respectfully to her in greeting, although I could not stop my eyes from taking in the beauty of her exotic form.

“I have returned,” I said. “And I still have so many questions.” My own voice echoed strangely, as if I were speaking underwater.

The deer-woman smiled, an expression of infinite patience and compassion. “In time, your powers will blossom, and true understanding will follow,” she assured me in a gentle tone. “But come. I have something important to show you now. Something that will benefit you at once.”

She turned with natural grace and glided deeper into the rocky gorge without looking back, clearly expecting me to follow without hesitation. The swirling motes of lesser spirits danced around me as I hurried after her, filling the air with whispered snatches of some strange unintelligible spirit tongue.

After several minutes of walking, we entered a large cave-like chamber with intricate glowing glyphs etched into the curving walls. More diverse spirits danced and swooped through the musty air, tracing chaotic patterns across the ceiling beams in time with their own inscrutable rhyme. They cavorted in the angled beams of sunlight streaming down through cracks in the high stony ceiling.

In the center of the rough stone floor was a raised circular dais carved all over with arcane runes. The deer-woman stepped lightly up onto it and then turned to face me once more, her hooves clicking delicately on the weathered rock.

“Behold — the summoning circle, a conduit for my kind to touch your world,” she intoned. As she spoke, the elaborate etched runes began to glow. “Here a rare power will awaken within you — a Frontier Summoner.”

I slowly approached, feeling energy radiate from the glowing circle. “A Summoner… A Frontier Summoner?” I asked hesitantly.

“Yes,” the woman nodded. “One whose magic intertwines with the wild. Your bonds with nature spirits will be strong. It is a unique Class. Be blessed.”

My heart quickened. This Class was ideal for life out here. Eagerly, I stepped onto the dais, raising my arms as energy flowed into me.

The cavern shook. The woman cried, “Now, reach out once more, man of the frontier!”

Even as my active mind wondered what she meant, part of me understood well enough — a primal part that spent little time navel-gazing or overthinking matters. I could call it instinct, perhaps, and that was what drove me to reach out and touch the mystical forces around me.

And with that, they flowed into me. Or, well… I absorbed them. They were understanding, skill, and prowess, while I felt something alter within me. As I did so, the spirits swirled around me as if in celebration.

The woman laughed delightedly. “Well done, Frontier Summoner! With training, your gifts will continue to grow. But today, you have begun them.”

I turned slowly, marveling at the arcane power that thrummed in my veins. It was no mere illusion, not just a dream — I could feel something new blazing within me. Raw power that I would shape in the days to come.

The deer-woman regarded me warmly. “Go in peace, Summoner. The denizens of the planes await your call when you have awakened fully in the mortal realm.”

As she spoke, the cavern chamber dissolved away into inky darkness.

With a gasp, I opened my eyes to see predawn light filtering through the cabin window.

My heart pounded as I sat up in bed, the realization still settling in. And the power was still there, raging in my channels with untapped potency.

I was a rare Frontier Summoner! One whose magic and skill would intertwine the arcane with the survival skills of an outdoorsman. My developing abilities would be the perfect complement to life out here.

I could hardly wait for morning to tell Diane every detail of the dream and its revelations. Her wisdom might help me unravel the full meaning of my destined path as this unusual Class. She was still asleep, and it was still early, so I would leave her for just a bit.

I rose and dressed quickly by the gray dawn light. There would be no more sleeping after the intense vision.


Chapter 18

I quietly made my way downstairs, carefully stepping over the creaky parts of the ladder to avoid waking Diane. Once downstairs, I got dressed. My mind was abuzz with all that had transpired in the vivid dream.

As I entered the main room, I became aware of a hovering translucent box at the edge of my vision. I had thought it to be a speck of dirt or something, but now that the initial excitement faded, I noticed it wasn’t going anywhere.

Startled, I blinked hard several times, but it remained stubbornly in place. Focusing on it, the speck enlarged, and I realized it was a status display, showing a basic overview of my attributes:

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 1
Health: 20/20
Mana: 10/10

My eyes widened in understanding. This must be my interface that Caldwell had mentioned, manifesting after the Awakening ritual!

The dream had unlocked it, displaying my health and mana points. I had actual mana points now! I could only hope that meant I could cast spells.

I quickly discovered that by focusing, I could open additional interface windows with more details on my abilities. One showed a set of skills available to me:

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 1 (4 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 1 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 1 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 1 (1 mana)

There was a spell there… Summon Minor Spirit. Apparently, in the system that those with a Class had access to, spells were skills. That likely meant they could improve over time and with use. I nodded to myself as I reviewed it all. The skills fit the nature powers described as belonging to a Frontier Summoner in the dream.

Eager to properly test these newfound powers for the first time, I focused my mind and peered inwardly until I could sense the swirling currents of arcane energy from my vivid dream. I felt them pulsing within my core, raw and untamed.

Channeling my will, I extended my hand outward and spoke the words that came instinctively to summon forth this power. “I call upon the realms beyond. Heed now my voice! I summon you, spirit of beyond!” As I did so, my new interface offered me several options, which unfolded as I focused my eyes on them.

Spirit Type:
Earth / Air / Water / Fire / Storm / Woodland

On instinct, I chose fire. At first nothing happened, but then a flickering orb sprang into being before me, rapidly expanding until it took on a vaguely humanoid shape, composed entirely of shifting, swirling flames with two glowing embers for eyes. It was similar to the shapes that had flitted about me in the dream — no larger than my hand and full of vibrant energy.

I laughed aloud in pure delight. I had summoned forth my very first spirit from the realms beyond!

The creature hovered patiently, awaiting instruction. Knowing it would not last long in this plane, I quickly directed it to light the stove fire. It swooped over and, with a gesture, kindled a cheery blaze crackling merrily in the stove. Amazing! The creature obeyed my mental commands.

But the effort of calling forth this minor spirit had left me quite drained. Glancing at my interface, I saw my mana reserves had dropped from 10 down to only 6. I would clearly need to judiciously manage these mystical energies until I grew stronger.

But what an incredible first step!

My heart swelled with accomplishment and wonder. The raw potential was there within me, untapped wells of arcane might. With time and training, I could grow truly powerful. But for now, lighting a simple fire was momentous progress. I smiled broadly, scarcely able to contain my elation.

I played around with the spirit a while longer. It obeyed my mental commands without discussion or pushback, and it lasted much longer than I would have thought. It took several minutes before the playful little shape flickered out of existence, returning to the spirit realm from which I had called it forth.

Wanting to further test these newly awakened frontier abilities, I moved outside into the crisp morning air. Kneeling by some bushes around the cabin’s edge, I activated my Identify Plants skill at a cost of 1 mana and instinctively knew them to be currant bushes.

The Foraging skill then helped me locate some ripe, juicy berries quickly at a cost of 1 mana. Using the magic of the spell, I easily skipped over the ones that weren’t ripe yet, and I also avoided a batch because my magically infused instincts told me they were spoiled in some way, even though they appeared fine. Moreover, the bounty somehow seemed to be more than I would have thought, as if my Foraging skill magically increased the yield!

Popping one of the tart berries into my mouth, I smiled in deep satisfaction. The pieces were coming together. My powers as a Frontier Summoner provided a blend of mystical energy and frontier survival skills ideally suited to living and mastering this untamed land.

For my next test, I gathered some spare logs and branches. Acting on instinct, I used my Trapping skill at a cost of 1 mana to fashion a simple deadfall trap capable of catching small game. There was a kind of primal intuition to the process. This had been something I hadn’t even been capable of doing before all this, and the knowledge came magically into my mind.

Constructing traps would let me supplement the food situation once our rations from the Coalition ran out, and it would also add some meat to the diet of potatoes. The frontier was shaping me into a survivor.

As I sat there in the sun, having just placed my first trap, I found myself brimming with excitement. I just wanted to share it with someone, and I decided to head back into the cabin to check if Diane was up yet.

Heading back inside, I noticed the sunlight slanting into the cabin. Diane would probably be rousing soon upstairs, but she was still asleep for now. I decided to surprise her with coffee, broth, and fresh berries as a celebration of my powers awakening.

Soon the rich aroma of brewing coffee filled the cozy space. As I was preparing a platter of foraged berries, I heard the creak of the loft ladder that signaled Diane was up.

“Something smells good!” she said brightly as she descended. Her eyes widened as she saw the spread of food and drink. “David, you didn’t have to do all this!”

“But I wanted to,” I replied with a grin. “Especially on such a momentous morning. Diane, my Class just activated! Just like you said it would.”

Her eyes lit up and her ears perked in excitement. She then gave the cutest squeal, hopping up and down and clapping her hands. “I knew it! I knew it! I knew it would awaken in time,” she enthused. “Tell me everything!”

As we ate the simple but energizing meal, I described the interface details and explained my basic frontier skills. I couldn’t show her the spirit I could summon as I only had 3 mana left, but I described it in great detail.

“Incredible!” said Diane when I had finished. “A true Frontier Summoner! Those are extremely rare! I’ve only ever heard of them and never met one in progress.” She shook her head, filled with wonder. “Oh, David, it’s the perfect Class! The progress we’ll make on the homestead with your powers.” Her pride and enthusiasm spurred me on.

I smiled and sat back, utterly satisfied. “So… how does this mana come back?”

“A night’s rest,” she said. “Or with potions.” She thought for a moment. “Maybe your Class will even offer you access to alchemy so we can brew our own mana potions! That would be great.”

I nodded, already seeing visions of an alchemical laboratory to make such things for personal use… and maybe a few for profit? I shook my head in disbelief, smiling at the options before me.

Diane hopped excitedly again, sharing my delight.

“First things first, though,” I told her. “We finish breakfast. And then, we need to finish clearing the land.”


Chapter 19

After our celebratory breakfast, Diane and I headed out to the garden plot to pick up where we had left off clearing the stubborn overgrowth. My frontier skills had awakened, filling me with eager energy. As such, I was looking forward to starting the day!

I hefted my scythe and set to work slicing through the stalks and scrub brush along the plot’s edge. Beside me, Diane swung her own blade gracefully, severing vegetation with practiced ease. The morning air was still crisp, promising another scorching afternoon ahead.

We worked steadily under the climbing sun, the ringing of our scythe blades mixing with birdsong. By late morning, my linen shirt was once again soaked through with sweat. Diane showed no sign of tiring, effortlessly scything away the encroaching growth.

When the sun reached its zenith, we finally sat beneath a tree to eat a light meal and rest our weary muscles. Diane smiled at our progress, tail swishing proudly. “At this rate, we’ll have the whole plot cleared by tomorrow evening,” she proclaimed.

I nodded, gulping water gratefully. My hands were already blistered, but I forced myself to keep going through the afternoon. Diane and I traded off tools, attacking the stubborn roots in shifts.

As the daylight began fading, we set our implements down nearly in unison, backs aching but deeply satisfied. A wide swath of overturned soil now stretched before us. We had conquered a huge area in just two days.

That evening, I could barely lift my spoon to eat supper, my arms leaden with exhaustion. But I took pride in transforming the land through honest work. Diane’s tireless energy inspired me to push my limits.

Before we went to bed, I checked the trap but had caught nothing. My new instincts told me that it would better to place snares and traps farther away from the cabin.

At dawn the next day, we quickly ate breakfast and headed out to the plot again. A renewed sense of purpose drove me forward, scythe swinging with fresh vigor. The physical labor energized me in a way my old city job never had.

By early afternoon, we hacked and tore the last of the scrub from the earth. I drove my shovel under another tremendous central taproot — the last that blocked the plot — and heaved with a roar. It tore free in a shower of dirt, exposing rich soil.

Diane let out a whoop, throwing her arms skyward in triumph. “We did it!” she cried, pulling me into an exuberant, sweaty hug. I laughed, hugging her back tightly. Her wild spirit was contagious, and hugging her was a delight. She felt just right in my arms, like she fitted there.

As she pulled back, our eyes met for a moment, and her cheeks tinged a slight rose color as her ears gave an endearingly nervous little twitch. I knew then — although perhaps I had known all along — that I was falling for her.

And she for me.

She cleared her throat and pulled back from the embrace, smiling shyly, and I let her go reluctantly. I was not sure how much longer I would be able to keep at bay my growing feelings for her, and I decided I needed to bridge that gap between us — to understand what it meant in foxkin culture to be close in the way I wanted to be close to her.

And I had just the idea… But it would have to wait for a little while.

We did a final pass picking rocks and roots from the plot. Then I stood back with Diane, gazing out proudly over the wide swath of cleared, tilled earth awaiting seeds. It was deeply fulfilling to see such tangible results of our combined labor.

“Shaping a piece of the frontier with your own hands — that’s the real magic,” remarked Diane, voicing my thoughts. I nodded in heartfelt agreement.

After cleaning the tools and grabbing a snack, we headed to the livestock pasture next. This plot was already partly cleared, with mainly scraggly grass sprouting about.

Diane scrutinized the sturdy wooden fence, inspecting for damage while I hacked away at clusters of thorny bushes with a hatchet. Before long, the pasture was clear and ready for occupants.

“There,” Diane proclaimed with satisfaction, hands on her hips as she surveyed our work. “All prepped and just awaiting some critters to fill it.”

I smiled, picturing the animals we might acquire — chickens, goats, maybe even a milk cow. “It’s really coming together now. I feel like a true homesteader, getting everything ready to be self-sufficient out here.”

Diane beamed. “You’ve come such a long way already, David. When you first arrived, you knew little of homesteading. Now look at you — you’re a natural!” Her praise made my heart swell with pride.

We decided to do one final task while there was still light. I wanted to start a smokehouse to preserve meat and fish, so I constructed a simple lean-to roof while Diane cut and stacked firewood inside. Soon we had a perfect smoking hut that we could use once we started trapping and fishing in earnest.

As the sun dipped low, we washed up in the river and then headed inside for supper, pleasantly exhausted after another productive day. The cabin already smelled of home — woodsmoke, wild herbs and hearty stew.

After eating, we relaxed by the fire, muscles aching but spirits high. Diane brought out her fiddle again, playing lively songs that echoed happily off the log walls.

When she finally set the instrument down, I said, “Diane, your music is so beautiful. It reminds me of when my mom used to sing folk tunes around our old campfire.”

A wistful smile crossed my face at the memory. “She didn’t have a voice like yours, but she sang often and free. I don’t think she even realized it herself. I have many happy memories of our home… before the Upheaval changed everything.”

Diane’s expression softened with empathy. “Tell me about it. What was life like for you and your family before?”

I gazed into the flickering fire, gathering my thoughts. “Well, we lived in a nice house out in the country. My dad worked construction, while my mom took care of the home. They both loved the outdoors, so we were always camping, hiking, and fishing on weekends.”

Diane listened intently, her ears perked with interest as I shared memories of carefree childhood trips and my close-knit family. Her eyes clouded with sorrow when I described the chaos of the merging worlds.

“Everything fell apart so fast,” I explained. “I was in Louisville with my grandparents when it happened. That turned out to be a lifesaver, as our own town was just swallowed up by the Upheaval. Nobody knows what happened to it. I ended up in my grandparents’ care in the city, and I’m thankful for them. But I never saw our town or any of the people from it again. All I got were reports from the Coalition made public that showed the place where our town used to be had turned into the Wilds. Not a trace of it.”

Diane reached out and squeezed my hand supportively. “I’m so sorry, David. That must have been incredibly hard to go through. And your parents?”

“The System assigned them Classes,” I said. “Like so many, they were swept up in the adventures. My grandparents became my primary caregivers, but I have warm memories from whenever my parents came back. One day, they went on a mission and…” I shrugged. “Well, they never returned.”

“Oh, David, that sounds terrible.”

I nodded. “It really turned my whole world upside down. What about you, Diane? What was it like when the Upheaval hit?”

Diane’s expression grew distant. “I remember it being utterly terrifying at first. Rifts tore open the sky, and this world — it was strange to us then; we feared the cities and the metal and the concrete — appeared behind the rifts. Many foxkin fled for safety, but families were separated in the chaos.”

She explained how she got separated from her parents and siblings when monstrous creatures, driven wild by the Upheaval and the magical energies it released, stampeded over their camp. “We all scattered. By the time the fighting ended, I couldn’t find any of my kin.”

I listened sympathetically as Diane described those harrowing times. “You must have felt so lost and alone,” I said softly.

Diane nodded, ears drooping slightly. “For a while I wandered the wilderness surviving on my own. But eventually I made my way here to Gladdenfield and Leigh took me in. She became the family I thought I’d lost.”

We sat in silence for a moment, hands clasped, sharing the emotional weight of memories long buried. It felt good to open up and share these things.

“Well, we’ve both come through a lot to be here now,” I finally said. Diane gave a small smile and squeezed my hand gratefully.

We talked late into the night, sharing treasured memories and bonding over the roles our loved ones played in shaping us. I felt I truly knew Diane better now. Out here, the present was all that mattered, but the past remained woven into who we were.


Chapter 20

The next morning, I was up early, feeling energized and eager to put my plan into action. Diane was still asleep, so I headed downstairs and got busy making a hearty breakfast.

Soon, the aroma of frying eggs, potatoes, and fresh bread woke Diane. She descended the ladder, smoothing back her adorably disheveled hair. “My, something smells delicious!”

“Morning, Diane,” I greeted her cheerily. “Have a seat, breakfast is just about ready.”

As we ate, I set my plan into motion. “So, I was thinking of heading into Gladdenfield today for some supplies. We don’t need much — some food, some seeds, and some stuff to help set up the traps — but I think we could both use a break from working the land.”

Diane’s ears perked up with interest. “That sounds lovely! Let me grab my things.”

“Actually,” I said slowly, “I was hoping to make this just a quick solo trip if that’s alright? I have one or two personal errands to run. But I’ll be back by evening so we can have dinner together. That way, you can take the day off and just rest! You’ve been a great help, but I would love for you to relax a little as well.”

The truth was, I would have loved for her to come along. But for my little plan to work, I needed to head into town alone.

Diane looked surprised, her fox ears twitching for a second, but nodded agreeably. “Of course, no problem! It actually sounds nice to relax for a day. But… I can’t sit still too long. I’ll use some of the time to do some fishing around here. I’ll make sure we have some fresh fish for dinner!”

I smiled, hoping she wouldn’t feel I was avoiding her. But keeping my plans secret was necessary. “Thanks for understanding. I appreciate it!”

After breakfast, I secured supplies for the journey in the Jeep while Diane tidied up inside. Soon I was bumping down the winding path away from the homestead.

It felt refreshing to be behind the wheel alone with my thoughts, watching the vibrant wilderness flow past. The morning sun shone behind the vivid leaves, promising another hot day ahead.

Birds burst from the undergrowth in explosions of color as I navigated ruts and rocks. The solitude allowed me to gather my courage for the next phase in getting closer to Diane.

I knew she cared for me too, but the cultural gap remained. I hoped today’s undertaking might bridge it. My palms grew sweaty on the wheel just thinking about it.

To calm my nerves, I focused on the present — sunlight on the stone-strewn trail, strange cries echoing from the forest. Out here, it was just me and the untamed land. Well, and all the strange creatures that called Earth home since the Upheaval.

After a while, the main road came into view through the trees, right next to the cottonwood. I shifted gears and steered the rugged vehicle onto the wider dirt thoroughfare.

Soon more travelers came into sight — traders with laden wagons and strange beasts of burden. Some of them were elven traders, traveling between the villages of the frontier to sell and buy. I exchanged friendly waves and greetings with them as our paths converged.

The bustle increased as I neared Gladdenfield’s palisade. Homesteaders heading out to their own plots of land mingled with hunters and adventurers returning from forays. It was interesting to realize that — unlike in New Springfield — everybody here had a Class. These were all people of supernatural ability, very different from those in the city.

At the gates, the guards recognized me and waved me through with smiles. I navigated the crowded streets, following the road to my destination. In the town, I drove carefully and slowly, and my excellent vehicle — although it was in need of a wash right now — drew a lot of attention from the inhabitants.

After parking, I double-checked if I stood in a good spot and took a deep breath. This was it — time to put my plan into action.
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I took a deep breath and pushed open the door to Leigh’s shop. The bells jangled merrily to announce my arrival. Leigh looked up from behind the counter and broke into a broad grin.

“Well, howdy, David! This is a pleasant surprise,” she said warmly, straightening up and smoothing her hands down the front of her jeans.

Leigh was her usual charming self — blonde hair escaping from under her cowboy hat, cheeks rosy from the heat. Her blue eyes lit up at the sight of me. My eyes were drawn to her voluptuous figure, and I found, to my delight, that she wore daisy dukes. She shifted her hips enticingly when she saw me.

I smiled as I approached the counter, glancing around the cozy, cluttered space. Shelves overflowed with all manner of goods and curiosities from the frontier lands. “Hey Leigh. I was hoping I could pick your brain about something.”

She immediately perked up, leaning forward eagerly. “Well now, I do love being picked,” she purred, shooting me a flirty wink. As she did, I couldn’t help but notice two undone buttons at the top of her shirt, affording an enticing glimpse of freckled cleavage.

I chuckled, feeling my blood heat. Leigh seemed completely unabashed about her constant stream of shameless flirting.

“Actually, it’s about Diane,” I explained, trying valiantly to keep my eyes on her face. “And I know you and Diane are close friends. I figured you could give me some, uh… insights. I don’t know much about foxkin and, well, their customs.”

Leigh’s eyebrows shot up, nearly disappearing under the brim of her hat. “Ohhh, I think I’m pickin’ up what you’re layin’ down now.” She grinned knowingly, drumming her fingers on the counter. “This about gettin’ it on with a certain fluffy-tailed vixen that happens to be a mutual acquaintance of you and I?”

I cleared my throat. It wasn’t often that I had to search for words, but Leigh managed to put me in that position. Her delicious body, her challenging blue eyes, and the way she leaned on that counter made my head spin. She was coming on hard — harder than I was used to. Here was a woman who knew what she wanted.

She laughed when she saw my response, placing a light hand on my arm. “I’m just jokin’ around with you, David,” she said. “I saw what was going on between you and Diane the moment y’all came in here.” Her smile warmed a little. “I’m happy she found someone she’s interested in.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Thanks… Yeah… Diane and I, we’ve been getting closer. And I really like her. But I don’t want to risk offending her or messing this up by misunderstanding her culture.”

She grinned and licked her plump lips for a moment. “Well, I heard you already proposed to her.”

I chuckled. “I, uh, may have done that.”

“And she didn’t get mad. That says a lot, David.” She nodded thoughtfully, glancing toward the window as if she could see Diane out there somewhere. “Mm, but it’s real wise of you, coming to ask,” she mused. “Okay then, let’s have a sit-down and chat about this.”

She came around from behind the counter and hooked her arm through mine, guiding me over to a small table tucked in the back corner. The sway of her full hips in those daisy dukes and the thick thighs underneath were mesmerizing to watch.

Part of it was a little confusing to me. I was pretty sure that I was developing profound feelings for Diane, but I liked Leigh a lot. Being near her was easy and fun, and I loved her bubbly, easy-going personality. Obviously, I loved her body, too — and she was proud of it and confident. These were all attractive traits to me, even though she was very different from Diane.

I wanted them both.

I caught a whiff of Leigh’s perfume as we sat down across from each other — something woodsy and wild, with a hint of honeysuckle. It suited her.

“Now, mating and courtship with foxkin is tricky for an outsider to fully grasp,” Leigh began matter-of-factly, folding her hands on the tabletop. “They have very different views on romance and intimacy from how we humans see things. The first thing you gotta understand is, most vixens will only take one mate in their whole life once they decide to settle down proper.”

I nodded. “Alright, so… it’s a commitment for life.”

“Hm-hm,” she hummed. “Fox girls ain’t for blowin’ off steam or some fun-and-forget.” Suddenly, her eyes turned a little harder. “Especially Diane,” she added with an edge. “I care about her like a sister. So my first advice for ya is to think things through. I ain’t gonna have nobody breaking her heart. At least not without me breakin’ their bones.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. The bubbly blonde had an edge, and she had it just where I liked it — when it came to friends, she considered family. It spoke for her character that she wasn’t all playfulness and giggles.

“I’m dead serious,” she said, misunderstanding my smile.

“I know,” I said. “I can tell. Don’t worry. My rash days are long behind me. I’m out here to stay. Don’t forget: I’m already practically living together with her.”

“I reckon that’s true,” she hummed in her delicious country accent, her blue eyes warming up a bit again. “I’m sorry… if I’m a bit protective. She had a rough time during the Upheaval. I just want her to be happy, y’know?”

I nodded and placed my hand over hers. “I understand.”

Now she shot me a wry, knowing look. “All right,” she hummed. “On to Diane… So here’s the thing. You probably noticed that there are certain times when she ain’t bashful or shy at all, right? I mean, a fox girl will get butt-naked and hop into a pool with you.”

I laughed, nodding. “Yeah, that’s definitely a side of Diane I’ve seen.”

Leigh smiled, leaning back comfortably in her chair. “Well that’s ‘cause they’re at ease in nature. They’re not really ashamed of their bodies, but most of ‘em — especially those like Diane who’ve been living with humans — will grow a little more self-conscious. The result is a kinda confusing mix of signals, right? Bashful one moment; bold the next.”

I laughed. “Yeah… yeah, that’s Diane.”

She grinned. “So here’s the thing. That behavior don’t necessarily mean she’s fixin’ to get hitched just yet. Even if she seems sweet on you, Diane likely won’t settle down permanent-like with one mate until she feels certain about him.”

I nodded, eager to hear more of what she had to say. This was turning out to be a pretty interesting lesson…
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I took mental notes as Leigh explained more about foxkin mating habits, feeling relieved to have help decoding Diane’s behavior. With our different cultural backgrounds, I had found some of her shyness and reticence mixed with boldness and easy touching confusing, but this provided useful context.

Leigh went on, “So don’t be too surprised if she seems hesitant about getting physical at first, even if she’s flirting up a storm with you out by the well.” She shot me a pointed look. “Building real trust and devotion is a big deal for foxkin when it comes to mating. It’s not just casual fun times.”

I nodded slowly, thinking back on a few moments with Diane that seemed to confirm this. “That makes a lot of sense, thanks Leigh,” I replied sincerely. “I definitely want to make sure I understand where she’s coming from and don’t make her uncomfortable.”

“Of course, hun!” Leigh patted my arm reassuringly. “Now, once a vixen decides she’s found her match, there are some courtship rituals and customs you’ll want to know about too before you make things official…”

As Leigh spoke, I noticed her hand was still resting lightly on my arm, her fingertips idly tracing little circles in a way that was proving highly distracting. I shifted in my seat, eyes once again drawn to the bosom those buttons were straining to contain. Damned if the feeling of her nails grazing my skin wasn’t having a powerful effect.

I coughed discreetly into my fist, determined not to let my imagination run away with itself. “So, uh…what kind of courtship rituals do foxkin have, then?” I asked, steering the discussion back on track.

She smiled up at me. “First things first, stud. That proposal you made earlier?”

I nodded.

“You need to do it again or let her know you meant it the first time ‘round. That’ll be the start of it. After that, the two of y’all can go on a date.”

A little confused at the required formal gesture — a shaking of hands — I perked an eyebrow. “So… I need to shake her hand again?”

Leigh laughed, giving a playful little squeeze on my arm. “Oh shoot, darlin’, nothing that uptight! It’s more like a holdin’ of hands. You just gotta stick yours out and say somethin’ like asking her out, y’know? Say you wanna court her.”

I grinned and nodded. “I mean, we’ve held hands over the last couple of days a few times…”

She leaned in, pouting her plump lips in the dirtiest way as she fixed her bedroom eyes on me. I think I actually shivered at that.

“Holdin’ hands, hmm,” she hummed, her husky southern accent making my blood pump. “Very lewd…”

Despite my own arousal at her half-act, I still laughed and shook my head. “Leigh, you are wild…”

“You don’t know the half of it, sugar,” she purred, her fingernails making another teasing trail up my forearm.

That moment hung in the air, and I felt myself very close to acting on it. All the flirting with Diane over the past few days had already riled me up, and Leigh wasn’t doing anything to improve the situation. At all.

“And that’s another thing,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on mine. “They don’t mind sharing their men.”

The implication hung heavily in the air. My entire body was tense. “Yeah,” I said, finding my voice a little hoarse. “She told me that.”

Then, she pulled back, breaking the tension just like that as she gave a lighthearted smile, and leaving me in that chair as one heaving bulk of sexual tension.

“Well,” she purred, hopping to her feet like nothing had happened. “That should help give you a good groundin’ on how foxkin operate in matters of the heart.”

I breathed out and sat back in the chair, trying to get my muscles to relax as I looked up at her from under my eyebrows, a crooked smirk on my face.

Tease. And the way her eyes sparked told me she knew it pretty damn well.

But I liked it.

“Thanks, Leigh,” I said.

“Anytime, sugar,” she replied. “Now, I got a couple of elves comin’ by in a few minutes for a trade, so I need to get my business hat on, baby. And I can’t focus with a good-lookin’ guy like you hangin’ around. Nuh-uh.”

I laughed and rose to my feet, struggling a little to hide the bulge that had formed. Her eyes dipped for a moment, and she didn’t seem to mind at all.

“Tell ya what,” she said. “You have that talk with Diane, and maybe you can come by, and we’ll talk a little more about how ya should proceed, huh? We’ll make a day of it, ‘cause I could use a day off.”

I smiled. “Are you asking me out on a date, Leigh?” I asked. It was my turn to put her on the spot a little.

But the country blonde wasn’t easily put on the spot. She just cocked a delicious hip, tipped her hat up a little, and gave a playful shrug of one freckled shoulder. “I ain’t no foxkin,” she hummed. “When I like someone, I go for the throat.”

With that, she narrowed her eyes, purred a ‘rawr’, and snapped her perfect white teeth at me.

I broke out laughing. What other answer was there? I liked her, and I couldn’t help but wonder how crazy a day with Leigh could get. Probably pretty damn crazy. And likely a little dirty, too.

“Now, go on,” she said. “Git! I need to do business. You’re gettin’ me all riled up!”

Still laughing, I let Leigh walk me over to the door. She leaned on the frame as I stepped outside. The dusty frontier town bustled around us under the baking sun.

Leigh stopped me before I left, her gaze a little less teasing and more serious. “Between just you and me, I think you and Diane will make a perfect couple,” she added sincerely, giving my arm an affectionate squeeze.

I sure hoped she was right. Diane and I seemed to connect more deeply with each passing day. “Thanks again, Leigh,” I said. “For everything.”

“Of course.” She smiled. “Now you go on and put some of that foxkin courting advice into action.” She gave me a playful swat on the rear as I turned to go.

I laughed, waving goodbye over my shoulder as I walked down the creaky steps to the dusty street. Behind me, I heard Leigh call out teasingly from the doorway: “Y’all come back and see me real soon now, y’hear? We’ll hang out and make a day of it. Can’t have a handsome fella like you be a stranger around these parts!”

I chuckled and waved again in promise that I would return. As I climbed into the Jeep and pulled away down the bumpy road, I saw Leigh leaning in the doorway watching me go, arms crossed under her ample bosom, smile on her plump lips.

She was something…


Chapter 21

After leaving Leigh’s shop, I had a lot on my mind as I drove back to the homestead. Her advice about foxkin courtship customs had given me plenty to think about. But I also couldn’t stop replaying her shameless flirting in my head.

That curvy country gal seemed determined to get a rise out of me, figuratively and literally. And damned if she hadn’t succeeded on both counts. I shifted in my seat, jeans still feeling a bit too tight. Leigh seemed to enjoy yanking my chain and pushing boundaries.

Not that I really minded her particular brand of mischief and teasing. But it left me wondering if something might happen between us, especially with her talk about sharing mates.

The potential for… complications was definitely there. But I knew that Diane wouldn’t mind sharing me, although I still needed to understand more about these harem… rules. How would I go about all of it? Maybe that was another thing to discuss with Leigh.

I shook my head, trying to clear it and focus on the trail as the Jeep jostled along. I cared deeply for Diane and wanted to court her properly. No need to get ahead of myself.

The sun-dappled wilderness flowed past, its strangeness slowly becoming more familiar to me. I kept replaying my conversation with Leigh in my mind. Her advice about foxkin views on intimacy and commitment had been insightful. But some parts were still confusing me.

Like her insistence I essentially “re-propose” by asking Diane on a date. That seemed unnecessarily formal considering we already lived together. Then again, this was their culture, not mine. The more I considered it, the more I realized all I needed to do was openly convey my interest in courting Diane as my mate. No need to turn it into some overly ceremonious occasion.

I just had to be sincere about my intentions and desires. If Diane reciprocated, we could build our relationship gradually, respecting her more conservative pace regarding intimacy.

Rounding a bend, the glittering ribbon of the Silverthread River came into view ahead. Our cozy cabin awaited, tucked against the flowing water. I smiled, easing up on the gas pedal as the charming little dwelling grew nearer through the trees. Diane was likely down by the riverbank, her fishing pole cast into the rushing currents.

Soon I was pulling up beside the cabin, gravel crunching under the tires. As expected, I spotted Diane’s shapely form down on the rocky shore. She turned at the sound of my approach, betrayed by the purr of my Jeep.

Her expression lit up, and she offered a cute smile. With unbridled enthusiasm, she waved eagerly for me to come join her. The sight warmed my heart — she had clearly missed me these past hours apart as much as I’d missed her.

I quickly gathered my nerves, parked the car, and headed down the winding path to the water’s edge. It was time to have a heartfelt talk with this amazing woman who occupied my mind.

“Welcome back!” Diane greeted me brightly as I approached. She looked radiant today — her dark hair spilling loosely over one shoulder, cheeks endearingly flushed from the sun. She wore a light and simple dress that clung to her fit form. On most women, the garment would have been drab, but she made it look wonderful, her delicious bronze skin contrasting with the white fabric.

She grinned as I watched her, her fox ears perking up and her tail giving a little swish.

“Catch anything good?” I asked, nodding toward her fishing pole.

“A few nice trout,” said Diane, nodding at the bucket beside her that held the bounty. “How was your trip into town?”

I rubbed my neck, feeling just a little anxious. “It was fine.” I almost said I had picked up some supplies, but the truth was that I’d forgotten all about them. No matter: it had been an excuse more than anything else. We still had plenty of supplies, and I would make a trip to town again soon enough.

Her ears twitched and she studied me closely. I took a deep steadying breath. It was now or never.

“Actually, Diane, there was something I’ve been wanting to ask you.” I lowered myself to sit next to her on the stones. And as I did so, I extended my hand, keeping my eyes focused on hers.

Diane’s eyes went wide, one hand flying to her mouth in surprise. “David, what are you…?”

I offered her my open hand. “Diane, since the moment we met, I knew you were special. Our friendship has come to mean the world to me. And I want it to be more than a friendship.”

Her eyes shimmered as she listened silently. This was it — time to take the plunge. “Diane Whikksie, would you do me the honor of allowing me to court you?” I asked.

For a breathless moment, Diane just gazed at me, unspeaking. Then a dazzling smile lit up her face.

“Oh, David!” she cried joyfully, pulling me into a tight embrace. I held her petite frame against me, my heart swelling with emotion.

After a long moment, Diane drew back to look deeply into my eyes. Her own shimmered with happy tears. “Nothing would make me happier than to have you court me,” she said softly.

I broke into a wide grin, relief and elation washing over me. “You have no idea how happy that makes me to hear,” I said.

Diane laughed, a musical, joyous sound. Impulsively she threw her arms around my neck again for another hug. I lifted her up and spun her around exuberantly as we embraced.

I reveled in that moment as long as I could — we both did. By the bank of the Silverthread and under the bright sun, I held my beautiful frontier girl, mind spinning with what was to come. There wasn’t a happier guy in the world right now.

Setting her back down, I caressed her cheek tenderly. “I promise I’ll do this properly and respectfully, in keeping with your traditions.”

Diane smiled radiantly. “I know you will. That’s part of why I care for you so.” Her eyes were filled with affection.

“But please help me with it,” I said. “When I do something that doesn’t work for you, let me know. In my culture, relationships flourish only if there is good communication.”

She grinned. “It’s the same with us,” she said. Then, she leaned in to give me a kiss on my cheek, and the touch of her soft lips was enough to roil up the fire in my heart. “I promise that I will.”

I smiled warmly. “Shall we have dinner together tonight, to celebrate the first day of our courtship?” I suggested.

Diane’s eyes sparkled. “I would love nothing more,” she said, taking my hands in hers again. “But let’s stay here for while longer. Sit with me by the bank of the river! I want this moment to last.”

I couldn’t agree more. I sat down beside her, finally holding her hand without wondering what it meant. We lingered there together on the rocks for a while, neither wanting this magical moment between us to end, and both savoring the future — the things that were to come between us.


Chapter 22

I wanted our first official dinner together as a courting couple to be special, so I spent the late afternoon decorating the cabin while Diane cleaned the trout and foraged some herbs to spice up our meal. I gathered wildflowers from around the homestead, arranging them in a simple vase on the dining table. Then, I lit candles and scattered some rose petals across the tabletop and floor.

When Diane came inside and saw my efforts, her eyes lit up. “Oh David, it’s wonderful!” she exclaimed, clasping her hands together. Her fluffy tail swished happily behind her.

I smiled, pleased that she appreciated the touches. “Only the best to celebrate our new beginning,” I replied warmly.

We worked together to prepare the fresh trout, seasoning it with wild herbs. The savory aroma of the fish frying filled the cozy cabin. I also toasted some bread and poured us some more of the wine Leigh had gifted us.

Soon, we were seated across from each other, the flickering candlelight playing softly across Diane’s lovely features. Her blue eyes shone as we tapped our mugs together in a heartfelt toast.

“To new beginnings,” Diane said softly.

“To new beginnings,” I echoed. We both smiled and drank.

The trout was cooked to perfection, the flesh tender and flaky. Diane made the most adorable little hums of satisfaction as she ate. I loved seeing her enjoyment of the simple meal I had prepared.

Over dinner, we chatted about lighter, happier topics — favorite childhood memories, the beauty of the changing wilderness seasons, hopes for the future. Diane’s sweet laughter echoed merrily around the cozy cabin interior whenever we joked, and I was pleased to hear the sound.

As we lingered over the last sips of wine, I reached across the table and took Diane’s hand, softly stroking the back with my thumb. Her fingers curled around mine, and she smiled gently.

“I’m happy right now, being here with you like this,” I said sincerely, meeting her shimmering sapphire eyes.

“So am I,” Diane replied, her voice hushed. “Happier than I’ve been in a very long time.” Her thumb idly traced little circles on my palm, sending pleasant tingles up my arm.

When the food was finished, Diane shyly mentioned she had been working on a new song and asked if I’d like to hear it. There was something about the shyness in her voice that told me there was a story behind this song she had written herself, and I hoped she would tell me — if not tonight, then later.

“I’d love to,” I replied eagerly.

Diane fetched her violin and rosined up the bow. Tucking the instrument under her chin, she began to play a melancholy melody. Then she started to sing in her beautiful, lilting voice with its exotic accent:

“Two souls adrift, drawn together,
A love unrealized,
My heart knows yours though words unspoken,
Through feelings undefined.”

Her voice swelled with emotion as she sang the second part:

“Oh, let this be our love’s dawning,
No longer shall I pine,
For I see in your eyes the missing piece,
To make my spirit whole.”

I listened, enraptured by the heartfelt lyrics and the melancholic strains of the violin. When the final notes faded, I applauded enthusiastically. Her cheeks flushed, and she bowed her head in appreciation of the applause.

“That was breathtaking,” I said. “What is the story behind it?”

Diane’s eyes took on a faraway look. “It’s an old folk tune my mother used to play for me as a child. It speaks of the bittersweet longing when two are not yet united in love. The joy of finding one’s other half, but not yet knowing if it will come to pass. It…” She swallowed, obviously gathering her courage. “It describes how I have felt about you since we first met.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said. “I feel the same, Diane. I just… I didn’t want to rush things. You’re from a very different place, and I needed to understand some things before I could… Well, before I could ask you.”

Diane smiled softly. “I understand, David. Somehow, I had a feeling things would be all right.”

I felt honored she had chosen to share something so meaningful. As she sat down beside me on the braided rug in front of the fireplace, her long legs folded under her, she held my hand. We talked more about songs that were important to us, and I hoped to one day teach her a few songs from my childhood.

“I would love to learn them,” she hummed, her sapphire eyes fixed on mine. “Through music, we can learn more of each other. It often says more than words.”

And as we sat there, me losing myself in her eyes, I could no longer stop it. Cultural differences and mating customs be damned. When the heart burns, caution is thrown to the wind.

I leaned in…
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Diane’s eyes widened for a moment as she understood what was about to happen. But she did not back away or stop me.

Instead, a sigh — almost like a whimper of release — escaped her plump lips. Her hands trembled slightly in mine as I closed my eyes, pining for the moment our lips would meet.

And when they did, I was swept away. Soft and full and tender. Warm. I lost myself in our first kiss, and so did she, surrendering herself to me in full.

For the first time, I felt her push her body against mine, her heartbeat near and blazing and full of life and longing. My mind reeled with how soft her skin was, with how delicious the curves of her hips were when I ran my hand over them, with the soft fur of her tail as I…

She drew back, her eyes big and vulnerable in the firelight. Her tongue flicked out for a moment, still tasting me on her lips, and then she smiled shyly, turning her eyes to the ground.

I smiled, taking a deep breath. I wanted nothing more than to carry her off to the bedroom, but Leigh’s words came to mind: “Don’t be too surprised if she seems hesitant about getting physical at first.”

It felt as if a kiss alone was a big jump for her.

I held her hand and smiled. “So,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Like I said, communication is important. I want to take you to bed, Diane. I know what it means to you, and I’m here to stay. But I need to hear if that is what you want, too.”

She pressed her lips together as she looked up at me. Her cheeks were burning, and her eyes were hazy. “I want it too, David,” she said. “But I can’t yet. It’s…” She bit her lip in the cutest way as she considered her words. “To us… it’s different. It means everything to join a man’s family.”

I smiled and nodded, giving her a kiss on her cheek. “I understand,” I said.

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” she hummed, touching her cheek where I had just kissed her. “I could…” She bit her lip for a moment as she watched, her eyes turned hazy again. “I want to… every inch of you… But…” She shook her head.

I touched her arm lightly. “Hey,” I chuckled, at least a little flattered by the obvious hunger in her eyes. “It’s okay. It will happen. I feel that this is right. So we don’t need to rush anything.”

With that, she gave a happy nod and fell into my arms again. “Thank you, David,” she hummed. “I’m so happy. And I think so too. I can’t wait… It just needs to be the right moment. I’ll… I’ll know when it’s there.”

I couldn’t deny the fire in my chest. I was a man after all, and my feelings for her meant I also lusted to have her share herself with me. But part of me realized that it would be all the sweeter for the wait.

Still… there had been a lot of flirting and teasing going on, and I hadn’t had anyone in my life for a while in New Springfield. But I would wait.

We enjoyed the embrace a while longer as our minds cooled. Finally, we rested in front of the fire again, Diane shimmying her body against mine and holding me close as we watched the fire pop and crackle together.

This was the life. What we shared here and what we were building here were beautiful things — things that would last. Contentment filled me as Diane and I sat in comfortable silence, simply enjoying each other’s closeness as the fire gradually died down.

Eventually, we retreated to our beds, both of us craving more but knowing we must be patient. However, it was her idea to push the beds together. Even though the gap between them meant we could not lie together too comfortably, we were close at least.

Diane curled up contentedly next to me, head nestled on her pillow. She kissed me goodnight, and the kiss almost pulled us into the play I so longed to share with her. But we restrained ourselves, and I rested my hand on her slender waist as she drifted into sleep.

Soon after her, I fell into a deep, peaceful sleep, Diane’s heady scent still surrounding me. Her gentle breathing from just an arm’s length away gave me peace and comfort.


Chapter 23

I awoke to soft sunlight filtering into the cabin bedroom. For a moment, I was disoriented, unsure where I was. Then I became aware of a warm, slender body pressed up against me, one arm draped lightly over my chest. Memories of the passionate kiss with Diane the night before came flooding back. Somehow, the fox girl had managed to squeeze herself onto my one-person mattress. Her own bed was empty.

It was a tight fit, but I didn’t care. I turned my head to see her still sleeping peacefully, lips parted slightly as she breathed. Her silky black hair was endearingly mussed against the pillow. She looked so relaxed and content nestled against me.

Not wanting to wake her just yet, I remained still, idly tracing her slender waist with my hand as I listened to the sounds of the frontier awakening. Birdsong and the gentle burble of the nearby river heralded the day’s fresh beginnings, and everything was quiet and perfect.

After a few minutes, Diane began to stir, nuzzling her face against my shoulder. Her sapphire eyes fluttered open and she smiled drowsily up at me. “Good morning,” she murmured.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I replied, kissing the top of her head.

Diane hummed contentedly, tightening her arm across me in a lazy half-hug. I reveled in holding her slender form against me, her body conforming so gracefully to mine. Our bodies responded to one another, and she gave a delicious sigh of contentedness and with a trace of desire as she arched her back and hugged me tighter. Her fuzzy tail brushed my leg — a feeling I could get used to.

We lay together a while longer, neither wanting to leave the cozy nest of blankets just yet. But eventually Diane sat up with a yawn, her fox ears giving an adorable twitch. “Shall I make us some coffee?”

“That sounds perfect,” I agreed. We shared a soft kiss before Diane slipped from the bed and headed downstairs, her foxtail swishing behind her.

I rose shortly after and washed up at the basin in the kitchen. When I finished washing up, I gave Diane a kiss on her soft neck, winning a purr from my fox girl. I headed back up to get dressed for the day. By the time I descended the ladder again, the rich scent of fresh coffee permeated the cabin.

Diane stood at the stove frying up eggs for breakfast, swaying gently to a tune only she could hear. I came up behind her and slipped my arms around her waist, kissing her cheek.

“Smells delicious,” I murmured against her skin. “And I don’t mean the eggs.”

She laughed and gave me a playful bump with her toned behind before leaning back against me with a contented sigh. “I hope you’re hungry, I’m making a big frontier-style breakfast.”

“Starving,” I assured her, giving her petite frame a final squeeze before releasing her to finish cooking. I began setting the table for two.

Soon we were sitting across from each other, steaming mugs of coffee at our elbows. The simple meal of eggs, jerky, and toasted bread tasted incredible.

As we ate, Diane reminded me of our plan for the day — to plant the magical moonlight potato seeds Leigh had gifted us. “With those little guys growing day and night, we should have quite the crop in no time,” she said enthusiastically.

I smiled and nodded. “Hopefully they live up to their name and flourish even in moonlight. Extra harvests year-round would really help with provisions. Not to mention get us a little money to pay Leigh for all the stuff we got from her.”

Our first crop… It was an exciting prospect. After all, this was what it was all about — why Caldwell had given me the opportunity to make my own way in the Wilds. We would become a self-sufficient part of the frontier.

“And I love potatoes,” Diane hummed dreamily. Her eyes shone as she began to describe different potato dishes depending on the season — roasted potatoes in autumn, potato soup in winter, cheesy scalloped potatoes in spring.

I chuckled at her delight over humble tubers. She loved food, and she loved cooking — that much was apparent from our days together.

We discussed where to plant the moonlight spuds — rotating spots season by season to replenish the soil. Diane suggested fertile spots in our plot closer to the Silverthread River, knowing they would fare well there, especially at first.

As we finished eating, sunlight streamed in the cabin windows, beckoning us outside to the day’s work. After breakfast, we worked together to tidy up the kitchen, hands often brushing as we moved about the cozy space. When the dishes were cleared, I pulled Diane into my arms for a moment.

She settled against my chest with a contented sigh, arms slipping around my waist. We held each other close, her warmth and sweet scent surrounding me.

I lifted Diane’s fingers to my lips, kissing them softly. “Ready for the day?” I asked her with a wink.

She smiled, cheeks flushing. “Excited, in fact!” Her fingers gave mine an affectionate squeeze.

“Then let’s get out there!”

[image: AOIcon]

The morning air was still cool and fresh as Diane and I headed out to the garden plot, tools in hand. I carried the precious packet of enchanted moonlight potato seeds Leigh had gifted us. Diane brought the shovel and hoe for tilling the fertile soil.

At the cleared plot, we worked together smoothing the overturned earth, breaking up clods. Diane hummed a cheerful tune as she hoed, ears perked and tail swishing in time with the music.

When the soil was prepared, I carefully opened the seed packet. The small seeds inside looked perfectly ordinary. I still marveled that magical properties lay hidden within.

Diane showed me how deep and far apart to plant them. We dug shallow trenches and dropped the seeds in one by one. The work was simple but satisfying — actively cultivating sustenance from the land using our own hands.

By mid-morning, warmth permeated the valley. I wiped sweat from my brow as I patted soil over the last planted seed. Our first crop was nestled in the earth. The fences would keep out most of the critters, but we’d have to see if it was fully effective. If not, we might try to make a denser fence out of interlacing twigs.

“Just look at them all,” Diane said proudly, tail curling as she surveyed our handiwork. “Before long, we’ll have more moonlight potatoes than we know what to do with!”

I chuckled, sharing her optimism. “Let’s just see how the first crop goes before we get all excited. I’m still not sure about this whole magical thing.”

“Oh, you’ll see,” she said, shooting me a wink.

We washed our hands in the river, then sat beneath a shady tree to share some bread and dried fruit as midday came around. The sun-dappled meadow was serene, birdsong mixing with the gentle babbling of water over stones.

As we ate, Diane turned to me, ears perking curiously. “David, can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” I replied.

She looked at me searchingly. “When you asked to court me yesterday, you knew exactly how to do it properly in the foxkin way. How did you learn our customs so well?”

I chuckled, rubbing my neck. No hiding it now. “Well, I had a very informative chat with Leigh when I went into town yesterday,” I admitted.

Diane’s blue eyes widened. “You asked Leigh about courting rituals?” She seemed torn between surprise and amusement.

“I wanted to be sure I understood your culture and didn’t mess things up,” I explained. “Leigh was incredibly helpful. She explained the importance of being direct and sincere about my intentions to court you. And not rushing intimacy before you were ready. She also told me to repeat the whole… proposition thing if I was serious about wanting to be with you.”

Diane blushed but looked touched. “That’s very thoughtful, David. I appreciate you taking such care.” She smiled softly as a little twinkle lit up in her eyes. “Though I can only imagine what else Leigh had to say on the subject! I bet a lot!”

We both laughed at that. The light in her eyes told me there was something going on here — she and Leigh might have even talked about it before I did.

“Well, she sure had some things to say,” I said carefully, not wanting to presume.

Diane nodded, tail swishing pensively. “Leigh has always been very open about such things. She knows us foxkin don’t see intimacy the same way humans do sometimes.” She looked at me earnestly. “You were right to talk to her about it. It’s very sweet of you.”

I smiled. “I’m happy she took the time.”

She nuzzled against my shoulder gratefully. We sat in cozy silence as finches twittered in the branches above.

After a time, I spoke again. “Leigh did explain some things that helped me understand foxkin courtship better. Like how hand-holding signifies a serious intention to court when done ceremonially. And how foxkin females usually take just one mate.”

Diane perked up, clearly intrigued I had gleaned these cultural insights. “Very true,” she said with a sage nod. “Our mating habits are quite different from human norms.”

“I’m thankful Leigh was so willing to teach me,” I replied. “I should have talked to her before we first met. I could have avoided an accidental marriage proposal!”

We both laughed, reminiscing about that amusing misunderstanding back at the tavern when we first met. It seemed so long ago now.

“Well, I liked that you did it. It was…” She touched her plump lip with a finger for a moment. “It was disarming. And the way you dealt with it showed me you were willing to learn.” She eyed me for a moment, her eyes lidded. “It also helps that I think you’re… well… hot.”

I laughed, and she gave me a playful swat. “I mean it! I never liked how foxkin men look!”

Remembered the scrawny one we saw on the way to Gladdenfield — I had already forgotten his name — I had to agree.

Diane’s expression became thoughtful. “Leigh has always embraced the spectrum of sexuality and intimacy. She sees the beauty in all kinds of relationships. She’s really open-minded. And so confident about these things!”

I nodded slowly. Diane and Leigh’s openness regarding matters of the heart was refreshing compared to the social norms I’d grown up with. Out here on the frontier, forging bonds of trust and affection took precedence over rigid propriety.

“I noticed,” I said. “She seems very open about those things.”

Diane bit her lip, looking at me for a moment. “About that… You probably noticed Leigh flirting with you rather shamelessly.”

I chuckled. “It was hard to miss.”

Diane smiled. “Well, I want you to know I don’t mind if you and Leigh want to… get to know each other. Among us foxkin, it’s not uncommon for sisters to share a mate, and I consider her a sister. As long as there is openness and consent between all involved.”

My eyes widened in surprise. This was very different from the human norms I knew. “That’s not something that’s really accepted for humans,” I replied carefully. “I mean… We don’t usually do that.”

Diane nodded in understanding, taking my hand. “I know, your customs are different, so I don’t expect you to embrace ours fully. If you don’t want to court other women, I’ll accept that. I only mention it so you know I would not be upset if you wished to be intimate with Leigh too.” She smiled shyly. “Actually, it might be nice… if we were harem sisters.”

I blinked, repeating the words in my head… If you don’t want to court other women, I’ll accept that.

“Hold on a sec,” I said, holding up a hand. “You’ll ‘accept’ if I don’t want to court other women?”

“Well,” she hummed, misunderstanding me. “I… Of course, I would like it better if you did. But I like you enough, David, to accept if you don’t want to.”

I was speechless for a moment. This was one of those cultural things. I decided to address it right away. I smiled at her and took her hand. “I’m not saying I don’t want to,” I said. “I was just amazed that, in your culture, it’s actually appreciated and encouraged.”

She nodded, a little confused. “Of course it is! It’s… well, there aren’t a lot of men… But even if there were…” She considered it for a moment. “Yeah, I mean, it’s good to have friends and a big family. Harem sisters are like close friends that you can share anything with. And we can help each other out. And when there’s… y’know… little ones…” She blushed for a moment. “Well, it helps if there’s more of us. If you need a night’s rest, you can leave the kids in the care of one of your harem sisters.”

I grinned and nodded. “You don’t need to convince me. It sounds amazing to me. But you don’t get jealous?”

She shook her head. “No? Why would I? I like you. I want you to be happy. I mean, it would be different if I wouldn’t like one of my harem sisters.” She thought for a moment. “But maybe Leigh would get jealous? I’ve not heard of a lot of harems with humans in them.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “I have no idea. I don’t even know if she actually wants to be in that kind of relationship or if she’s just fooling around.”

“Well, find out,” Diane said, prodding me playfully, that twinkle returning to her eyes.

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “I’m getting this feeling you already know.”

“Maybeee,” she hummed, letting the word trail off before she rested her cheek against my chest, her fox ear tickling my chin. “But that’s between you two.”

“Alright,” I chuckled. “I see how it is.”

She giggled, snuggling closer to me. By the looks of things, I was going to have to pay Leigh another visit soon.


Chapter 24

After our lunch, Diane and I decided to spend the rest of the sunny afternoon fishing together. We gathered up our poles, tackle boxes, some bait, and a bucket for the catch, then made our way down the rocky bank to the river’s edge.

I took my time selecting the perfect fishing spot, eventually settling on a promising little eddy where the water bubbled energetically over submerged stones. Diane stood beside me, keen eyes scanning the river’s surface. She pointed out a few prime locations, impressing me again with her innate ability to identify the best areas to drop a line.

“Right there looks perfect!” she said, indicating a swirl of current flowing around a partly exposed boulder. I nodded and moved into position, carefully casting my line out. Diane had already flicked her line expertly into a foamy back current nearby.

We stood shoulder to shoulder, eyes fixed on the glittering water. Within minutes, Diane’s rod bent sharply as she hooked a decent-sized trout. It fought valiantly but was no match for her reflexes honed by a lifetime of wilderness living. She reeled it flapping onto the rocky shore.

“Nice catch!” I said appreciatively as she unhooked the fish and tossed it into her waiting bucket.

“Thanks! Now let’s get you one too,” Diane replied with an encouraging smile. Her fluffy tail swished excitedly behind her, indicating her levels of energy at this activity.

I turned my focus back to my own line, staring intently at the red and white bobber floating near the churning eddy. It bobbed a couple of times as curious fish investigated the bait, but none committed to a full strike. Meanwhile, I heard two more splashes from Diane’s bucket as she landed additional trout.

I didn’t mind her pulling ahead in the catch count — it was just nice being out by the river with her on this sunny day. A pair of exotic long-tailed birds with brilliant emerald and violet plumage swooped down over the shimmering water. I smiled at the sight — even common animals here in the frontier lands were impossibly colorful and strange.

After twenty minutes without a bite, I decided to try my luck at a new spot. I carefully reeled in my line and looked to Diane. “Mind if I move just downstream a bit? Maybe I’ll have better luck around that fallen tree sticking out into the current.”

“Go for it!” Diane said. “If the fish aren’t biting where you are, it never hurts to experiment.”

I crunched over the loose stones to the new locale. The half-submerged fallen tree created an eddy that looked promising. As I cast out again into the churning water, I saw Diane unhook another wriggling trout from the corner of my eye. She tossed it into the steadily filling bucket.

“That’s number five for me now,” she said with an impish grin when she noticed me watching. “Don’t you worry though, fishing takes a lot of practice. You just have to keep trying different spots and baits until you get a feel for it!”

I laughed. “Clearly you foxkin are natural masters when it comes to hunting and foraging of all kinds.”

Diane looked pleased, her fox ears twitching happily at the compliment. “Well, when you spend your whole life roaming and surviving out in the wilderness, you pick up a few tricks,” she replied modestly.

I nodded, peering at my bobber bobbing among the ripples by the fallen tree. I appreciated Diane’s encouragement, but my competitive instincts still wished I could catch up to her ever-rising count.

As I pondered the situation, an idea suddenly came to me. I still had a fair bit of mana left. Perhaps I could use one of my newfound skills or frontier magic to help even the odds?

Activating my interface with a thought, I quickly reviewed my options. The Identify Plants skill likely wouldn’t be very useful here. But maybe my Summon Minor Spirit spell could somehow lend aid?

Yes, that was it! With a spirit’s help attracting fish, perhaps I could close the gap with Diane. Eager to test this, I focused my will and cast the summoning.

I extended my palm, willing the mystical energies to coalesce. The interface popped up again, offering me a choice of affinities for the spirit. I chose an aquatic affinity, hoping this would make it adept at aiding with fishing.

With a flickering burst, a small swirling orb of elemental water magic took shape before me. It expanded rapidly, colors shifting hypnotically across its translucent form. I had to squint against the dazzling magics at play.

Within seconds, the orb materialized into a diminutive humanoid shape. Its features were simple — two luminous blue dots for eyes and a small slitlike mouth on an otherwise smooth watery head. Rivulets constantly dripped down its surface as it hovered patiently before me.

The summoning spell now complete, I focused my thoughts toward the liquidy creature. “Help me catch some big fish!” I directed it mentally.

The sprite bobbed its dripping head in acknowledgment and immediately dove into the rushing river without hesitation.

I watched closely for any signs of its influence. At first, nothing seemed different, my line still slack in the current. But gradually, trout started practically leaping onto my hook as the elemental herded them toward me from below!

Initially, I thought it had some kind of control over the fish, but it simply seemed to herd them — almost like a shepherd dog — in a way that did not intimidate or frighten the fish, and they converged on my bait.

In no time at all, I was hauling fish after fish onto the shore, barely having time to rebait between casts. My bucket rapidly filled to match Diane’s. With the minor water spirit’s help, I had completely turned the tide!

I let the spell dissipate once it waned, not wanting to exhaust myself completely. The creature winked out of existence with a faint pop, spraying droplets.

Diane looked quite impressed as I set down my rod to rest sore arms. “Wow, using your magic to summon that fishing helper was clever thinking!” she said. “It seems like your abilities as a Summoner will really change how we’re able to work out here.”

I smiled, pleased she appreciated me putting these skills to practical use. “I figured why not try to give us a little boost where possible,” I replied with a shrug. “No sense letting these powers go to waste if we can have spirits lend a hand!”

She pouted a little. “Hey, you even caught more than I did!”

I laughed. “Well, it’s not a fair competition. I used my magic.”

At that, her eyes took on a mischievous light. “I… might have used one of my Class abilities as well.”

I perked an eyebrow. “You what?” I said, feigning indignance as I got to my feet and placed my hands on my sides. “You cheater!”

She laughed and hopped to her dainty feet swiftly, leaving her bucket and rod where they were. She stuck her tongue out at me and began running.

Grin on my lips, I began my pursuit of the sprightly fox girl down the riverbank…
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Laughing, I ran after Diane down the winding riverbank as she laughed merrily, deftly leaping from stone to stone. Her lithe acrobatics made it challenging to catch her, but I was determined to try.

Diane’s melodic laughter rang out as she nimbly darted and wove through the rocky terrain, her bare feet finding sure purchase on the smooth round stones. She shot me an impish grin over her shoulder, eyes alight with mischief and delight at our spontaneous game of chase.

“You can’t catch me that easily!” she called out, laughing as her fox tail swished enticingly behind her. She had cut a hole into her light summer dress for it, and the sight of it was just too cute. Diane’s natural grace and agility gave her an advantage, but I pushed my muscles to pump faster, breathing hard as I scrambled after her slender form.

The exhilarating burn of exertion quickly spread through my limbs, but I pressed on determinedly. Diane’s musical laughter and the swishing flash of her tail around trees and boulders spurred me to pick up speed. I relished the challenge of trying to catch this swift and sprightly vixen — the thrill of the pursuit was half the fun.

We rounded a rocky outcropping dotted with vibrant wildflowers in a rainbow of hues — deep magentas, sunshine yellows, and vivid azure blooms that only seemed to grow in the magical wilderness. Their cloying fragrances mingled in the warm air.

At last, the stony riverbank opened up into a sunny grassy meadow, blades swaying gently in the breeze. Spying an opportunity in the open space, I dug deep and managed one final burst of speed, laughing breathlessly as I closed the distance and wrapped my arms around Diane’s slender waist.

She let out a delighted yelp as we tumbled together into the soft, lush grass. The momentum sent us rolling until I had her pinned beneath me, both of us panting and flushed from the exhilarating chase. Diane’s silken hair was endearingly mussed, inky locks spilling across the grass. Her cheeks were flushed a rosy pink, eyes sparkling.

“Gotcha!” I exclaimed triumphantly between heaving breaths. Diane squirmed playfully beneath me, but I held her fast, our bodies pressed close. I could feel her chest rising and falling rapidly against mine, our hearts still racing.

Diane looped her arms lazily around my neck, deftly threading her fingers into my hair. “Okay, okay, you caught me fair and square,” she conceded with a grin, batting her thick lashes coquettishly.

I gazed down at her, utterly enchanted. “So tell me, what’s my prize for managing to catch such a swift fox?” I asked teasingly.

Diane pretended to consider deeply, absently twirling a lock of my hair around her finger. “Hmm… how about… this?” she purred. Before I could react, she pulled my head down to hers for a sudden, passionate kiss.

My eyes fluttered shut as our lips met, the kiss rapidly deepening. Diane melted against me, hands trailing down my neck and shoulders to pull me tighter to her. We clung together amidst the gently waving meadow grasses.

I was acutely aware of every inch of Diane’s lithe body conforming to mine, her curves cushioned against me. Our kisses grew hungry, more fervent. When we finally broke apart for air, our faces remained just inches apart, noses touching.

Diane’s cheeks were adorably flushed, lips kiss-swollen and parted enticingly as she struggled to catch her breath. Her crystal blue eyes were darkened, pupils wide with desire. Seeing her obvious enjoyment sent a thrill coursing through me.

This vixen was pure fire. The softness of her skin under the summer dress, and the way the loose garment offered a sight of her enticing bosom made me heady and needing more.

“Mmm… I’d say that was a more than satisfactory prize,” Diane purred throatily, nuzzling her nose affectionately against mine.

I grinned down at her. “I’d have to agree,” I murmured. Unable to resist, I leaned in again, capturing her lips in a series of soft, lingering kisses.

Diane responded eagerly, as though she could never get enough. We took our time indulging in long, lazy kisses, our hands beginning to wander and explore each other’s bodies through our clothing.

My pulse raced wildly at each new discovery — the enticingly soft fur of her fox tail, the alluring curve of her hips, the way she arched into my touch ever so slightly. Our mutual longing was quickly growing harder to deny.

With great reluctance, I slowly withdrew from the kiss, gently caressing Diane’s flushed cheek as our labored breathing slowed. The depth of intimacy we’d shared out here in the wilderness had my mind spinning deliriously. But I didn’t want to rush her, knowing how seriously foxkin viewed physical bonding.

But even as I pulled back, she gave an impatient mewl, drawing me into her embrace again. My eyes widened as she kissed me with a passion. Then, with a move as swift as fire, she rolled me onto my back and straddled me.

Her body pressing down on me, my mind whirled… Where was this going?


Chapter 25

The afternoon sun forced my eyes into a narrow squint, but even that couldn’t dim the breathtaking sight before me.

Diane, her body poised above me, was a vision to behold. The summer dress she wore seemed painted onto her voluptuous figure, clinging to every curve and dip. The sight of her nipples’ contour, pushing against the thin fabric, sent a surge of blood coursing through my veins.

An audible sigh of longing slipped past her lips, the sound wrapping around me like a seductive whisper.

The vibrant hue of sapphire in her eyes glittered against the sunlight’s backdrop as they locked onto mine. A playful sparkle whirled within them, flickering like a beacon of mischief.

“David,” she murmured, her voice low and sultry. The twitching of her foxlike ears, almost reacting to the intimate note in her voice, tugged at my heartstrings.

I pulled her in.

Our lips collided in a fervent embrace, our tongues dancing as she began grinding on me while she still straddled me. Her hands weaved their way into my hair, latching on with a gentle force, while my fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips, anchoring her against me. I wanted to slip my hands under the hem of her dress — to feel.

I could feel the rhythmic grinding of her hips against mine, her escalating heat seeping through the tantalizing barrier of her scant panties and my jeans. I was hard, eager, and my mind swam with need.

“You’re driving me crazy,” I managed to breathe out against her lips, my breath hitching as she undulated against me.

My words drew a smile from her, her fingers tracing the lines of my chest through the worn fabric of my plaid shirt.

“I want you, Diane… so much.”

Her mouth curved further into a teasing smile as she ground on me, her hips gyrating and driving me crazy. Her bushy fox tail swished animatedly behind her, a playful accompaniment to her tantalizing game. I could see the blazing fire in her eyes, a reflection of the same desire that was undoubtedly burning in mine.

I frowned, confusion wrinkling my forehead, my hands restless on her hips, eager to explore more of her enchanting body, but…

“We’d best stop,” I muttered. “Or I’m gonna go completely crazy.”

“I don’t want to stop,” she smoothly continued, her voice dropping to a sultry whisper that ruffled my senses. “There are… things we can do, David.”

A wave of anticipation crashed against my chest, my heart thudding against my ribcage in response. “Things?”

She licked her lips.

As she pushed herself up, a tantalizing distance was created between us. Her hand drifted downwards, finally settling on the bulge straining against my jeans.

“Can I touch you?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

It surprised me — I had considered her shy and would never have thought she’d ask something so straightforward. It went to show that there were things about her — about her kind — that were different.

But hell yes.

A nod was the only response I could muster, my hands instinctively moving to my fly. The button yielded easily, the zipper following suit in eager complicity.

Her hand slipped inside my jeans with an assured ease, her slender fingers pulling my throbbing cock free.

A gasp of surprise, tinged heavily with delight, escaped her lips as she wrapped her delicate fingers around my pulsating shaft. “It’s so beautiful,” she murmured, her eyes wide with wonder and a hint of awe.

A guttural groan rumbled in my throat, the feel of her gentle touch sending a wave of pleasure coursing through me.

“Diane,” my voice strained with desire, my plea hanging in the warm summer air.

Her fingers moved, slow and deliberate, stroking my length in a teasing rhythm that left me gasping. I watched her cheeks flush a rosy pink, her eyes clouding over with unadulterated desire.

As her hand explored me, my own were not idle. They roamed her body, tracing the enticing contours of her body through her dress. Unable to resist and meeting no objections, I gently pulled down the collar, revealing her breasts.

Taut and firm, her nipples strained against my palm as I roamed over them with hungry hands.

A breathy moan escaped her lips as I kneaded her breasts, drawing a shudder from her. I pulled her down, taking one of her nipples into my mouth. She gasped, her grip on my cock tightening reflexively.

Her taste was intoxicating, a divine blend of sweet and salty that danced on my tongue. I sucked eagerly on her nipple, my tongue flicking against it in a rhythm that matched her hand on my cock. Her back arched, pushing her chest further into my mouth, a silent plea for more.

“Do it…” she purred. “Touch me… Touch me everywhere…”

I grunted with delight as my free hand roamed downwards, sliding under the hem of her dress. The fabric of her soft panties greeted my fingers, clinging desperately to her heat.

I teased her over her panties, my fingers tracing her folds. She bucked against my hand, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Oh yes… Hmmm, David.” Her voice was a needy whimper, her plea echoing around us. My name on her lips sent a surge of desire coursing through me, my body throbbing with need.

Her hand left my cock, moving downwards to her panties. In a swift move, she pulled them to the side, revealing her pussy.

I had been yearning to see her naked, and the sight of her cute little pussy was breathtaking. A glistening treasure, slick and ready for me, with a small strip of black hair above it. Irresistible. A groan of longing rumbled out of me, my body aching for her.

These games were driving me to the edge, my desire for her threatening to consume me.
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Entranced by the sight of Diane’s alluring pussy, peeking out from beneath the hem of her summer dress, I reveled in her soft hands trailing my rock-hard cock.

Her pink panties, playfully pulled aside, offered an invitation that was beyond any man’s capability to resist. The mere sight of her feminine allure caused my body to respond, my cock throbbing with a primal and possessive urge as ancient as time itself.

And she was so close… She had only shimmied down a few inches, and my rod grew harder, so close to her delicious flower. I longed to enter her, to feel her around me and thrust into her — to give her all of me.

“David,” she whispered, her voice a gentle ripple that shattered the tranquil silence of our forest sanctuary. Her plea was as raw as it was needy — an echo that hung in the air, entwining with the rustle of the leaves overhead, the soft murmur of the Silverthread River, and the faint whispers of the wind.

She inched forward, and I groaned with lust as her wet pussy touched my rock-hard cock. The warm, slick heat against my tip was almost unbearable.

She was now mounted on top of me, her slender legs draped across my waist in an intimate embrace, her sweet pussy rhythmically grinding against the evidence of my pulsating desire. Her tail, mirroring the deep black and silver streaks of her wild, untamed hair, twitched and quivered in anticipation of the pleasure yet to come.

As she slid her slit along my length, I growled with desire, and a little bead of precum connected us. She let out a pleased moan and began grinding faster, her perky tits bouncing cutely as she sought a rhythm.

“That’s… ahhn… That’s it,” I whispered as she found her rhythm, grinding and sliding on my cock, making sure my throbbing tip connected with her clit each time she slid over me.

Her captivating sapphire eyes, hauntingly beautiful and deep pools of desire, held me captive. A fiery spark of lust and longing burned fiercely within them, threatening to consume us both.

“I need… I want… ahnn… I want to cum on your cock, David,” she murmured, now arching her back as she gyrated, pleasing herself on my cock without letting it slip fully into her wet heat.

Once again, her bold words caught me off guard, but I was too immersed to dwell on it. Her breasts bounced with every movement, and my hands instinctively found their way to those enticing orbs.

“Do it, Diane,” I groaned.

As she increased the tempo, my hands found their way to her round ass, my fingers sinking into the softness of her flesh, guiding her sinuous motions as she rode me.

I could feel the damp heat of her arousal against my pulsing length, marking me with her heated essence. With each passing moment, Diane moved with a frenzied and erotic urgency, her grinding hips pressing her exquisitely tight, wet core against my cock. More than once, she aligned her tight little flower with my tip as she slithered up and down, and the proximity — the sense of almost slipping into her tight little pussy — nearly drove me insane.

“Ahn, Diane,” I groaned, the raw pleasure from her movements causing pure ecstasy to roll back my eyes.

My hands roamed her body, exploring her curves, pulling her nearer, my lips yearning for the peak of her breasts teasingly peeping out from her dress. Her skin tasted sinfully sweet, the sensation of her hardened nipples against my tongue pushing me deeper into the abyss of desire.

Diane whimpered in response, her fingers digging into the broad expanse of my shoulders as she continued her erotic dance against me.

“I’m so close, David,” she breathed out, her voice barely audible, a desperate plea echoing in my ear, her body tense with anticipation.

Her movements grew increasingly frantic and uncontrolled as the peak of her pleasure approached. My hands explored her trembling body, my fingers teasing her hardened nipples.

Diane’s soft cry of pleasure and desperation filled the air as she threw her head back, her hair cascading like a dark waterfall. Her motions became more frenzied, her body grinding on mine in a desperate plea for release. Faster and faster, she rubbed her little nub along my cock, wet with her juices, and she tensed up.

“Cum for me, Diane,” I urged, my voice strained with arousal and anticipation. Her response was a faint whimper, her body writhing uncontrollably above me.

“Hnn… Yes… David… I’m cumming!”

I watched in awe as her orgasm washed over her, her body quaking in the throes of a pleasure so profound it seemed otherworldly. My cock, slick with her juices, throbbed against her, my own climax dangerously near.

Diane’s body went limp with satisfaction, her breaths coming out in ragged gasps as she descended from her peak. I remained hard against her, my cock pulsating with unsatisfied need, yearning for my own release.

Gently, I traced light patterns on her back, my lips pressing soft, comforting kisses against her flushed, heated skin. With barely a shift from Diane, her body slowly relaxed and her breathing leveled.

I held her close, my hands still cradling her ass, my cock pulsing with restrained desire. Diane looked up at me; her sapphire eyes were dark and filled with unspoken promises. Her lips, swollen and flushed with desire, parted softly.

“David,” she breathed out, her voice barely audible. A sigh of pure contentment filled the air as the tremors ceased wracking her beautiful body.

When she gazed up at me once again, her sapphire eyes flickered with renewed longing, her full lips warm and inviting.

“David,” she hummed again, her voice brimming with adoration. “That… Hmmm…” She ran her tempting tongue over her lips as she shot me the naughtiest look. “Now it’s your turn.”
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Still flushed from her climax, Diane looked exquisite in her ruffled summer dress, her ample breasts spilling out, pink nipples an invitation to lick and to kiss. Her silky pink underwear was still askew, revealing her tight little pussy, nub swollen after her orgasm.

I was consumed with an almost primal urge to devour her.

She teased me with a sensual movement of her hips, causing my swollen length to rub against her folds. Her fluffy tail flicked with anticipation as she seductively rubbed herself against me. Her sapphire eyes were alight with playful mischief and unspoken desire.

“Oh, David,” she sighed, pouring raw lust into every syllable. “Your cock… it feels so good on my pussy. I can feel you are about to explode!”

Her words, filled with pure desire, caused me to groan. Her body was the epitome of sensual perfection, her movements driving my desires wild. The sight of her fox tail, twitching with excitement, threatened to push me over the edge of self-restraint.

With a tantalizing smile that promised untold pleasure, Diane slithered down my body. Her fingers moved deftly, unbuckling the buttons of my plaid shirt with practiced ease. The sensation of her hands dancing over the hard planes of my chest was electrifying. They continued their journey lower, her fingertips trailing down to my cock, which bucked at her touch.

“Do you mind if I… taste you?” The husky whisper stirred my blood, filling my already heated body with an overwhelming anticipation. “C-can I please?”

I only managed a nod, my mind drowning in vivid fantasies of her soft lips encasing my eager length.

Her wicked grin grew as she grabbed a firm hold of my pulsing cock. Her eyes widened in anticipation, her tongue darting out instinctively to wet her lips. The sight of the fox girl on her knees, breasts bared and frilly pink panties pushed to the side was so lewd, it took all my self-control not to cum on her lips right then and there.

Lowering herself, her raven hair formed a veil around her face. My heart pounded wildly in my chest as I felt her pliant lips envelope my rigid length, the warm wetness of her mouth sending jolts of pleasure up my spine.

The sensation was beyond exquisite; her mouth was a cozy haven of warmth, her tongue a teasing delight. She took me deeper with every bob of her head, her enthusiasm igniting my base desires. The sight of her, kneeling to the side of me in the grass, her generous breasts spilling out of her dress, was indescribably alluring.

The pace of her movements picked up, her hand providing a rhythmic accompaniment to her mouth on my erection. Her muffled moans vibrated against me, the intense pleasure coursing through my veins in waves. The familiar tension was building, a tautly coiled spring of pleasure in my lower belly.

“Cum in my mouth, David,” she hummed as she took me out for a moment, her whisper a delight against my length, and it was all I could do to grunt in response. My thoughts were a whirlpool of pleasure, completely centered around the bliss she was bestowing upon me.

Without hesitation, she resumed her assault, sucking and stroking with renewed vigor. The heat within me was building to a crescendo, the mounting pleasure threatening to consume me.

I watched, mesmerized, as her body moved in the summer light, her tail flicking with excitement, her breasts exposed and bouncing with her movements. The sight of her, combined with the sensations she was teasing out of me, was too much.

With a primal groan, I climaxed, my seed spilling into her eager mouth.

Diane didn’t miss a beat, she swallowed every drop, her eyes locked on mine, an intimate connection in the heat of the moment. The sight of her, lips wrapped around my length, swallowing my essence was unforgettably powerful.

“Ahh,” I groaned, twitching as I gave her another rope of cum, my hands digging into her raven locks streaked with silver.

And she took it all, kept her plump lips firm around me until I had given her all I wanted to.

When my climax had passed, I was left panting, my body pulsating with the aftershocks of my intense orgasm.

Diane sat back on her heels, a satisfied smirk playing on her lips as she swallowed the last bits. Her eyes sparkled with mischief, her disheveled appearance only adding to her allure in the sunlight.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her tongue darting out to lick her lips. “That was… a lot of fun,” she said, her voice husky and breathless with a hint of self-satisfaction.

I laughed, my heart still hammering in my chest. “That sure is one way to put it,” I replied, my voice raspy from the overwhelming satisfaction.

Diane crawled back up my body, her dress still disheveled, her tail swishing contentedly. Her head rested on my chest, her silky hair sending ticklish sensations down my skin.

“I can’t believe we just did that,” she murmured, her breath still coming in short gasps. “That was so very exciting!”

I chuckled, pulling her even closer to me. “Believe it, Diane,” I said, my voice brimming with contentment.

We lay there, in the grass, basking in the afterglow of our shared pleasure. Diane’s tail curled around us, its soft fur a comforting blanket that added to the warm and content atmosphere.

The sun was lowering in the sky, its rays kissing our skin with warmth. The Silverthread River whispered its soothing lullabies nearby, the soft gurgling a peaceful soundtrack to our post-coital bliss.

I looked down at Diane, her sapphire eyes twinkling with post-orgasmic happiness. Her black hair was in disarray, her summer dress wrinkled, and her panties still pushed to the side. She was beautiful as she lay there, the embodiment of raw, satisfied lust.

We lay there on the grassy bank, our bodies entwined, and I watched the white clouds drift by with the sweet symphonies of nature for company.

Something beautiful had happened here today…


Chapter 26

Still catching my breath, I lay staring up at the vibrant blue sky through the gently swaying meadow grasses. Beside me, Diane nestled close, idly tracing circles on my chest with her fingertips as the warm breeze caressed our skin.

I turned my head to see her smiling contentedly, cheeks still endearingly flushed. Our passionate encounter in the secluded meadow had been utterly magical.

After all the teasing and flirting these past days, finally taking our affection to the next stage out here amidst the wilderness had exceeded every expectation. Sure, we hadn’t gone ‘all the way’ yet, but now I knew that we would.

And considering how fiery she was, I also knew it would be amazing once our relationship came to that point.

I leaned in for a soft, lingering kiss which Diane returned eagerly, confirming she too had found the experience profoundly intimate and joyous. When we parted, her eyes were tender.

“That was amazing,” she murmured, nuzzling against me.

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” I replied, stroking her silken hair. I reveled in our closeness as we held each other in the swaying grasses.

After a blissful time simply savoring the afterglow, we helped each other clean up and fix our disheveled clothes, exchanging occasional tender kisses and caresses. The walk back was unhurried, our arms looped.

“Want to do some more fishing?” Diane asked, her cute fox ears perked. “I feel like sitting by the water a little longer!”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “There is nothing I’d like to do more than relax with you by the riverbank and laze in the summer sun. We might as well catch a couple more fish while we’re at it.”

She laughed and nodded, giving my arm looped through hers a squeeze. “You make it sound so delightful!”

I grinned. “Well, it is delightful!”

Though it was still only mid-afternoon, the fishing gear and full buckets of trout awaited right where we had left them. No birds — or worse, predators — had taken the opportunity to grab a fish or two, and that was just plain lucky. We’d have to be a little more careful next time.

And there would be a next time.

I lifted the heavy bucket effortlessly, renewed vigor and energy flowing through me. Diane retrieved the abandoned poles with a playful smile. “Shall we try our luck a while longer?” she suggested brightly.

“I’d love nothing more,” I agreed, spirits soaring. We took up our former spots along the glittering river’s edge, lines recast into the foamy currents. Peaceful silence descended, but it was charged now — an intimacy in our shared glances not present before.

Within minutes, Diane was reeling in another wriggling trout, her reflexes as sharp as ever. She tossed her catch into the waiting bucket with a satisfied flick of her tail. No doubt, the foxkin vixen had activated her Class ability again. She was a little competitive, this one, but I liked that about her.

I smiled watching her skill, buoyed by our new closeness. When I turned back to my own line, I was delighted to see my bobber jiggle and vanish below the surface. Gripping the pole, I swept it up sharply to set the hook.

The trout fought mightily, but I expertly worked the reel, drawing it steadily closer until its silvery form emerged from the rushing water. I whooped triumphantly as I deposited my catch into Diane’s bucket since mine was already full.

Diane beamed at me. “Nicely done!” Her bright smile warmed me. Together we turned back to the glinting river.

We continued fishing companionably as the afternoon waned, conversation minimal. But the silence was charged with intimate energy, our hearts having found unity on a whole new level. My rod regularly bent and bobbed as trout after trout struck the bait.

By the time the sun hung low above the shimmering waters, staining them crimson, both buckets were heaping full. Diane tucked back an errant lock of hair, grinning at our combined impressive haul.

I smiled, remembering my delight at how useful my elemental summon had been. But any triumph in fishing now paled next to the pure joy of my deepening bond with this amazing woman.

Diane suggested we smoke some of the trout to preserve them for selling and storing. I agreed it was a great idea.

We slowly climbed the winding path from the rocky shore up to the cozy cabin that was the beginning of my homestead, the tranquil evening enclosing us. Diane swished her tail happily, carrying her overflowing bucket. I followed a few paces behind, eyes roaming unabashedly down her shapely silhouette.

We began by taking our catch into the kitchen. There we cleaned, bled, and gutted the fish. I had not done that before, but Diane was quick to explain it. She also told me the cabin had a drain that led back to the river, and we should be careful what we pour in there. Cleaning the fish wasn’t that hard to do, especially not with the sharp knives that Caldwell had so kindly provided me with. Life on the frontier fared best when one had the right tools.

As we worked, Diane gave me the occasional playful bump with her hips or shot me a warm smile. It was clear that what had happened today had deepened our bond and made us get to know each other even better.

And we both liked what we had seen and experienced. I smiled to myself, happy with life here. I could go on like this forever, finding simple satisfaction in providing for myself and my loved ones, living in tranquility by the banks of the Silverthread River.

Soon enough, we finished up and headed outside with the prepared fish. When we reached the little log smokehouse we had built, we laid the cleaned, scaled trout side by side on the racks within. Our hands brushed often, eliciting smiles as we found joy in this task together. Soon fragrant alder smoke from the small fire we lit beneath the fish began wafting into the darkening sky.

With the fish in the smokehouse, we washed our hands in the kitchen, then headed back outside. I held her close as we watched the sun arch and dip toward the horizon above our cozy homestead. After that, I chopped some firewood while Diane relaxed a little.

After a while, when I took a break to wipe my brow clean of sweat, she came over and wrapped her arms around me. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s have a bite to eat while the fish smokes. We’ve done enough for today.”

Within the snug cabin, I stoked up a hearty fire while Diane prepared a simple but delicious meal. We moved in easy unison, exchanging occasional tender caresses. At times I still caught her gazing at me with almost disbelieving joy, as though she too could hardly believe our passion had flowered so beautifully.

Seated across from each other at the wooden table, we raised our mugs in a toast, eyes locking as we finished the last of the wine that Leigh had gifted us. After today, we were truly partners in every sense of the word. Companions not just in labor and friendship, but now also in love.

We ate slowly, focused only on each other’s presence. Occasionally beneath the table, our feet would play. The fire crackled a joyful rhythm, complementing our high spirits as we talked.

“I think I’ll go into town tomorrow,” I said. “I can try to sell the fish to Leigh.”

“That’s a great idea,” Diane said. “I’m sure she has a few buyers for fish from the Silverthread River.” Her eye twinkled a little as she watched me. “And I bet Leigh would love to see you again.”

I laughed and nodded. “Well, she’s good company. That’s for sure.”

“The three of us should do something together someday,” she hummed, thinking for a second before she focused her sapphire eyes on me. “But all in due time. I’ll stay here tomorrow and make sure we have some traps set out. I also saw a few berry bushes on the far bank, nice and ripe. I’ll swim across and do a little foraging.”

“That sounds perfect,” I agreed.

When the meal was finished, Diane came into my arms. We stood swaying slowly to music only we could hear, her head nestled contentedly upon my shoulder. All was right in our tiny corner of this strange, joined world. We cleaned up and went outside to check on the fish.

When the trout were adequately smoked, we transferred the bounty into storage barrels, preserving them for future meals. Our productive fishing session would help keep us fed, and it might make us a little money as well.

As twilight deepened, we stood hand in hand to enjoy the cooling air. Finally, we headed inside and to our beds — still joined together — and there, we once again hungered for each other and did a step-by-step repeat of our earlier afternoon activities.


Chapter 27

The next morning, I awoke to soft sunlight filtering into the cozy cabin bedroom. Diane was still curled up beside me, her head nestled on my shoulder and one arm draped lightly over my chest. I gently stroked her silken hair, not wanting to wake her just yet.

After a few blissful minutes, I carefully extricated myself from the bed so as not to disturb Diane’s slumber. I dressed and tidied up before heading downstairs to start some coffee. The rich aroma soon filled the cabin.

I put together a simple breakfast from our stores, then brought a tray upstairs for Diane. She awoke with a smile as I set the food beside her. “What a lovely surprise,” she said, sitting up and giving me a soft kiss.

We ate together, chatting happily about the day’s plans — Diane would continue improving the homestead while I drove to Gladdenfield to sell the smoked fish. I was looking forward to sharing my new closeness with Diane with her dear friend Leigh.

After breakfast, I gave Diane another lingering kiss goodbye before departing. The drive to town was pleasant, sunlight shining down through the vivid leaves overhead. Birds swooped out of the way as I came, disappearing between or above the soaring trees that lined the winding road that led to Gladdenfield Outpost.

In Gladdenfield, folks nodded in friendly recognition as I drove past. It amazed me that I was already becoming a familiar face after a relatively short time out here. At Leigh’s store, I parked and unloaded some of the smoked trout to sell.

The door chime jangled merrily as I entered. Leigh looked up from behind the counter and broke into a broad grin. “Well hey there, darlin’!” she said. “Been wonderin’ when you’d stop by again.” She looked me up and down as she spoke, shifting her hips, and I just knew she was gonna give me a hard time again.

Literally.

I laughed. “Good to see you too, Leigh.” Her bubbly energy was infectious. I hefted the bucket of smoked fish. “Fresh catch from the Silverthread to sell, if you’re interested.”

“You bet I am!” said Leigh. As she came around the counter, I couldn’t help noticing her low-cut top and how it showcased her freckled cleavage. But I kept my eyes politely above neck-level.

Leigh evaluated the fish, looking impressed. “These sure do look tasty. Y’all are mighty fine anglers!” She named a fair price that I happily accepted. It was enough to cover the outstanding bill and leave a little for us to spend as well. Good news because I wanted to peruse her collection of seeds; we needed more crops.

Together, Leigh and I carried the trout to her storage room before returning to the front counter.

“So, I’m guessin’ things are goin’ real well between you and Diane?” Leigh asked, leaning on the counter as her eyes roamed over me. “I can just tell; you’ve got that happy glow about you.”

I chuckled. “Your intuition is spot on as always, Leigh. Diane and I decided to officially court. Things have been amazing between us since. And it was your advice that helped us out!”

Leigh’s face lit up. “Aww, well that just warms my heart!” she exclaimed. “I could tell right off that you two have a real special connection.” Her expression turned playful. “And I bet you’ve been gettin’ real close now that it’s official, hmm? Don’t lie, baby, I can see that glow.”

I chuckled, feeling a bit flustered. “We have grown… closer, yes,” I said. “I care about Diane tremendously and want to build something lasting together.”

Leigh smiled knowingly. “Oh I believe that, hun. And I know Diane feels the same way ‘bout you.” Her eyes twinkled impishly. “But I gotta say, David, for her to have… taken a few steps with you.” She clicked her tongue and gave me a wink, indicating we both knew full well what she was talking about. “Well, that’s still surprisingly fast. She must really like you.”

I had to laugh. “Well, I hope so,” I said.

Leigh giggled delightedly in response. “Hey now, no need to be embarrassed,” she said, giving my arm an affectionate squeeze. “I think it’s sweet how smitten you two are. Diane deserves to find happiness again after everythin’ she’s been through.”

I nodded. “You’ve been a good friend to her. I appreciate you helping me out.”

“Of course!” Leigh waved off my thanks. “You fit right in around here. And between you and me, having a handsome man on the frontier is always a welcome sight.” She shot me a flirty wink.

I laughed, by now used to Leigh’s shameless brand of humor. “Well, I’m officially off the market now,” I joked. “But the compliment is still appreciated.”

Leigh laughed. “Oh, I’m pretty sure Diane doesn’t mind a little friendly company now and then,” she said with a wink as she leaned forward a little, affording me a more generous view.

I grinned. She was crazy. I loved it.

“She may have said something along those lines.”

“See?” she hummed, her eyes turning a little smoky. “There’s all kinds of benefits to living on the frontier. We do things differently around here. And we have a lot of fun.” She trailed a slender finger down my arm, her blazing blue eyes almost making me grunt with need.

Then, Leigh gave me a warm, sincere smile. “But truly, I’m real happy for you both. Diane deserves a devoted partner after all she’s overcome.”

“I’ll do my very best to be that for her,” I promised.

“I know you will,” said Leigh confidently. She drummed her fingers on the counter thoughtfully. “So, how about we get to business, huh? After that, you and I can talk some more, okay?”
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After we concluded our dealings with the fish and settled my outstanding tab, Leigh beckoned for me to follow her toward the back of the store.

“C’mon round the back, I got a real special shipment of seeds that just arrived,” she said eagerly. “With that lovely plot of yours, I bet you and Diane could grow some incredible crops out there! And these are some actual magical crops.”

That was more like it! I was curious to see what kind of magical crops a farmer could grow out here. Intrigued, I trailed after Leigh through the crowded aisles until we reached a corner overflowing with sacks of seeds, gardening tools, and farming equipment.

Leigh gestured proudly to the abundant selection. “Now I know these may look pretty ordinary to you, but lots of ‘em got magical properties the likes of which you ain’t never seen on Earth. It’s Tannoris and the Upheaval that brought us these!”

My eyes widened as I scanned the incredible variety, reminded again of how much strangeness this merged world contained. Leigh went on to explain the origins of some of the most interesting seeds.

She hefted up a large burlap sack labeled ‘Aethershine Wheat’ in ornate calligraphy. “This here grain actually glows when it’s grown! Real pretty to look at when it’s swayin’ in the moonlight, I tell ya. And the elves love it for a very light ale they brew. Fetches a mighty fine price from them.” She winked. “If it’s money you’re after, you could start with a harvest or two of that. It’ll set you up nice!”

Next, she showed me a woven parcel holding dried leaves of ‘Masander,’ a medicinal herb from Tannoris. “This stuff in tea form can cure just about any headache or bellyache, provided it ain’t too serious. Tannorians swear by it, and we’ve found it works like a charm here too! Works wonders for hangovers!”

Another sack held ‘Silk Beans,’ a climbing vine producing beans wrapped in a fine, satiny fiber. “The elves go crazy for the silk these make,” explained Leigh. “Real soft and delicate, perfect for their fancy underthings.” She gave me a wink and pulled out a strap of her lacy thong over her shorts. “I even wear ‘em myself,” she added teasingly.

A pulse went through me at the sight. The idea of that lacy thong hugging Leigh’s luscious curves was enough to make any man go crazy. And she knew it, too.

“See anything you’d like?” she purred as she tipped her hat, her blue eyes smoky as they roamed over me again.

I grinned and licked my lips, keeping my eyes fixed on her. “I sure do.”

She gave me a gentle push. “Oh, go on now,” she cooed. “I meant the seeds, baby.”

Chuckling, I turned to them. As I examined the odd assortment, one group of seed packets caught my eye — they were labeled ‘Alchemy Seeds.’

Noticing my interest, Leigh picked one up and explained, “Now, these seeds grow plants to produce reagents that alchemists use for brewing all kinds of potions and elixirs. I’ll admit I don’t know too much about ‘em. I sell the potions: I don’t make ‘em. But anyone with a green thumb and an interest in alchemy surely should have a look at ‘em.”

My pulse quickened. This could be perfect for creating mana potions to restore my magic energy!

Leigh went on describing the various Alchemy Seeds. There were gnarled ‘Thauma Roots’ that were used to create a kind of paste that served as a vital reagent of most potions. There was ‘Wispsilk,’ the leaves of which were important in some way Leigh didn’t understand, and there were ‘Magebread’ flowers that were vital ingredients of mana potions.

“With these babies planted on your land, you’ll have easy access to alchemical ingredients,” Leigh said. “And if you can’t make the potions just yet, you can always sell the ingredients to me. I know a few alchemy traders who pass by Gladdenfield on occasion, and I’m sure I could get a good price. Anyway, this is my whole supply of stuff that might be useful in alchemy. My shop ain’t the biggest in that respect. Other towns on the frontier specialize more in that kinda stuff.”

I nodded, my mind racing with ideas. Homegrown potion-making supplies would be invaluable. I would not need to purchase expensive concoctions from others, and I could make a handsome profit selling them. Of course, it would be another skill to learn.

But why not? Alchemy sounded fun and useful. Who knew what I could come up with? Plus, I wanted to summon many, many more creatures, and mana was a bottleneck. Potions would help.

“Leigh,” I said. “I think some of these Alchemy Seeds could really benefit my magic and skills. Is there any way I could get a few packets of the Thauma Roots, Wispsilk, and Magebread to start an alchemy garden?”

“Well, of course!” Leigh replied. “I’d be happy to set you up with some. Let’s ring you up a nice starter bundle.”

We returned to the front counter where Leigh carefully wrapped packs of the three essential seed types I had requested in brown paper and string.

“There ya are! With these seeds, you’ll have a thriving alchemy garden in no time,” Leigh proclaimed.

I smiled, envisioning the future harvests. “This is perfect, Leigh. Thank you! Once my alchemy skills improve, having homegrown potion ingredients will be invaluable.”

“Of course!” Leigh replied. “You let me know if you ever need more seeds too. I’m always gettin’ new shipments from exotic places.”

I laughed. “Will do. I’m pretty keen to explore this whole alchemy business.”

“Hmm, it can be profitable for sure, sugar. Now let’s ring you up!”

After settling my bill for the Alchemy Seeds, I tucked the precious parcels carefully into my pack. My mind swirled with ideas for the most fertile spots to plant near the cabin and how to incorporate the spell reagents into brewing. I’d have to consult with Diane as well; she knew much about such things.

Noticing me pondering all the new possibilities, Leigh tipped back her hat and chuckled. “I can see you’re starting to see the charm of life out here on the frontier, huh?”

“You’ve got that right,” I agreed fervently. “Every day seems to bring some new wonder.”

Leigh smiled warmly. “Well, speakin’ of wonders, how’s about you and I head over to the tavern and have a drink together? My treat this time, as a thanks for bringin’ me that delicious smoked fish.”

I grinned broadly. “You bet.”


Chapter 28

After ordering our ales, Leigh and I settled at a small table tucked away in the rustic tavern’s corner. Sunlight streaming through the windows illuminated swirling dust motes. Leigh scooted her chair close, leaning forward eagerly.

“So David, tell me about yourself,” she prompted before taking a sip of ale. “I’ve been curious about you! What’s your story? How’d a strapping man like you end up out here on the wild frontier?”

I chuckled at her curiosity. “Well, it’s kind of a long story,” I began. I gave her the broad strokes — my monotonous city job, getting laid off, and feeling aimless. Then meeting Caldwell and getting the chance to relocate and start fresh as a homesteader in the Wilds.

“It sounded like a pretty good opportunity,” I said. “And as it turns out, I made the right choice. Already, this place is starting to feel like home. The work is rewarding, and the company is great.” I shot her a wink.

Leigh chuckled warmly; chin propped on one hand as she studied me with those big blue lookers of hers. “Mmhmm, that Caldwell sure knows how to pick ‘em,” she remarked with a wink. “But you chose your path — can’t imagine every unemployed city boy jumps at the chance to rough it out here.”

“No, you’re right,” I agreed. “I’ve just always loved the outdoors and adventure. The frontier life called to me.” I smiled wistfully. “My parents were explorers themselves before…” I trailed off, old pain surfacing.

Leigh reached over and gave my hand a comforting squeeze. “You’re followin’ in their footsteps, baby. I’m sure that would make them proud.”

I nodded gratefully. “It feels good to embrace that adventurous spirit again. What about you, Leigh? How’d you end up way out here?”

Leigh laughed. “Oh gosh, that’s quite a tale!”

“Well, tell me!” I said, sitting back with a smile.

“Hmm… Well, where to begin. I grew up on a ranch in Oklahoma. It sat close to a little town, but no cities worth mentioning anywhere. We were happy, but my family was one of the old-school kinds, if you catch my drift?” Seeing I didn’t, she smiled and leaned forward. “The ranch had been in the family for years, but we never expanded. We never made it more… economical. Time passed, and others just overtook us. Our way of doin’ things was too expensive, and the market just too competitive. We were small time, a family business, y’know?”

I nodded. It was a story I’d heard before; small businesses getting pushed to the side by the bigger ones.

“The ranch was foreclosed on,” she said. “We had nowhere to go but a trailer where my drunk-ass uncle lived.”

For the first time since I’d met her, something like pain passed over Leigh’s beautiful face. The bubbly joy she seemed to overflow with was eclipsed for a moment — by grief. “Daddy couldn’t take it,” she said softly. “He loved that ranch. Life without it weren’t nothing for him. And there was too much damn booze in that trailer. He began drinkin’, just like his brother, and that was the end of it. He careened off the highway one night drivin’ home drunk. Right into the Cimarron.”

“Leigh,” I said, reaching out to touch her hand. “I’m so sorry.”

She smiled softly, her familiar warmth returning. “It’s okay, baby. I’m still around. We all get our share of scars down the line, don’t we?”

I nodded. “Yeah, we sure do.”

She smiled. “Anyway. Mom didn’t cope so well. We fought a lot, and I struck out on my own at just sixteen. I traveled all around — which is why my accent is so screwed up. Tulsa, Dallas, Albuquerque… I even worked on a ranch in Mexico for a few years… That was a crazy time. After that, I waitressed a bit. When the Upheaval came around, the traveling days would have been over, had it not been that I got a Class.”

I leaned forward. “You got one at the start?”

“Hm,” she purred, her blue eyes blazing. “Beastmaster, baby. Cowgirl style.” She bit her lip as she looked me over. “Something you know all about, I bet.”

I laughed loudly at her lewd joke, and she joined in, all the pain of old memories forgotten in the moment.

“Anyway,” she continued. “In the first days, there wasn’t a Coalition or a Frontier Division. Everybody was just kinda gettin’ their bearings, y’know?”

I nodded, remembering those days as chaotic even within the safety of Louisville. It must have been a million times worse out in untamed lands. At least we had the city and the military and the police. Negotiations with the elves began almost immediately, and New Springfield — where I moved to later — was an early town to be formed under the predecessor of the Coalition in those days just after the Upheaval. By comparison, I’d had it easy.

“But before we continue,” Leigh said, “let’s get another round, huh? Talking’s thirsty work!”

I watched as she headed off toward the back to get another round and came back. Settling back in my chair, I smiled and waited. I was looking forward to hearing the rest of Leigh’s tale.

[image: AOIcon]

“Those early days were not very comfortable,” Leigh said as she placed the tankard in front of me. “Lots of fightin’. People banded up and split and banded again. Towns were there one day and little more than burned-down ruins down the next. I was lucky with my Class because I could tame some of those weird Tannoris creatures bleedin’ into our world. I had this Firepanther, Mr. Toasty…”

I laughed. “Mr. Toasty?”

She grinned and gave me a playful swat. “Watch it! I’m gonna tame you and make you my next Mr. Toasty if you don’t mind your tongue!”

I licked my lips, sat back, and took a swig as I eyed her. “Sounds fun.”

“Hmm, you don’t know the half of it. Anyway, Mr. Toasty got me out of a lotta trouble. We hung around for a while, and we finally met a trader willing to take us west if we worked along the way. I helped him barter at frontier towns we passed through. When we came to Gladdenfield, I got the chance to open the store. I just knew this was where I belonged. The folks here, Caldwell among ‘em, were friendly and took me in, helped me get established. And here I am!”

“And Mr. Toasty?”

She smiled softly. “Firepanthers don’t like to stay in one place, so I let him go. I didn’t want him to get restless.”

I shook my head in amazement. “Wow, Leigh. That is quite the story.”

Leigh waved it off modestly. “Aw, when you grow up scrappy, you gotta make do. Anyway, I like it here. All’s missing is a man.” At that, she eyed me again in that way of hers, making my blood pump.

“No eligible bachelors in Gladdenfield?”

She shrugged. “Not for me. Maybe I’m picky.” As she spoke, she scooted even closer until our knees were touching. “I’m sure some men around here are fine in theory — reliable, strong homesteaders and such. But you know how it is, baby. Sparks gotta fly. It ain’t all about where someone lives and what they do. There’s a kind of magic about it, don’t ya think? Somethin’ we can’t measure or explain.”

I nodded, relishing the warmth of having her so close to me. “I agree,” I said. “Chemistry.”

“Often,” she hummed, big blue eyes on me, “you know it when you see it. And I mean right away.”

The moment between us hung in the air. Our souls connected in that instant, and her lips parted slightly. I would have leaned in, and I think I would have kissed her at that moment if someone hadn’t begun playing the piano, some half-drunk townsfolk breaking into song.

It broke the moment, but we both laughed at the jaunty little dance some of the townsfolk engaged in. When my eyes found hers again, I knew there would be another chance.

For a while longer, our conversation meandered happily, and I found myself captivated by her musical laugh and lively spirit. Out here, social norms were far looser, I was coming to realize, and it was so much easier to connect because we all had frontier life in common. We relied on each other as a community, and that made a lot of difference in how we acted.

And there was something infectious about Leigh’s easygoing, mischievous attitude. She had a knack for pulling people out of their shell. I wanted to be around her more often, and I knew I would be. Time passed swiftly in Leigh’s company, and I realized it would soon be getting late, and I wanted to get back to Diane.

“I really should get moving,” I said. “I’m kinda eager to tell Diane all about these seeds for the alchemy garden.”

“I understand,” Leigh replied, standing as well and stretching lithely, her voluptuous body on full display as the buttons of her blouse nearly popped. “Come on, baby, I’ll escort you outside.” She smiled and looped her arm through mine. “I appreciate you keepin’ me company today. All the pretty girls in town will be jealous.”

I laughed, enjoying how close she was and how she bumped into me on each step as we headed outside. “I spent time with the prettiest and had a great time,” I said sincerely.

At my Jeep, Leigh pulled me into a friendly hug. As we embraced, she whispered playfully in my ear, “You come visit again real soon now, y’hear?” Before releasing me, she discreetly nuzzled her soft cheek against mine, then gave me a kiss.

I smiled at her forwardness as we parted. “Count on it,” I promised with a wave as I climbed into the driver’s seat.

Leigh stood there, hips cocked, hands in the back pockets of her skin-tight jeans, brim of her hat shielding her pretty eyes from the sun. She watched me go as I revved the engine and pulled out.

The charming little settlement soon shrank in the rearview mirror as I navigated toward home through deepening dusk. But thoughts of the bubbly shopkeeper lingered, making the ride pass swiftly.


Chapter 29

The sun was on its way to dip below the treetops as I navigated the rugged trail back to the secluded cabin. Long shadows stretched across the landscape, signaling the day’s end and marking the transition to another magical frontier night.

I smiled to myself as I drove, replaying the lively conversations with Leigh in my mind. Her playful humor and shameless flirting never failed to lift my spirits, and it had been interesting to get to know her a little better. But all the while, I had found myself missing Diane too. And now, as our cozy riverside dwelling came into view, I was happy to be home again.

I parked the Jeep and grabbed my pack filled with the new alchemy seeds before heading inside. The interior was illuminated only by flickering firelight, but it immediately felt welcoming.

Diane looked up from the bubbling stew pot hanging over the hearth and smiled radiantly when she saw me. “David! I’m so glad you’re back.” She came over to embrace me warmly. I held her close for a long moment, breathing in her sweet scent.

“It’s good to be home,” I murmured against her hair. Diane’s presence was calming after the long day. When we parted, I gave her a lingering kiss.

“How was town? Did you see Leigh?” Diane asked curiously as we moved to the table.

I nodded, getting comfortable in the wooden chair. “I did. We had a nice chat, and she bought all the smoked fish. Oh, and I got these…” I showed Diane the wrapped alchemy seeds, explaining my plan to start an alchemy garden.

Diane’s eyes lit up. “How wonderful! We can plant these right away. I know just the fertile spot.”

But first things first, I was starving.

Over steaming bowls of Diane’s hearty stew, I recounted my visit with Leigh in more detail, including her bawdy jokes and shameless flirting. Diane just laughed knowingly.

“That sounds like our Leigh! She has such a big heart underneath it all,” Diane remarked fondly.

I nodded in agreement. Leigh’s caring nature was obvious once you got to know her. “But she can be a talker, all right…”

Diane gave a chuckle. “I know! I love her for it!”

When we had finished eating, Diane shyly brought out her violin. “I wrote a new song today, while you were gone. Would you like to hear it?”

“I’d love to,” I replied. Music was yet another way Diane bared her soul.

Tucking the instrument under her chin, Diane began playing a gentle, swaying melody. Then she sang in her sweet, lilting voice:

“My love, my heart, you are my home,
No matter where our lives may roam,
Whether parted or together,
My heart is yours, now and forever.”

Her words struck a chord, and the sweet melancholy of her songs always brought about a measure of calm within me. I listened to the rest of the song with a gently easing mind, until her words were all that existed for me. It was a sweet song about waiting for one’s love to come home, moving and tender.

When the final notes faded, I applauded enthusiastically. “That was beautiful,” I said sincerely.

Diane blushed. “I’m so glad you like it. You are my inspiration.” Her words made my heart surge with emotion. I drew her onto my lap by the fireside, needing to be close.

Diane settled against me contentedly, head tucked beneath my chin. I gently stroked her velvety fox ears and kissed her tenderly as we enjoyed the fire together.

She nuzzled against me with a pleased purr. “So,” she hummed after a while. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

“Well,” I began, “I want to plant these alchemy seeds. I hope I can use my Identify Plants skill to learn a little more about them once they start growing. I also want to try if I can summon a minor spirit with the Woodland or Earth affinity and see if they can help me with the crops.”

She lit up. “Oh, that’s a perfect idea!”

I smiled into her silken hair. “Maybe they can make our job a little easier, huh?”

We spoke for a while longer, enjoying the fire as it slowly died down. Outside, the stars were on full display, and the nighttime sounds of the surrounding forests drifted to us through shuttered windows.

Eventually we turned in, climbing the ladder to the cozy loft hand in hand. As we lay nestled close beneath the blankets, Diane rolled over to face me, eyes luminous in the moonlight. I pulled her close, feeling my need rise as much as hers.

We kissed and touched, drowning in each other. Sure, we had not gone the full mile yet, but there were plenty of things we could do…


Chapter 30

The next morning, I awoke to find Diane curled against me, still asleep, her breathing slow and even. I smiled, watching her for a moment. She looked so peaceful with her hair mussed and her lips slightly parted. Our… nightly activities had been a lot of fun, and I could tell she — like me — was getting eager to move things to the next stage.

Still, I did not want to rush her. In her culture, this was a big step, and even though I was confident that it would be the right step, I needed her to reach that conclusion on her own terms and in her own time.

Careful not to disturb her, I slipped out of bed and went downstairs to wash up at the basin in the kitchen. After a quick wash, I dressed and started some coffee. Soon the smell of a fresh morning brew livened up the cozy space. I prepared a simple breakfast from our stores, laying out some eggs, dried meat, and bread on the table.

Just as I was finishing up, I heard Diane descending the ladder, tail swishing behind her. “Something smells delicious,” she said brightly, giving me a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Morning, beautiful. I made us some breakfast,” I said. We settled in at the table together, and I recounted an amusing tale Leigh had told me yesterday about a traveler trying to haggle prices with her and ending up with nothing — Leigh was too shrewd a saleswoman. Diane laughed, eyes crinkling happily, recognizing her friend well enough.

Over food, we discussed plans for the alchemy garden. Diane recommended a fertile spot by the riverbank that would get plenty of sunlight and moisture. Once we finished eating, we gathered tools and the precious seed packets and headed out into the mild morning air.

At the garden plot, we worked side by side tilling the rich soil in preparation for planting. The physical labor felt good, using muscles that had gotten soft during my city days. Diane hummed an upbeat tune as she hoed, fluffy tail swishing in time with the music.

When the earth was ready, we carefully planted the unusual alchemy seeds, following the diagrams on the packets showing proper depth and spacing. I activated my Identify Plants skill on each type as we planted it, curious to learn any details my magic could discern.

The information appeared in my interface, describing properties and uses. The gnarled Thauma Root would be key for potion bases, while the Wispsilk leaves improved mana restoration effects. The Magebread flowers were essential for crafting mana draughts. All in all, we had enough stuff here to make mana potions.

The only question was how…

“Fascinating,” I mused aloud. “If these grow well, we’ll have some reagents to start with. If we can get a good batch going, we’ll probably earn enough to buy more seeds and improve our skills.”

Diane nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes, homebrewed potions will be wonderful! No more relying solely on purchased potions and elixirs.” Her eyes lit up. “Ooh, we could designate some of the harvest for sale! That way, we have some ingredients to experiment with, and we can sell the rest to Leigh.”

I chuckled at her eager spirit. “Now you’re thinking like an entrepreneur. But first, let’s focus on just getting these seeds to mature properly with their magical properties intact.”

We watered the freshly planted rows and stood back to admire our handiwork. The ordinary-looking seeds belied the mystical forces slumbering within. I was eager to see the plants flourish and experiment with crafting my own potions and concoctions.

When the sun had climbed high overhead, we stopped for a break, washing up in the river’s glittering water. We sat together enjoying some bread and dried fruit beneath the dappled shade of a flowering tree.

As we ate, I turned to Diane. “You know, if these alchemy crops thrive, we could think about building a dedicated laboratory. A place to craft potions and work spells together.”

Diane’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “That’s a wonderful idea! Having an indoor space just for alchemy projects would be perfect.” She tipped her head thoughtfully, taking a bite of bread. “If you want to learn more about outfitting an alchemy lab, you should talk to Waelin next time he’s in Gladdenfield. He’s an old elf alchemist who comes through every so often.”

“Oh?” I asked curiously. “I don’t think I’ve met Waelin yet.”

Diane nodded. “He keeps mostly to himself whenever he’s in town, but he’s been practicing alchemy for centuries. Very knowledgeable about potion crafting.” She smiled. “I’ve bought a few minor healing draughts from him before. If anyone can advise you on the ideal alchemy workshop setup, it would be Waelin.”

“Interesting,” I mused. Having guidance from a seasoned alchemist would be invaluable. “What’s Waelin like? Is he friendly?”

“Hmm, friendly may be overstating it,” Diane replied thoughtfully. “He’s rather serious and keeps to himself. But I think he’d respect a fellow magic user wanting to learn. Just tell him I sent you.”

I chuckled. “All right, I’ll be sure to mention your name when I seek him out next time I’m in town.” Picturing the seasoned elf alchemist, I imagined he had seen a great deal over his long life. I hoped he might be willing to share some wisdom.

Diane and I spent a pleasant hour sitting in the shade finishing our lunch.
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After our leisurely lunch, I was eager to experiment with summoning some minor spirits to aid in the gardening work, just as I’d discussed with Diane the previous day. I still had a decent reserve of mana, so conditions were ideal for testing my emerging skills.

I smiled at Diane. “I’m going to try summoning a minor woodland spirit now to help us out. Let’s head over to the plot.”

Diane nodded eagerly. “Wonderful, I can’t wait to see them in action again!” She gave my hand an encouraging squeeze as we made our way to the empty pasture area.

At the plot, I focused my will and extended my palm, channeling the necessary mana. The now-familiar swirling orb of elemental energy formed before me. It swiftly expanded, colors shifting. As I channeled the mana, my interface appeared, prompting me to select the spirit’s elemental affinity. I chose Woodland.

The now-familiar swirling orb of energy formed before me and expanded into a spindly, leaf-headed spirit. It regarded me attentively, awaiting instruction.

Mentally, I directed it: “Nurture the plants in this garden. Increase their vitality and growth.”

The spirit bowed and scurried over to the rows of freshly planted alchemy seeds. It began meticulously tending each one, its slender wooden fingers working the soil around the roots.

As it nurtured them, the seeds seemed to positively respond to its presence. Before our eyes, the first tiny shoots and leaves began to unfurl and grow at an accelerated pace. It was as if we were watching a timelapse video on fast forward.

“Incredible!” Diane gasped. “Look how quickly they’re sprouting and maturing.”

Indeed, what should have taken hours or even days was happening in mere minutes thanks to the spirit’s influence. I noticed a faint glow building within its body as it worked. I was unsure of the mechanics behind it all, but the little guy had energy to do the entire plot, potatoes included.

When its power was spent, the summoned spirit dissolved away in a swirl of light. I saw that this special growth stimulation had depleted much of its mana reserves.

I also knew — on an instinctive level that seemed to come with the territory — that such a power could only affect a plant once a day. Unfortunately, I would not be able to summon multiple woodland spirits in rapid succession on a single day to let them grow my entire harvest in hours.

Still, this was awesome.

“Amazing!” I said. “If I understand correctly, those little spirits can do this once per day.”

Diane nodded, clearly impressed. “If we summon these spirits regularly, we could accelerate the alchemy garden substantially! And the potatoes as well!”

I agreed. With cautious use of the woodland spirits’ nurturing abilities, we could soon have a thriving crop of spell reagents. I made a mental note to continue experimenting with practical applications of my magic. I also wanted to try out the Earth spirit, but I had already used my Identify Plant skill three times and my Summon Minor Spirit skill once, so I had only 3 mana left — not enough for another Summon Minor Spirit.

Apparently, mana recovered while sleeping but not while just resting. I could really use those mana potions…

We turned our attention back to tending the garden, carefully watering and inspecting the new sprouts. Thanks to the spirit’s boost, they already looked days old rather than minutes. The mystical forces slumbering within the alchemy seeds were clearly responding powerfully.

When midafternoon warmth permeated the valley, we paused to drink some water and eat a light snack. As we sat sharing some bread and dried fruit, Diane turned to me.

“What do you think about going to explore the surroundings a bit more?” she suggested. “Since we have some daylight left, it could be nice to wander the riverbank or some nearby trails.”

I smiled and nodded. “That sounds great,” I agreed. There was still much of the frontier lands around our homestead left to discover. An afternoon ramble with Diane sounded perfect after the morning’s hard work.


Chapter 31

After our snack, Diane and I decided to spend the rest of the sunny afternoon exploring the wilderness surrounding our homestead. We were eager to familiarize ourselves with the landscape and trails nearest to where we lived and worked.

I grabbed my backpack and did a quick check to make sure it was properly supplied for our hike. The small leather pack contained a metal flask filled with cool, clear water from the river.

I also had some packets of dried fruit and jerky, as well as a small folding knife. One could never be too prepared when venturing into the untamed frontier lands. You never knew when you might need some basic provisions.

Diane selected a sturdy wooden walking stick and slung her crossbow over her back. I noticed she opted for that over a firearm. When I asked her about it, she explained she preferred the crossbow because it was silent.

“And I only need one shot when I’m hunting,” she said. “So why go for anything else?”

I chuckled and nodded, giving her that point. Of course, when the situation was different from just hunting deer — such as combat — a semi-automatic would prove a lot more useful.

Either way, I grabbed my rifle to bring along just in case. Despite the great beauty of the frontier, there were things out there that could be dangerous.

We set off on foot down a dusty path leading west from the cabin along the riverbank. The trail was narrow and winding, partially obscured in places by encroaching grasses and bushes. We had to tread carefully around knobby tree roots and loose rocks that protruded from the earth.

As we walked, I inhaled deep breaths of the fresh air, savoring the feel of sunlight coming through the swaying branches overhead. The play of light and shadow on my face and shoulders felt rejuvenating after being hunched over tending the garden plot all morning.

Diane kept a brisk pace but moved with fluidity, using her walking stick for balance on rougher patches of ground. She paused often to point out small wonders along the path — a flowering bush buzzing with fat bees gathering pollen, vines with succulent leaves creeping up the side of a weathered boulder, and other small marvels that her appreciation elevated from the mundane.

We spoke little, simply enjoying the serene sounds and sights of the frontier that surrounded us. The gentle gurgle of water tumbling over stones harmonized with the trills and warbles of birds calling out to each other among the branches. It was a marked contrast from the usual city ambience of traffic and machinery that I was accustomed to.

The faint aroma of wildflowers drifted on the breeze, mixing with earthy scents of decaying leaves and woodland mosses. Everything seemed more vibrant, the colors richer and textures more intricately detailed than back in civilization. It was an overload of the senses in the best possible way.

After roughly a mile, the forest path opened up into a sprawling sunny meadow dotted with swaying grasses and vivid purple and yellow flowers. We paused our leisurely stroll just at the edge of the tree line, standing side by side gazing out appreciatively at the scenic vista.

Wispy clouds drifted across the azure sky overhead as finches and sparrows flitted among the colorful blooms, singing merrily. The meadow seemed utterly peaceful and untouched.

“It’s so beautiful here,” she breathed.

I could only agree as I stood awed by the untamed landscape that now stretched out before us. Beautiful birds with long elegant tail feathers swooped through the air above the grassy clearing, their jewel-toned plumage catching the sunlight as they wheeled and dove hypnotically.

“It’s magical,” I said, finding no other word to describe the overwhelming beauty of it all.

Diane smiled and nodded in agreement, closing her eyes briefly as she inhaled a deep breath of the sweet floral air. “Isn’t it? I never get tired of roaming these parts.” Her fox tail swished contentedly behind her, brushing against the thigh of my jeans.

I grinned, always endeared by that cute mannerism of hers. We lingered a while longer on the outskirts of the flower-strewn meadow, neither of us eager yet to leave behind this idyllic spot we had chanced upon. But the day waited, and there were still more sights to explore down the winding trail.

At last we continued onward, skirting the sunny clearing and re-entering the shaded confines of the forest. The path grew rockier for a stretch as it began to cut through a series of forested hills. Knobby protruding roots and loose rocks required sure footing once more.

Diane nimbly scaled the stony incline ahead of me, seeming to intuitively find just the right placement for each step that would provide secure traction. Her lithe agility and balance were impressive. I scrambled up the slope a bit less gracefully in her wake, twice nearly turning my ankle before managing to crest the ridge.

At the top, we were met with an even more stunning panoramic view overlooking the valley below. From this new vantage point, I could see our tiny log cabin nestled against the shining blue ribbon of the Silverthread River off in the distance. Wisps of white smoke emanated from the stone chimney, promising a warm hearth and comforting meal awaited us upon our eventual return.

The breathtaking vista stretched out for miles in every direction, an ocean of treetops interspersed with wildflower-speckled meadows that rippled in the breeze like waves below. Diane slid her hand into mine as we stood shoulder to shoulder admiring the awe-inspiring display of raw natural beauty laid out before us.

“It’s really beginning to feel like home to you, isn’t it?” Diane said softly, giving my hand a light squeeze. I tore my eyes from the sweeping landscape to turn and look at her. The lowering sunlight brought out glints of gold in her dark hair.

I nodded, returning the gentle pressure on her slender hand in kind. “It is.”

This rugged but beautiful land was starting to feel like the place I truly belonged. No crowded city could ever compare to the profound sense of fulfillment offered by living closely attuned to the rhythms of nature.

We lingered for a while longer atop the ridge, admiring the stunning view. I could make out the palisade walls surrounding Gladdenfield Outpost in the distance, looking tiny and toy-like from this vantage.

All too soon, the steadily lowering sunlight signaled that it was time for us to turn around and begin carefully picking our way back down the rocky path. We needed to complete the loop trail and make it home before dusk fully settled over the valley.

Along the way, we paused occasionally so Diane could point out useful native plants growing alongside the path that I otherwise might have overlooked — some with sweet edible berries, others with leaves or roots that held medicinal properties when brewed as teas or pressed into salves.

I made mental notes of each plant’s location and appearance; such valuable flora would prove handy to harvest sustainably in seasons to come. The wilderness provided everything one needed if you only knew where and how to look as Diane so adeptly did.

By the time we descended from the hills and the rushing Silverthread River came back into view between the trees, the sun was just a glowing orange orb hovering above the western horizon. We quickened our pace, eager to make it back within the comforting walls of the cabin before full darkness enveloped the land.

My legs and feet were pleasantly sore by the time we trudged up the front steps as dusk settled in. Despite being a relatively short hike, my body was still adjusting to the rigors and physicality of life out here, so far removed from the conveniences of the city. But it was a satisfying sort of tiredness, the reward of a day spent immersed in the wilderness.

Diane turned to me with a smile as we went inside. “Did you enjoy the walk? We’ll have to explore more trails together when we can.”

“I’d love that,” I replied sincerely. “It was so nice getting familiar with the area around where we live.”

We worked together preparing a simple but hearty supper. As we ate by the firelight, we reminisced fondly about the day’s wanderings through the vibrant wilderness, making plans for future outings and adventures.

Eventually, we turned in for an early night, and after a little fooling around, I fell asleep with Diane in my arms — all to the tune of the nightly sounds of the forest.


Chapter 32

I awoke early, just as the first rays of dawn were creeping over the eastern hills. Diane was still sound asleep, so I dressed quietly and slipped outside, taking care not to wake her. Morning dew coated the meadow grasses, and my breath steamed in the chill morning air.

It was looking to become a fine day.

I stretched my stiff muscles and set to work gathering fallen branches for firewood. Our supply was running low, and I wanted to get a good stockpile going. The forest floor was littered with deadwood from the large trees surrounding our cabin. I moved methodically from tree to tree, collecting any pieces of suitable size for our stove and fireplace.

The physical exertion soon had me sweating despite the cold. I worked up quite an armload of branches and kindling, cradling them awkwardly as I made my way back to the woodpile beside the cabin. Once unburdened, I made a few more trips until I was satisfied we had ample firewood.

After stowing the wood, I stood with my hands on my hips, observing the small clearing around the cabin. Several large trees at the edge had dead branches that looked hazardous. I decided this would be a good opportunity to fell them.

I retrieved my axe from the cabinet in the mudroom and got to work hacking at the base of a smaller tree. The blade bit deep into the gnarled trunk with each swing. Before long, the tree groaned and teetered before crashing to the ground in a tangle of branches.

The commotion brought Diane outside, shielding her eyes against the rising sun. “You’re hard at work already, I see,” she called.

I smiled and waved my axe in greeting. “Just getting some firewood and clearing out these damaged trees,” I explained between swings at a larger trunk. “I also want to clear out some of these smaller trees encroaching on our terrain. We might even need to clear more plots in the future.”

“Good thinking,” Diane agreed.

My muscles strained as the steel axe head slammed into the sturdy wood again. With a thunderous crack, the tree splintered and toppled over. I let out a satisfied huff, pausing to wipe sweat from my brow. We would have ample firewood for quite some time thanks to my efforts.

“Here, let me give you a hand,” Diane offered, grabbing a spare axe. Together, we made quick work of the remaining small trees encroaching on the cabin’s perimeter. Soon, a sizeable pile of logs awaited splitting.

Around mid-morning, we decided to take a break. I was drenched in sweat, arms burning pleasantly from the demanding labor, but there were blisters forming, and I would have to stop soon. We sat together by the chopping block, gratefully passing a waterskin back and forth.

“You really got a lot done already,” Diane said appreciatively, ears twitching as she took in the collection of felled trees.

I laughed breathlessly, still catching my wind. “Well, all this physical work is still new to me. But it feels good to really use my muscles.”

Diane smiled. “You’re a natural woodcutter. But don’t overdo it, okay?”

Her concern was touching. I promised I would be careful not to strain myself.

After a quick snack of bread and jerky, we set back to work splitting logs for the fireplace. I wedged each segment of wood upright on the block before bringing the axe down in a smooth, controlled arc. The pieces split satisfyingly under each blow.

Nearby, Diane dragged sections over to be split or gathered the split firewood to be stacked. We soon established an efficient rhythm in tandem. The valley echoed with the steady chopping and occasional crack of wood splitting.

By late morning, we had finished processing all the logs I had felled earlier. My arms burned pleasantly as I added the last armload of split logs to the newly stocked woodpile. I dusted off my hands, gazing at the impressive mound of firewood with satisfaction.

Diane came up beside me, slipping an arm around my waist affectionately. “I think that’ll hold us for a good long while,” she said.

I nodded in agreement, pleased with our shared accomplishment.

The sun nearing its zenith, we decided to clean up for lunch. I stored my axe while Diane fetched some water from the river to wash with. The cool water felt amazing on my hot, grimy skin after the arduous chopping.

Refreshed, we moved into the shady interior of the cabin. Diane hummed merrily as she prepared a hearty lunch from our stores — crusty bread, cheese, fruits, and cold meats. The aroma alone made my mouth water after the tiring morning’s work.

We ate eagerly, ravenous from the rigorous physical tasks. The simple food tasted incredible after working up such hearty appetites. Diane smiled across the table, her fluffy tail flicking contentedly as she watched me enjoy the well-earned meal.

Halfway through our leisurely lunch, I paused to massage my shoulders, rolling them slowly to ease the dull ache of repeated axe swings. Diane looked up from her plate sympathetically.

“Here, let me rub them for you,” she offered. I turned my back to her, groaning in relief as her nimble fingers kneaded the sore muscles. Diane’s strong yet gentle hands worked out each knot and kink perfectly. I was putty in her expert hands.

“Feels heavenly,” I mumbled, my eyes fluttering shut. “You’re amazing at this, thanks so much.”

Diane chuckled. “My pleasure, you definitely earned a massage. Just be sure to take it easy this afternoon, okay?”

I nodded, knowing she was right. There would be plenty more days for felling trees and gathering firewood. After we finished eating, I planned to simply relax and let my body recover.

But for now, I focused on each soothing pass of Diane’s skilled hands across my weary shoulders.

We spent the rest of the day relaxing, and it was good to take the pressure off for a little while. And of course, there was the added benefit of getting to spend the time in Diane’s company. Having her soft and delicious body so close, massaging me as she let out a low, delighted purr, quick led to one thing.

And one thing led to another…
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The next morning, I awoke a little before dawn. I was eager to continue experimenting with my emerging magical powers. Thanks to the woodland spirit I had summoned yesterday, our newly planted alchemy garden was already sprouting and growing at an accelerated rate.

I dressed quickly and went outside into the gray light, careful not to wake Diane who was still sleeping soundly. The morning air was cool, but the blue sky promised another sunny frontier day ahead. At the garden plot, I focused my will and summoned another woodland spirit.

As before, the swirling orb of energy materialized before swiftly expanding into the spindly, leaf-headed form. I directed it mentally to nurture and stimulate growth in the alchemy crops. It immediately set to work scurrying along the planted rows.

Before my eyes, the sprouts grew visibly larger, leaves unfurling as the spiritual energy infused their growth. Within minutes, the plants had matured the equivalent of several days thanks to the spirit’s influence. I smiled, pleased to confirm this effect could be reproduced daily.

Soon, the summoned spirit dissolved away in a swirl of light, its energy expended. Our alchemy garden already looked weeks rather than days old. At this accelerated rate, reagents for crafting potions wouldn’t be far off.

Since I still had some mana left, I wanted to test summoning an earth spirit next to see if it could lend aid in other ways. I focused again, drawing on the necessary mystical energies.

This time when I cast the spell, I selected the earth affinity. The orb swirled before manifesting into a stout, rock-skinned humanoid form. It regarded me steadily, awaiting instruction.

Directing it with my thoughts, I commanded, “Enrich and aerate this soil to strengthen the crops. Make it as fertile and hospitable for the plants as you can.”

Bowing, the spirit began passing its stony hands over the ground around each plant. Wherever it touched, the soil became darker, richer. I could see nutrients being converted and activated to feed the thirsty roots. The earth spirit was a veritable farming supercharger!

After completing its work, the summoned earth creature rumbled back over to me before dissipating. The garden plot now boasted incredibly fertile, loamy soil thanks to its efforts.

I marveled at the spirits’ handiwork as I headed back inside the cabin. Already, my emerging powers were proving invaluable on the homestead. Between the woodland and earth spirits’ specialized skills, our farm productivity increased substantially.

The use of magic for tangible tasks still amazed me. But I was also careful not to let reliance on it replace diligent physical labor. The spirits provided a boost, but tending the earth ourselves remained deeply rewarding.

I found Diane awake and tidying up inside the cozy cabin. She smiled brightly at my return. “You’re up early! I hope you haven’t overexerted yourself already,” she teased.

“Don’t worry, I just couldn’t resist summoning some more spirits to help out around the farm,” I explained. “You should see how much they accelerated the garden’s growth overnight!”

Diane’s eyes lit up. “How wonderful! I can’t wait to see it.” She brushed a hand affectionately across my back. “But first, how about some breakfast?”

I realized I was famished after the magical exertions. “That sounds perfect.”

As we ate the simple hearty meal together, I told Diane about summoning both the woodland and earth spirits. She listened raptly, clearly amazed and impressed.

“Incredible!” she said when I had finished. “Those minor spirits provide such specialized skills. It’s amazing how useful those powers of yours are! But are you sure you can handle using your magic so much? You’ve only just begun!”

I grinned and nodded. “I’ll be careful.” Her concern warmed my heart — she already fretted over me like a wife. The thought made me smile.

After breakfast, Diane and I inspected the robust garden together. The enriched soil and accelerated growth were astonishing. If all went well, our first alchemical harvest wasn’t far off. We were both eager to start brewing potions together using the homegrown reagents.

We spent the sunny morning tending to other tasks around the homestead side by side, pausing occasionally to exchange a quick kiss or caress. I treasured these moments alone together. Out here living close to the land, each day brought us closer.

When midday warmth spread across the valley, we decided to take a break for lunch and enjoy the fair weather. We packed some bread, dried fruit, and cold meat before spreading out a quilt beneath the shade of a flowering tree.

As we ate, Diane hummed a cheerful tune, her fox ears twitching happily in the dappled sunlight. A pair of butterflies danced around us, seemingly drawn to her sweet voice. It was peaceful and picturesque.

“So,” she said after she finished, giving me a loving, sapphire-eyed look. “I think we should go into town tomorrow. Waelin might be there. And if not, Leigh could tell us when he comes around.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.”

“Besides,” she hummed, stretching lazily on the quilt. “I could use a day in town. I feel like talking to Leigh!”

I grinned. “Well, she is a lot of fun.”

“You bet,” she hummed. “And I always miss her after a couple of days.”

“Well, that settles it then,” I said. “We’re going to Gladdenfield tomorrow!”

She gave a happy yip, her fox ears twitching, and I chuckled to myself as I finished my food.

Stretching out on the quilt beside Diane after we finished eating, I felt utterly content. We talked unhurriedly about pleasant topics — favorite memories, hopes for the future, and the progress we had made so far.

All too soon, the afternoon sun dipping lower told us it was time to pack up our picnic and head back. Arm in arm, we strolled contentedly to the cabin to start preparing an evening meal.

As Diane chopped vegetables and tended the stew pot, I built up the fire, eager for another cozy dinner together and the night that would follow.


Chapter 33

The next morning, Diane and I woke up early and hurried through breakfast, eager to get on the road to Gladdenfield. We were both looking forward to the little outing, eager to see the town and catch up on any news.

I gave the alchemy garden one final inspection, pleased to see the plants thriving and maturing rapidly thanks to the spirits’ aid. With another round of nurturing today, they would progress even further.

I quickly summoned the woodland spirit and had it work its magic on the crops. The soil was more than rich enough; it would not need another treatment from the earth spirit. When I was finished, I headed over to the Jeep and began loading the few things we’d need for the road, including my rifle.

Diane finished tidying up inside the cabin, then joined me by the waiting Jeep, her fox tail swishing eagerly behind her. “All set?” she asked, her blue eyes bright.

“Ready when you are,” I confirmed, opening the passenger door for her with a flourish. Diane giggled and hopped in. I slid behind the wheel and soon had the rugged vehicle rumbling down the winding path away from our secluded homestead.

The morning air still held a bit of nighttime chill, but the cloudless azure sky promised a hot afternoon ahead. Birds wheeled and glided between the towering trees lining the road, while forest critters scuttled out of the way of the vehicle. Everything here teemed with life.

As the Jeep roared along, Diane rolled down her window, smiling joyously as the wind whipped through her long hair. She was a vision of beauty as she sat beside me, and it gave me great joy that she and I always had a great time.

Before long, the fortified palisade walls of Gladdenfield came into view ahead. Diane waved cheerfully to the elf guards at the gates, who recognized us from prior trips. They returned her smile and waved us through.

Navigating the rutted dirt streets, I headed toward the town square where the markets and shops were located. By now, I knew the layout of the rustic settlement by heart.

After parking, we stepped out into the bustling streets of the town. Diane took my arm, her tail curling happily as she guided me from stall to colorful stall. Merchants called out greetings, offering samples of freshly baked pastries, spiced teas, and other wares.

As before, most of the people here were humans, but the occasional elf or foxkin walked around as well. The foxkin especially threw us curious looks — it was obvious that we were more than friends, and relations between foxkin and humans were rare.

As we walked, my mouth watered at the enticing aromas and exotic offerings. But we had to pace ourselves — it was still just morning. “Where to first?” I asked Diane.

She pursed her lips thoughtfully, her fox ears twitching. “Let’s stop by Leigh’s shop and say hello. She’ll know if Waelin is around.”

We found Leigh’s general store open. Once we entered, the bubbly blonde perked up, immediately recognizing us.

She hopped out from behind the counter, every curve jiggling in her tight outfit of jeans and buttoned blouse, and she engulfed Diane in an exuberant hug. “Diane! So good to see ya!” She then winked at me. “And you, of course, handsome!”

Leigh’s bubbly energy was always a pleasure to experience. When she was done with Diane, she gave me an equally fierce embrace that afforded me a generous glimpse of her freckled cleavage.

“Look at you two lovebirds!” Leigh exclaimed, ushering us farther into the store as she flipped around the sign to announce she was closed. “C’mon back, we got lots to catch up on!”

We spent some time seated together by the store counter as Leigh plied us with sweet tea and treats while chatting animatedly about gossip around town. I didn’t follow every reference, but her lively storytelling style was inherently entertaining.

Eventually, I was able to ask if Waelin had been through town lately. Leigh’s eyes lit up knowingly. “Oh yes, you just missed him! But don’t worry — Waelin will be back this way in a week, or so he said. And he’ll be stickin’ around for a couple of days since he has to restock on a couple of things.”

I nodded, excited by the news that the alchemist would return so soon. I was really looking forward to getting into this alchemy adventure.

Diane gave me an encouraging pat on the knee. “Perfect, we can come back in a week or so, and you’ll get to meet him for sure.”

Leigh leaned forward eagerly, propping her chin in her hands. “Now what’s this about Waelin? What’re you two up to?” She threw me a suspicious look. “And with you buyin’ all those seeds, hmm?”

I laughed and explained my emerging alchemy interests and desire to pick the ancient elf’s brain about potion crafting. Leigh nodded along thoughtfully as I spoke.

“Well, ain’t that fascinatin’!” she remarked. “I bet with your powers, you’d cook up some amazing concoctions. Be sure to let me sample any love potions you brew up, hmm?” She shot me a playful wink.

I chuckled while Diane gave her friend a gentle shove at the risqué joke. “Oh, stop it! Don’t give him any strange ideas.” But Diane’s eyes were twinkling with amusement.

Leigh grinned mischievously. “Aw, I’m just teasin’.” She gave Diane a little nudge. “But seems to me you two probably already got your own magic potion goin’ on, if you catch my drift.”

At that, Diane’s cheeks flushed bright pink. But she was still smiling. “Oh hush, you!”

Leigh and I both laughed while Diane tried unsuccessfully to hide her blushing face.

The three of us bantered merrily together for a while longer before Diane mentioned wanting to browse the markets next.

“Well, don’t let me keep y’all!” said Leigh, making a shooing gesture with her hands. “Go have fun together. But come back before you leave town for a proper goodbye!”

Diane gave her a quick hug. “We’ll be back a bit later!”

Leigh nodded appreciatively before we took our leave.

Outside, the plaza was even more crowded, with shoppers mingling with merchants at the colorful stalls. Diane turned to me, her eyes sparkling. “Where to next?”

Taking her hand, I led her toward a tantalizing display of exotic baked goods. “I want to try some of this food,” I said. “It smells great!”
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After indulging in the baked goods, Diane and I browsed the lively market stalls, hand in hand. The diversity of wares was astounding — from mundane tools and produce to fantastical objects imbued with frontier magic. My curiosity was piqued examining a glowing blue crystal the elf merchant claimed could summon rainstorms when shattered.

Diane had to gently steer me away from the more extravagant magical items, reminding me we were on a budget. “Remember, we’re just here to pick up a few necessities,” she said with an amused smile. “We don’t have much.”

And that was true, of course: apart from the little coin we had procured selling the smoked trout to Leigh, we had nothing. Still, it was fun to just look around.

At a weapons stall stocked with all manner of swords, axes and bows, I noticed a band of adventurers gearing up for an expedition. They were a motley crew — two humans, a dwarf, and a foxkin. Their leader, an old but brawny warrior woman, was briefing them on fighting giant spiders.

It was a glimpse into a very different frontier life from that of a homesteader. Diane followed my gaze, ears perking curiously. “Ah, looks like Clara’s crew is preparing for another delve into the Wyvern Wood,” she remarked.

I shook my head in amazement. “Takes guts to willingly head into spider-infested woods. That kind of adventuring actually looks exciting, though,” I mused. “Maybe we could mount some expeditions of our own once we’re a higher level, help clear sections of the Wilds near our valley.”

Diane gave me an evaluating look, then smiled. “You may be right; some low-level adventures together could be rewarding. And there’s always work making the land around Gladdenfield safer.”

We lingered a while observing the preparations. I was fascinated by frontier adventuring life, though I knew it wasn’t the right path for me currently. Helping Diane run our homestead was fulfilling enough for now. But in time, a little excitement would be interesting, especially if my summoning magic improved.

I also remembered the Dungeons that Caldwell and I had spotted on our drive down from New Springfield. It was good that such adventure was available, should I be interested in it.

Moving on, we knew we only had a little coin left from selling the smoked fish to Leigh. So we purchased just some basic food supplies that would last us a while — among them hardy vegetables, eggs, dried meat, and some cream. Those would replenish our stocks and keep things a little interesting in the kitchen.

Rather than ogling things we could not afford right now, we decided to chat with some of the traders to get news and rumors. An elf merchant told us he had heard rumors of valuable minerals discovered near the Shimmering Peaks. And a dwarven prospector mentioned sightings of strange new creatures emerging from the Dungeons to the east. Some forayed out at night, and although there had not been any attacks, the dwarf mumbled in his beard that it sure as hell was taking the Frontier Division long enough to deal with the threat.

It was all interesting information. Diane and I agreed we would have to focus on selling crops, doing some odd jobs around Gladdenfield, and maybe trying our hand at alchemy to earn more coin soon. But for today, we were content with the fresh food supplies to restock our larder.

By midday, when the market thronged busiest, we decided to take a break for lunch. We sat beneath a spreading tree just outside of town, sharing the baked goods purchased earlier along with some dried fruit and fresh water from my flask.

Diane nibbled contentedly on a honey-glazed pastry, her ears twitching happily. “Mmm, this is delicious,” she mumbled. A few crumbs clung endearingly to her cheek. Chuckling, I gently brushed them away.

We talked unhurriedly as we ate. I told Diane more about my fascination glimpsing frontier adventuring life. She shared amusing tales of Clara leading her ragtag team on epic monster-slaying quests. Apparently, they had been level 3 for a long while now, as Clara was hesitant to take on higher challenges for more experience.

“And why should they?” I laughed. “If they’re happy, then it’s good enough.”

Diane grinned and nodded. “I’ve been level 2 for a long time myself. There’s no rush, but it’s nice to know that advancement is an option for those interested.”

As we talked, the sun dipped lower, and the afternoon market began to wind down with merchants packing up their stalls. Some would be here again tomorrow, and others would leave early in the morning to visit the next frontier town. We packed up the remains of our lunch and headed back into the bustling town square.

We did stop by Leigh’s shop again to chat, though we didn’t purchase anything else today. Leigh happily caught us up on the day’s gossip and news.

Before leaving town, Diane and I made one final pass through the market stalls before they closed, simply enjoying the sights and sounds. We paused to watch a talented elven musician sing a melancholy song in the graceful elven tongue for coins from passersby. I tossed a few coppers into the elf’s upturned hat, earning an appreciative nod.

When the mellow notes faded, Diane turned to me, eyes twinkling. “Shall we go have a drink together at the tavern? We still have some time before we need to return home.”

I smiled. “I’d love to. Lead the way!”


Chapter 34

Laughing and talking, Diane and I headed to the lively tavern near the town square. We were just in time, as it was beginning to rain.

It was late afternoon, and patrons were starting to file in. We found a small table in the back corner, and I offered to grab us some drinks from the busy bar.

I stood waiting at the crowded bar, observing the rustic tavern interior to pass the time. Lanterns lined the timber walls, casting a warm flickering glow. The savory aromas of roasting meat and fresh bread mingled with the earthy scent of tobacco from dozens of pipes. Up near the front, an elven minstrel plucked out a lively melody on his lute.

Patrons crowded the tables and lined the long bar, a mix of humans, elves, and the occasional dwarf or foxkin. Their lively conversations and raucous laughter filled the cozy space with convivial energy. Serving girls deftly wove between tables, sloshing brimming tankards as they took orders.

I smiled, soaking in the atmosphere. Places like this tavern were hubs of the frontier community. Here, deals were made, news spread, and weary travelers found roaring fires, stiff drinks, and hot meals.

As I waited my turn at the crowded bar, I felt a rough jostling elbow dig into my ribs. Wincing, I turned to see who had shoved me.

Beside me stood a wiry and unpleasant-looking foxkin male, glowering up at me. His coarse hair was unkempt, his ears folded back, and he wore threadbare clothes. I recognized him after a moment — the spiteful fellow from the road when Diane and I had first come to Gladdenfield.

“You’re that human shacking up with Diane, ain’t ya?” he growled accusingly, upper lip curled in a sneer. His breath stank of cheap ale.

I suppressed a sigh, realizing this little guy clearly had some issue with Diane and me being together. But I refused to let this belligerent stranger sour my cheerful mood.

“Something you want?” I asked. I wasn’t going to take the bait and talk to this runt about my relationship with Diane. It was none of his business.

The foxkin scowled as he glared up at me. “Yeah,” he spat. “We don’t need your kind lurking around here. Why don’t you head on back to the city where you belong?”

His words were deliberately meant to provoke, but I still refused to take his bait. Still, it was irritating to have our relationship questioned by this complete stranger. But if this was going to be a fight, I wasn’t going to become known as a troublemaker in town and in the tavern by throwing the first punch.

“Look, man,” I said evenly, keeping my tone free of confrontation. “I have nothing to say to you. Why don’t you just mosey on and get another drink, huh?”

The foxkin’s ears flattened back angrily against his skull at my measured response. Clearly, he had hoped to get a rise out of me.

“It’s my concern when some outsider starts sniffing around our women,” he snarled, then prodded my chest roughly with a bony finger. “Diane deserves a proper mate.”

I just laughed at that and shook my head. “You’re not talking about yourself, are you? Man, there are dwarves in here that are taller than you… and elven women that are more muscular.”

The patrons in our immediate vicinity — they had all stopped their conversations to watch the situation unfold — began laughing at my comment. The foxkin — I now recalled his name as Anwick — bristled with impotent rage and sputtered something, but he was unable to come up with a comeback.

I shook my head. “We’re done talking,” I said coldly. Turning my back on him, I stepped up to the bar to place my drink order.

Suddenly, I felt a sharp yank on my shoulder as the disgruntled foxkin grabbed me.

I had expected it, of course, so my guard was still up. I spun around to face him again.

“Don’t you turn away from me!” he snarled, spittle flying from his bared teeth.

My fraying patience finally reached its end. As the foxkin reared back a clawed fist preparing to swing at me, I reacted on instinct. My hand shot out and grabbed his thin wrist in an iron vise-like grip before he could strike.

“Bad move,” I hissed through gritted teeth, clenching his wrist tighter.

Before he could react, I swiftly brought my knee up hard into his gut, doubling him over with a pained wheeze. Keeping my hold on the foxkin’s bony wrist, I half-marched, half-dragged his gasping form across the tavern floor toward the entrance.

Patrons hastily moved aside to clear a path, staring and murmuring. But no one made any move to intervene or protest my rough handling of the antagonistic foxkin. A few even glared at him with satisfaction, apparently familiar with his unpleasant demeanor.

Reaching the door, I shoved it open with my free arm and flung the foxkin out into the muddy street. He landed with a wet splat, still clutching his stomach. I slammed the door on him. Good riddance.

As I rolled my shoulders and prepared to head back, I heard a gasp behind me. Turning, I saw Diane rushing over, eyes wide with concern.

“David! Are you alright?” she asked anxiously, looking me over for any signs of injury.

“I’m fine, really,” I assured her. But Diane was not easily placated.

“That awful Anwick,” she fumed. “I saw him grab you from across the room. What did he want?”

“Nothing important,” I said dismissively, not wanting to upset her further. But Diane persisted, her protective instincts stirred. Sighing, I explained the foxkin’s ugly remarks about me not belonging with her.

Diane’s expression softened with sympathy. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that,” she said, gently caressing my cheek.

Then, to my surprise, she pulled me into a sudden deep kiss right there in front of the staring tavern patrons.

Everyone was still looking. After all, I had only just turned Anwick out. So everyone saw it. It was not like we had been hiding our relationship before, but now… well, now everyone knew.

I blinked in astonishment when she finally drew back, cheeks endearingly flushed. Diane lifted her chin defiantly. “There, now everybody knows we’re together,” she declared. “And I’m not ashamed of it. I’m proud of it. I want to be with you, David.”

My heart swelled at her bold display of affection. “Same here, Diane,” I agreed, smiling down at her.

“Forget the drinks,” she said, holding my cheeks with both hands as her eyes burned into me. “Forget everything. Take me home and make love to me, David. I want it. I need it. I’ve been wanting it so bad. And I don’t want to wait a second longer…”

I’m not sure how exactly, but we were in the Jeep within seconds.


Chapter 35

I drove fast out of the town, barely pausing at the gate before heading down the trail that led to our homestead, watching the headlights of the Jeep bring more life to the greenery around us. But my mind was on Diane as she sat next to me. Her bosom heaved, and her eyes were full of lust as she watched me.

“David, slow down. We have some time before it’s fully dark. Let’s take the trip home, slow and fun…” she purred, her voice husky.

She leaned over and began to nuzzle my ear with her lips, her breath hot and sweet against my skin. My foot slipped off the gas, and I could feel my cock harden as her fingers gently traced the muscles of my chest, causing a shiver to run down my spine.

“Keep your eyes on the road,” she whispered, her tongue flicking against the lobe of my ear. Her fingers fumbled with my fly, pulling it open to reveal my eager arousal.

“I am,” I managed to reply, my voice tight. We were crawling along the road now.

The thought of her touch, her mouth on me, was driving me to distraction. I gripped the steering wheel tightly with one hand, the other resting on her thigh, feeling the warmth of her through the thin fabric of her dress.

She pulled my cock out, her fingers cool against the heat of my skin. I groaned as she began to stroke me, her touch light and teasing, driving me crazy with desire.

“I love your cock, David,” she murmured, her voice filled with admiration. She stroked my length, her fingers tracing the veins that pulsed with my arousal. “I’ve been thinking about your cock. I want it so bad. I need to feel you inside me, David.”

I watched her from the corner of my eye, her black hair shining, her sapphire eyes sparkling with mischief. Her fox ears twitched as she concentrated, her tail swishing behind her, matching the rhythm of her hand on me.

She leaned forward, her breasts pressing against my arm. I could feel her nipples hard against my skin, her arousal as evident as mine. Then, she looked around as if to see if anyone was spying on us. When she was satisfied, she bit her lip in the cutest way before she pulled her top up, her beautiful breasts bouncing free to my hungry gaze.

“Diane,” I groaned, lust driving me. “You’re gonna make me crash this damn car!”

“Just drive slow and touch me, David,” she breathed, her eyes locked onto mine. I obliged eagerly, my hand leaving the wheel to cup her breast, my thumb rubbing over her hardened nipple, causing her to moan softly. Luckily, there was no one out here.

“Let me suck your cock again, David,” she purred, giving me that teasing look.

With those words, she leaned forward, her lips brushing against the head of my cock. I gasped as her tongue flicked out, tasting me. She moaned again, the vibration from her voice sending shivers of pleasure through me.

“Diane,” I groaned, my fingers tightening on her nipple, pulling at it. I wanted her so badly, my body aching with desire for her. She teased me, her tongue swirling around the head of my cock, her hand stroking me in time with her mouth.

“You taste so good,” she murmured, her words sending a jolt of arousal through me. I watched as she took me deeper into her mouth, her lips wrapped tightly around me. I could feel her throat constricting around me as she swallowed, the sensation driving me wild.

My climax was building, my muscles tensing as the pleasure mounted. Diane seemed to sense this, her movements becoming more insistent, her mouth working me to the edge.

“I’m going to cum,” I warned her, my voice strained with effort. She looked up at me, her eyes dark with desire, her hand working me faster. I could see her go faster, cheeks hollowed out as she prepared for my release.

With a final stroke of her hand, I erupted into her warm mouth. My orgasm washed over me, leaving me breathless. I could feel my cock pulse, shooting my seed into her waiting mouth.

She swallowed me down, her throat working to take everything I had to give. I watched her, my breath coming in short gasps as the pleasure continued to ripple through me.

She sat back, a satisfied smile on her lips as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her eyes sparkling with satisfaction. “You taste so good,” she murmured, her voice filled with contentment.

I managed a smile, my body still recovering from the intensity of my orgasm. “I’m glad I didn’t crash the car,” I told her, my voice hoarse.

She laughed softly, her fox tail twitching in amusement. “You’re a good driver, baby,” she retorted, her fingers tracing lazy circles on my thigh as she pulled her top back down. I could feel my cock twitch at her touch, the aftershocks of my orgasm still making me sensitive.

She giggled, her laughter like music to my ears, before she leaned over, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek. “This was just a taste,” she whispered, her breath tickling my ear. “Tonight, I want to feel you inside me. I want to feel what it’s like to have you cum in me, to have you fill me with your seed.”

I grunted with lust, my heart racing. The anticipation of what was to come making me dizzy with excitement.

She settled back in her seat, her eyes on the road ahead. I could see the outline of her nipples through her tank top, her arousal clear. I reached over, my hand brushing against her thigh, the heat of her skin burning me.

“Tonight,” she promised, her voice low and sultry.

I could hardly wait, the thought of having her beneath me making me hard again. I groaned, my hands tightening on the wheel.

I could see the cabin in the distance, resting in its place by the banks of the Silverthread River. I could imagine us there, tangled, our bodies slick with sweat. The thought made me groan, my cock throbbing in anticipation.

I could feel her eyes on me, her gaze heavy with desire. I turned to look at her, my eyes raking over her body. I could see her blush, her cheeks turning a beautiful shade of pink.

“You’re mine tonight,” I told her, my voice husky.

She met my gaze, her eyes sparkling with desire. “Yours,” she agreed, her voice barely a whisper.

I turned my attention back to the road, my hands gripping the wheel tightly. I could feel her gaze on me, her eyes heavy with desire. I could hardly wait to get her home.

In the distance, the cabin dawned on the bank of the Silverthread River. The sight of our home elicited a possessive growl from me as I shot a look at Diane, biting her bottom lip naughtily.
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We pushed through the door, almost falling into the mudroom as we kissed and lost each other in our embrace. Without breaking our kiss, I kicked the door shut behind me, then ushered Diane into the cabin’s cozy living room. Her fox tail brushed against my legs, sending shivers of anticipation up my spine.

“David,” she breathed into my ear, her voice husky with desire. “Take me, please.” Her hands began to roam over my chest, tracing the lines of my muscles through the thin fabric of my shirt.

I made quick work of my shirt, discarding it onto the floor. Diane’s gaze roamed my bare chest, her eyes sparkling with desire in the dim light of the cabin. Her fingers traced the lines of my body, her touch igniting a fire within me.

I watched as Diane peeled off her tight tank top, revealing her firm, round breasts. Her nipples were already erect, showing her arousal.

I took her in my arms, our naked chests pressed together. The sensation of her bare skin against mine was electrifying. We kissed hungrily, our tongues tangling in a dance as old as time.

“On the rug,” I whispered, guiding her towards the braided rug in front of the fireplace. She complied without hesitation, her eyes never leaving mine as she lay down, her fox tail curling around her body.

I knelt down between her spread legs, my gaze traveling down to her lower body. She was wearing a pair of tiny shorts, which left little to the imagination. I hooked my fingers into the waistband, pulling them down to reveal her pussy.

Diane was wet, her arousal glistening in the dim light. I glanced up at her, finding her watching me with lust-filled eyes. “Please, David,” she said, her voice thick with desire. “Please eat my pussy…”

I leaned in, my tongue darting out to flick at her clit. She gasped, her hands coming to rest on my head. I closed my eyes, focusing on the taste and feel of her, my tongue exploring her folds with practiced ease.

Soon enough, Diane was squirming beneath me, her hips thrusting up to meet my mouth. Her moans filled the quiet cabin, the sound spurring me on. She tasted divine, her arousal coating my tongue as I worked her towards her climax.

I slipped a finger inside her, feeling her muscles clench around me. She was tight, so incredibly tight. I added a second finger, pumping them in and out of her as I continued to lick and suck at her clit.

Diane’s fingers were tangled in my hair, her nails digging into my scalp as she urged me on. “Don’t stop, David,” she pleaded, her voice strained with pleasure.

I was relentless, my tongue and fingers working in tandem to drive her to the edge. I could feel her body tensing beneath me, her breath coming in short gasps. I knew she was close.

And so, I pulled back, watching as she caught her breath, frustration mastering her as I teased her. She gave a purr as she arched her back, needing more. Her chest was heaving, her breasts rising and falling with each breath she took. Her skin was flushed, a thin sheen of sweat coating her body.

Diane’s hands roamed my body, her fingers tracing the lines of my muscles. She shifted beneath me, her legs wrapping around me as she pulled me closer. I could feel her arousal, a reminder of what we had just shared. “David,” she moaned. “Oh… I… I want to cum… Please!”

I grinned and took her hand, guiding it towards my throbbing cock. She wrapped her fingers around me, her touch sending a jolt of pleasure through my body. I groaned; the sound muffled by her lips as our lips met in a fiery kiss.

Diane began to stroke me, her hand moving up and down my length. I could feel the pressure building as she moaned for the orgasm she needed from me.

I pulled back, breaking our kiss. Diane looked up at me, her sapphire eyes clouded with desire. “Give it to me,” she said, her voice thick with need. “And after… Ahnn… Please fuck me after, David. Fuck me and cum in me!”

Those words were driving me crazy! I kissed her again, this time with more passion. I could feel her body responding to mine, her hips grinding against me. I let out a groan, the sound muffled by her lips.

Diane’s hand was still on my cock, her fingers stroking me to the brink of orgasm. But I held back, wanting to savor this moment for as long as possible. I pulled away from her, my cock slipping from her grasp.

I moved down her body, my lips trailing kisses along her perfect curves. I tasted the salty sweat on her skin, the sweet tang of her arousal. I reached her pussy, my tongue darting out to taste her once again.

“Yes!” she called out, surrendering to my touch. “Oh, yes! Please!” She was wetter than before, her arousal coating my tongue. I licked and sucked at her, driving her towards the orgasm she needed. I wanted to see her cum, wanted to see her lose control.

And then she was there, her body arching off the rug as her orgasm ripped through her. I continued to lick her through her climax, her taste filling my mouth. She bucked and gasped under the throes of her delicious orgasm, calling out my name again and again.

When the lashing of her orgasm stopped and her arched back relaxed, her blazing sapphire eyes fixed on me. Her skin was deliciously sweaty, and her eyes were wide and smoky, the very definition of bedroom eyes.

“I want it, David,” she purred, not breaking eye contact. “Please, take me. Claim me now.”

With a groan of need, I moved in.
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Diane’s naked body sprawled under mine, sweat glistening on her ivory skin as she lay on our braided rug in front of the cold fireplace. My cock was so hard at the sight of her; it almost hurt.

“Fuck me, David,” she said, her sapphire eyes ablaze with desire, her voice a husky purr that sent shivers down my spine and made my manhood twitch with anticipation.

I obliged her request with a grunt, positioning myself between her spread legs, my tip nudging against her womanhood that was still tight and sensitive from the orgasm she had just moments ago.

“Finally,” she hummed as she felt my hard tip against her slick heat. “Oh, finally, David!”

I pushed into her slowly, the feeling of her tightness enveloping me was indescribable. Diane let out a low moan, her body arching upwards, pressing against mine.

The sensation was overwhelming, a heady mix of pleasure and lust. I pushed deeper into her; my cock fully sheathed within her. I had wanted this for so long, and now that I was here, it felt even better to be enveloped by her wet warmth than I had dared hope.

I began to move then, a slow rhythm that had her gasping beneath me. Each thrust was a delicious friction, a decadent dance of bodies and souls.

Diane wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me closer, deeper. Her nails dug into my back, leaving marks that I wore with pride.

She was so wet, so warm, so welcoming. I increased my pace, pounding into her with a fervor that matched the burning lust in her eyes.

“Oh, yes, David,” Diane moaned, her hips meeting mine with each thrust. The sight of our bodies moving in unison was almost too much to bear. “Ahnn… Your cock… Uhnnn… It feels so good! Fuck me, David!”

I groaned with lust, feeling my impending release, the telltale tightening at the base of my cock. I wanted to prolong this moment, to savor her, to enjoy her.

So, I pulled out, much to her surprise. I flipped her over, positioning her on her hands and knees on the rug.

Diane’s tail twitched in anticipation, adding an exotic allure to this intimate moment. “Oh, David,” she purred. “Yes, like that!”

I entered her from behind now, her back arched just right, offering me a view of her perfect ass that was now mine to claim.

“Fuck, David, harder,” Diane moaned. Her dirty words spurred me on, my thrusts becoming more animalistic, more primal. I fucked her, each thrust harder than the last.

Diane was so responsive, her body moving with me, her moans becoming louder, more desperate with each passing second. Her orgasm was building, I could feel it.

And then it happened. Diane’s body tensed, her muscles clenching around my cock as waves of pleasure washed over her while I fucked her from behind. Her moans turned into cries of ecstasy, her body trembling as her orgasm took over.

I slowed down, allowing her to ride out her orgasm. The sight of her climaxing under my touch, the sounds of her pleasure echoing in the room was intoxicating.

But Diane wasn’t done. “Flip me over, David,” she pleaded, her voice raspy from her moans of pleasure. “I want to see you when you cum in me.”

I obliged her wish, flipping her over once again. The sight of her, sated yet hungry for more was a sight to behold.

I entered her again, her womanhood still throbbing from her recent climax. Diane gasped, her nails digging into my shoulders as I set a brutal pace.

I pounded into her, my cock hitting all the right spots. Diane’s body responded in kind, her hips meeting mine with every thrust. Her luscious breasts bounced with every thrust, and I grabbed her slim waist for leverage as I rammed into her again and again.

She wrapped her legs around me, her heels digging into my lower back, urging me to go deeper, to give her more. “Do it, David,” she panted, “Cum in me. Please!”

Her pleas, the sight of her beneath me, her body welcoming me, was all too much. I could feel my orgasm building, a tsunami of pleasure that was ready to crash.

I gritted my teeth, trying to hold back, wanting this moment to last. But Diane was relentless, her body moving in a rhythm that was designed to push me over the edge.

“Diane,” I groaned, my voice a low growl. Her name was a prayer on my lips.

And then it happened. I came with a roar, my body tensing as my release flooded her. Diane’s name was the only word that left my lips as I experienced the most intense orgasm of my life.

Diane came with me, her body convulsing around mine as her third orgasm of the night hit her. Her screams of pleasure mixed with mine, filling the room with sounds of our shared ecstasy. And as she came, I gave her rope upon rope of fertile seed, filling her delicious pussy to the brim with what she so desired.

We rode out our orgasms together, our bodies entwined in a dance of pleasure. I felt her heartbeat against mine, a rhythm that matched the throbbing of my cock inside her.

I collapsed on top of her, my body heavy with satisfaction. Diane’s arms wrapped around me, holding me close as we both struggled to catch our breaths.

I stayed inside her as I lay on top of her, a sigh of long-postponed needs fulfilled escaping me. I had filled her up, just like she wanted to, and she breathed heavily in my ear.

Our naked bodies were sweating, chests heaving from the pleasure we had shared as we lay on the braided rug. Diane’s body was warm and soft against mine, her fox tail curling around my waist. The ripples of our climax still echoed within me, matching the rhythmic pulsating of my cock, slowly subsiding.

“That was…incredible, David,” Diane whispered, her breath tickling my chest, her voice sultry and sated.

I met her sapphire gaze with a smile, and I could see the satisfaction, the contentment there. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my chest, their touch light and teasing.

I chuckled, a deep rumble in my chest. “You’re not so bad yourself, foxy lady.” I flashed her a quick grin, running my fingers through her black hair and past the fox ears with white highlights shimmering in the dim light. Her breasts pressed into my chest, and my hands explored the familiar terrain of her athletic body as we basked in the afterglow.

With a sigh, I moved off her to lay down beside her, and Diane immediately snuggled closer, her fox tail unwinding from my waist to wrap around us both, providing a layer of warmth against the cool night air.

Her head rested on my chest, her ear twitching slightly as it brushed against me. “I love you, David,” she murmured, her words sincere and filled with emotions.

I tightened my hold on her, my fingers tracing her back, feeling the smooth skin under my touch. “I love you too, Diane,” I said.

We lay in silent comfort like that for a while, realizing the truth of this moment. The cabin was filled with a sense of peace and contentment, our bodies entwined.

I shifted slightly, turning to my side and pulling Diane closer. I tucked her head under my chin, feeling the softness of her hair and fox ears against my skin. Her fingers traced lazy patterns on my chest, each touch sending a ripple of pleasure through me.

“You’re getting pretty cold,” I said at last when I felt a shiver pass through Diane. “What do you say we light the fireplace, get a blanket, and relax for a bit.”

She gave a happy sigh and nodded. “And maybe afterwards,” she purred, trailing my chest with a slender finger, “we can do it all over again…”


Chapter 36

I awoke to soft sunlight giving its glow to the cabin. Beside me, Diane was still asleep, her head nestled on my shoulder and one arm draped lightly over my chest. Memories of our passionate night together came flooding back, bringing a contented smile to my face.

After all the flirting and longing, finally consummating our love had exceeded every expectation. Diane had been almost ravenous in her need, and the tenderness that followed was profoundly moving. I knew now without a doubt that I wanted to spend my life with this amazing woman.

Careful not to wake her, I softly stroked Diane’s silken hair as she slumbered. The sight of her naked form curled against me, lips still kiss-swollen, made my heart surge with emotion. Last night had deepened our bond immeasurably.

After a few blissful minutes, Diane began to stir, stretching languorously. Her brilliant blue eyes fluttered open, and she smiled up at me. “Good morning,” she murmured huskily.

“Good morning, my love,” I replied, kissing her tenderly. We lay entwined a while longer, neither wanting to leave our cozy nest just yet. But eventually the new day beckoned.

I slipped from the bed and washed up using the basin in the kitchen while Diane dressed upstairs. Soon I heard her descending to start some coffee. The rich aroma was a welcome way to start the day.

Diane hummed cheerfully as she cooked up eggs and potatoes for breakfast. I came up behind her at the stove for a lingering kiss and embrace, thrilled at this new domestic intimacy between us.

“I think some celebrations are in order today,” I remarked, giving her waist a squeeze before releasing her to finish cooking. Diane’s answering smile was radiant.

We soon sat across from each other, steaming mugs of fragrant coffee on the table next to us. Diane reached over to place her hand over mine, her thumb idly stroking my skin. Our eyes locked, the unspoken connection humming between us.

We ate leisurely, focused only on each other’s presence. Diane’s fox ears twitched happily when I complimented the hearty frontier-style meal she had prepared.

Halfway through breakfast, Diane set down her fork, looking at me earnestly. “David, last night was the most incredible experience of my life. I’ve never felt closer to someone.” Her voice was soft but full of conviction. “I know you are my mate now, in all ways.”

I smiled and squeezed her hand. “And you are mine,” I said. “It was special… Everything I hoped it would be.”

She smiled and nodded. “I feel the same way,” she purred.

“In fact,” I said, giving her a naughty grin. “I’m hoping we can share it again before we start the day in earnest.”

Diane burst out laughing, giving my hand a playful swat. “Oh, stop!” But her eyes danced with amusement.

I chuckled. “That’s not what you said last night.”

That sent Diane into renewed giggles. The sound filled my heart with joy.

When her laughter finally subsided, Diane shot me a grin. “You’re too much sometimes.” She leaned across the table to give me a sweet kiss.

We lingered at the table a while longer, hands joined, talking lightly about the day ahead. Diane mentioned wanting to do some more fishing, and I thought it was a good idea. For now, the smoked fish were turning out to be our best source of income. And even with the help of my spirits, the crops were not going to grow so fast that we’d harvest before we needed to purchase new supplies.

“And maybe I can do some trapping after I do my little trick with the woodland spirit,” I said, keen to try out the effects of my Trapping skill.

“Great idea!” Diane hummed, looking at me with her big, blue eyes. “We’ll get some good income going.”

After breakfast, we worked side by side tidying up — Diane washing dishes as I put away leftovers. The domestic harmony was nice to experience, and we laughed and joked, with me swatting Diane on her shapely rump whenever I passed her by. When the kitchen was spotless, we had another cup of coffee and laughed and joked a little more.

But daylight waited outside, and tasks remained. After a soft lingering kiss, we collected our gear and began our work.

Outside, the valley air was still crisp but warming steadily as the sun climbed. Birdsong echoed from the encircling trees, signaling a fair day for work. I took a deep breath, savoring life’s simple joys.

Diane slipped her slender hand into mine, giving it a light squeeze before she kissed me and headed in the direction of the Silverthread for a day of fishing. As she did so, I headed out to the plots and summoned my little woodland sprite. The happy, flickering creature did my bidding, imbuing the crops with its energy.

After that, I headed back inside and retrieved the gear I would need for a day trapping in the forest. I took my rifle and handgun to be sure, as well as something to eat and drink for when noon came around. Then, I headed out.
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I hiked until I reached a promising spot about a mile from the cabin, where I noticed traces of a lot of squirrel and rabbit activity — droppings, nibblings, and the like.

Now, I was by no means an expert trapper, but I had some foundational knowledge to build upon. I knew what would be a good spot, and I knew what would be a bad spot. And even though I had only set up one trap so far, the knowledge of how to do it was strong in my mind. The big advantage of skills…

I activated my Trapping skill, and I was at once infused with knowledge on how to craft traps. It came naturally to me, and I only slowed down when I started to think too much about it all.

And so, I just followed my instincts.

Selecting a small clearing surrounded by bushes and boulders, I got to work setting some simple snares. Using some twine and supple branches, I fashioned small noose traps and placed them delicately in areas I thought would be animal runs.

Next, I prepared a deadfall trap, propping a heavy rock up with a stick that acted as a trigger. I placed some nuts and seeds as bait beneath it. If all went well, the rock would come crashing down on any critters lured in by the food.

After checking that the traps were well-camouflaged and concealed, I moved farther into the woods seeking spots to set up a couple more snares. I wove between the trees, eyes scanning the undergrowth for signs of game trails.

Eventually, I found a likely area dense with low bushes. Carefully parting the foliage, I spotted several small paths winding through that animals clearly used regularly to get to their drinking spot. Perfect for snare placement.

Once again, I activated my Trapping ability at the cost of 1 mana. The knowledge flowed into me, and I quickly fashioned small noose snares from cord and supple twigs and set them over the narrow trails. I took care to make sure the loops were suspended properly above the paths, positioning the sticks I used to tie the twine so they would cleanly release if triggered.

When I had finished with the woven-branch snares, I surveyed my handiwork with satisfaction. The assembled collection of traps blended surprisingly well with their surroundings. Perhaps my Trapping skill lent some additional bonus in their camouflage?

In any case, they were well-situated to potentially catch some tasty additions to the larder, assuming I checked them frequently enough so that any trapped animals did not spoil. I would have to collect any catches early next morning. Adding that to summoning a woodland sprite to enhance crop growth, I was looking at a busy morning routine for the coming days.

But we needed the food, and we could smoke the meat if the catches were bountiful.

Continuing my trapping expedition, I hiked farther west, trying to listen closely for any sounds of animal activity. The rustling of bushes or chatter of squirrels could help reveal good areas to focus on.

After about a half mile, I came upon a small stream winding through the trees. I walked slowly along the bank, scanning carefully. Surely this water source would attract thirsty animals.

Kneeling by the stream’s mossy edge, I searched for any telltale animal tracks in the mud that might suggest a crossing point to target. Before long, I noticed a clearly marked deer trail leading down to the water.

Deer would be too large and powerful for my current traps, but I thought their path might be shared by smaller creatures worth snaring, and so I activated my Trapping ability once more. I carefully constructed another twitch-up snare over the trail, using a strong green sapling branch as my trigger.

Satisfied it was properly situated, I continued upstream until I found a slight dip in the bank where it seemed animals came down to drink. Another prime location for a trap, and so I activated the ability again and got to work.

Selecting a flexible branch, I fashioned a spring-loaded snare designed to nab any animal pausing on the bank by swiftly pinning them against the ground once triggered. After double-checking the positioning, I moved on.

By now, the sun had passed its zenith and the afternoon was waning. As I quickly ate the food I had brought with me, I estimated I had hiked a good two miles west from the cabin. My legs were pleasantly tired, but I was thrilled by the number and variety of traps I’d managed to set on this first foray.

As I turned back eastward, I kept my eyes peeled for any final promising trapping sites along the way where I might deploy another deadfall or snare trap before the day ended.

I passed through a grove of nut trees and thought they might attract squirrels and chipmunks. Kneeling by one of the thick trunks, I dug a pit and placed some nuts from my own lunch inside as bait, disguising the hole with a lattice of twigs and leaves. With luck, curious animals would fall in seeking the nuts. I also took plenty of nuts with me for our larder.

Judging by the sun sinking toward the treetops, I estimated a couple hours of daylight remained. But I was quite far from the cabin now, so I decided not to venture any farther today. Best to start heading back.

As I hiked the winding path back toward home, I felt deeply satisfied by my productive first trapping foray. If some of my snares managed to catch game by morning, it would be nice as it wasn’t the best season for either. I looked forward to checking them at dawn.

The final leg of my return trip passed swiftly, lost in thought planning how to improve my trapline network. There were so many opportunities out here if one kept their eyes open.

Time was the bottleneck here. I would have to go around checking my traps. Balancing that with my other homestead duties might not always be easy. Luckily, Diane could help out with that as well. And who knows what kind of summoning solution I could come up with in the future.

By the time the shadowy forest outskirts around our cabin emerged up ahead, the afternoon was drawing to an end. The walk home had been a nice, invigorating affair.

Relaxing with Diane and sharing a delicious meal after my long but satisfying day sounded perfect. But first, I carefully cleaned and stowed my gear back in the mudroom.

Diane would probably still be down fishing in the river, so I had time to quickly wash up at the basin before starting dinner preparations. I was getting handy around the kitchen and looked forward to surprising her with a nice hot meal waiting when she returned.

I got to work cooking, my mind still brimming with thoughts of the untapped hunting grounds I had explored today. There were so many opportunities out here if one kept their eyes open.


Chapter 37

I stood in the kitchen for a few moments, considering my option. I wanted to prepare a special dinner to surprise Diane when she returned from fishing, and I needed it to be something really delicious to celebrate what had happened between us.

I headed to the simple but well-stocked pantry to take stock of our food stores and get inspired about what to cook. Thanks to our growing foraging skills with the aid of my and Diane’s powers, as well as obtaining more supplies on recent trips to the lively markets in Gladdenfield, we had accumulated a decent variety of ingredients. I examined the neatly organized shelves in the cellar approvingly.

There were plump wild onions and mushrooms we had foraged earlier, and they seemed to be in very fine shape. I selected some of each, imagining how their savory flavors would combine deliciously once sautéed. In the pantry, there were jars of pungent herbs and spices — a treasure Diane had obtained from traveling elf merchants and had always kept in her pack. Such would add depth and complexity to any dish.

After gathering the ingredients, I carried them over to the rough-hewn wooden counter near the stove. I took my time chopping the vegetables by hand, enjoying the simple, satisfying motions. Doing such small prep tasks always settled my mind before cooking and allowed me some space to go over the day.

The mushrooms were an otherworldly azure shade, while the onions were similar to Earth varieties, with papery reddish outer layers and juicy white interiors once peeled. To be sure, I checked the mushrooms with my Identify Plant skill once more, finding they were edible and known to greatly soothe the stomach when dried and powdered and made into pills.

I diced them fine since they would be going into a hearty mushroom soup to start our meal. Once the colorful array of mushrooms and onions were neatly piled, I turned my attention to preparing the soup base. I poured some of the fresh cream we had traded for at the market into a heavy-bottomed iron pot along with some butter.

I set it over the warm stove flames from our cabin’s cast iron stove and allowed the butter to melt slowly, letting it foam and swirl together with the rich cream. Once it was near simmering, I added the finely diced onions and mushrooms to the creamy base. I gently stirred them to coat evenly and allow their moisture to leach into the liquid.

As the vegetable pieces softened, I seasoned them with dried parsley, rosemary, salt, and pepper. I had also traded for a special ground spice blend an elf merchant claimed added an irresistible umami richness to any dish. This frontier soup would be deeply savory, so I added an extra pinch for good measure.

After cooking the mushrooms and onions in the creamy base for several minutes until softened, I gradually added in scoops of our precious hoarded reserve of bone broth from previous stews. The pot bubbled gently as the fragrant liquid incorporated fully. The hearty simmering soup already smelled incredible, the savory aroma filling the cabin and making my mouth water.

For the main course, I wanted something equally special to accompany the soup. I decided to pan-fry some fresh rainbow trout that Diane had caught earlier and dropped off at the cabin, using a light dusting of cornmeal for a crispy crust. Though a simple preparation, it would let the flavor of the freshly caught fish shine.

I carefully seasoned the firm white fillets with salt, black pepper, parsley, and a dash of cayenne for a bit of lively spice. After coating both sides of the fillets evenly in the fine pale cornmeal, I prepared the frying pan by heating some olive oil from my small reserve as well as a knob of creamy butter.

Once hot, I gently laid the crusted trout fillets in the pan. They sizzled pleasantly as they crisped on the underside. The satisfying aroma of the frying fish joined that of the simmering mushroom soup on the stove, filling the cozy cabin with mouthwatering smells that signaled comfort and home.

As the fillets browned, I chopped up some small colorful bell peppers from our supply of fresh vegetables. Though ordinary Earth vegetables, their bright jewel tones made for an attractive and tasty accompaniment. I added them to the pan to cook briefly until just tender but still crisp.

I scrutinized the fried trout fillets nestled alongside the colorful sautéed peppers. They were as near perfection as I could get them, and they made for an appetizing presentation. I was pretty sure that this — my own version of a frontier dish — was something new to Diane.

To complete the hearty meal, I took out a mix of leafy greens from our foraging trips. I rinsed them at the sink before tearing the leaves into bite-sized pieces and putting them in a simple carved wooden salad bowl. I tossed them with a tangy vinaigrette dressing made by emulsifying water, olive oil, and apple cider vinegar from our pantry together with mustard and honey.

As I put the finishing touches on setting our hand-carved wooden table, I smiled appreciatively over the frontier-inspired spread I had managed to put together. Everything represented our self-sufficient new lives — fish caught from the river by Diane, vegetables foraged or traded for, and wild mushrooms picked from the Wilds.

The trout fillets sizzled invitingly atop the colorful peppers, while tendrils of steam rose in beckoning swirls from the bubbling pot of rich mushroom soup. I knew Diane would likely be returning home hungry after a long day wading in the cold rushing river currents to land prize catches of trout. My goal was to have our cozy dinner ready to serve the very moment she walked through the creaky cabin door.

As a final touch, I straightened up the kitchen until it was orderly and welcoming. Then I placed some vivid wildflowers I had picked on my trek home earlier into a simple carved wooden vase on the table to add a celebratory ambiance.

Soon after, I heard the anticipated footsteps outside, along with the lovely sound of Diane’s voice humming a cheerful tune to herself. It was time to sit down and eat together.
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Diane stepped inside the cabin, humming a merry tune to herself. She paused as the delicious smells of the meal I had prepared wafted over to greet her.

“Mmm, something sure smells good!” she exclaimed. She took a deep inhale, her brilliant blue eyes widening as she scanned the interior of our rustic dwelling, her gaze finally settling on the lovingly prepared spread of food arranged on the rough-hewn wooden table.

Two places were set with cutlery and simple carved wooden plates. Those were nothing special but completed the rustic picture. In the center, a wooden vase held a colorful bouquet of vivid yellow and violet wildflowers. Their sweet fragrance added a hint of the great outdoors to our cozy indoor space.

“Only the best for my beautiful girl,” I remarked with a grin, laying it on a little too thickly just for fun as I stepped forward and pulled out one of the chairs for Diane with a courtly flourish. “I hope you worked up a hearty appetite today.”

“David, you charmer!” Diane laughed musically as she settled gracefully into the proffered seat. Her fluffy tail gave an eager swish behind her that signaled her delight as her ears perked upright. “This looks absolutely incredible.”

She leaned forward and inhaled again, her keen fox nose twitching. I could tell she was trying to parse apart the layered aromas emanating from the covered dishes. There was the woodsy, earthy scent of the mushroom soup bubbling away, as well as the tempting smell of the herb-crusted trout fillets sizzling in the pan.

“All this, just for me?” Diane asked, clearly touched by the effort as her ears perked up happily. “You really outdid yourself. What’s the special occasion?”

“The occasion is us,” I said matter-of-factly as I took my own seat across from hers. “I’m happy here, Diane. With you. So I wanted to do something special.” I made sure to hold her gaze intently with mine, so she knew my words held nothing but sincerity.

Diane’s cheeks took on an endearing rosy tinge, and she dipped her head, abashed but clearly pleased. “Oh, David,” she murmured but shot me a coy smile from under her long lashes. “That’s so sweet.”

I simply smiled back warmly and gave her hand an affectionate squeeze. “Now come on, let’s eat before everything gets cold!”

Diane laughed brightly, the musical sound warming me to my core. “You won’t get any arguments from me!” she declared.

With that, we both lifted our spoons in readiness. I had positioned the tureen of steaming mushroom soup closest to us, so we would start with that course first.

As Diane ladled some of the fragrant soup brimming with finely diced mushrooms and onions into her bowl, I caught her discreetly sniffing its woodsy aroma again appreciatively.

I grinned, knowing her foxlike sense of smell meant food aromas were incredibly enticing to her. Finally, we both dipped our spoons into the broth and sampled the soup.

Immediately, Diane’s eyes lit up with delight. “Mmm! Oh wow,” she exclaimed after swallowing her first spoonful. “David, this is absolutely incredible!”

I smiled, pleased to see her enjoyment as I tasted the soup myself. The flavors were deep and rich, the spices enhancing but not overpowering the fresh tastes of the foraged wild onions and mushrooms. It was perfect. Admittedly, I had some skill in cooking — it was just one of the things that was adjacent to survival skills because a good meal helps motivate more than dry hardtack does — but I had indeed outdone myself this time.

We continued to steadily ladle the soup, occasionally breaking off small hunks from the crusty loaf of bread in the basket on the table to dip in the fragrant broth.

The trout fillets arrived piping hot in a the pan straight from the stove, having crisped to perfection. Diane inhaled again appreciatively as I slid the fillets artfully onto our plates alongside the brightly sautéed peppers.

The fish was flaky and moist, my spice rub enhancing its natural delicate flavor. Diane’s eyes drifted blissfully shut as she bit into the trout, making happy little sounds of satisfaction as she savored the tender morsels.

“Gotta say, I do love a man who can cook,” Diane remarked airily between bites, cracking one sapphire eye open just a sliver to glance at me.

I let out a hearty laugh. “You can show me just how much you love a man who can cook later,” I replied smoothly, one eyebrow raised.

Diane just shook her head, chuckling. We continued eating with relish, occasionally engaging in a bit of playful footsie under the table when not preoccupied with our meal. There was a new current of energy humming between us, born of heightened intimacy. Our eyes frequently locked, speaking wordlessly.

The fresh garden salad provided a welcome bright, crisp contrast to the richer dishes. As we gradually neared the end of the meal, I refilled our mugs from a sweating pitcher of sparkling water from the tap. It wasn’t luxurious, but regular water could be rich and powerful when paired with a good meal and the right amount of thirst.

Diane drank deeply and then released a contented sigh. “Simply wonderful, my love. That was incredible. Thank you again for making this special dinner just for us.”

I waved away her thanks. “Of course, for you, I’d cook incredible meals every night,” I said, then jokingly reconsidered. “Well, maybe not every night…”

Diane quirked an amused eyebrow at me. “I was just about to say: be careful making offers like that. I just might take you up on it!” Then she shot me a coy, heated look that made my pulse jump. “I’m more than willing to be on my best behavior if that helps motivate you…”

I leaned back in my chair, folding my arms casually behind my head as I returned her simmering gaze. “Is that a promise?” I asked lightly. “Because I know a few things about how a girl should be on her best behavior.”

Diane grinned and swatted my arm playfully. “Oh, you!” But her eyes sparkled with mirth and concealed desire.

We finished up and cleaned up together, laughing and exchanging playful touches. Once everything was cleaned up — no small task, considering how expansive the meal had been — we retired to sit on the rug by the fire, Diane leaning back against me, her fox ears on occasion tickling me, as we watched the playful game of sparks and embers in the fireplace.
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The fire crackled merrily, its warmth warding off the evening’s chill. Diane rested comfortably against me; her head tucked under my chin. My hand idly stroked her arm as we relaxed together in contented silence.

After a time, curiosity stirred within me. “Diane,” I began, “can you tell me more about Tannoris? What was it like there before your world merged with ours?”

Diane tipped her head back to look up at me, her eyes glinting with interest in the firelight. “You want to know about my homeland?”

I nodded. “If it’s not too painful. I’d love to learn more about where the foxkin came from.”

Diane settled back against me again with a thoughtful hum. “Well, it was very different from Earth in many ways. More… wild, untamed. Dense forests covered much of the land. They had trees like your redwoods, but some grew even larger.”

She paused, gazing into the flickering flames as she gathered her thoughts.

“The forests seemed to go on forever,” Diane continued wistfully. “Rolling hills covered in vibrant green, leading up to majestic snow-capped mountains that pierced the sky.”

She grinned up at me. “Officially, there were four seasons, but where I lived it was basically either warm or warmer. We didn’t get much snow.”

I chuckled at that detail. Diane’s voice took on a lyrical quality as she described the primeval forests, painted with nostalgic brushstrokes. I could almost see the pristine realm in my mind’s eye.

“Food was plentiful for those who knew how to live off the land,” Diane explained. “Fish teemed in the rivers, and the woods abounded with game. Berries, tubers, and nuts were there for the taking.”

Her lyrical description reminded me of the primeval forests that must have covered great swathes of Earth before humanity’s spread. A pristine, Edenic realm.

“It sounds incredible,” I remarked when she finished. “A hunter’s paradise.”

Diane nodded wistfully. “It was. My people were born to roam those forests. We moved with the seasons and with the prey, never staying in one place for long.”

I gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze, sensing traces of nostalgia and loss behind her words. “Do you miss it?”

“Sometimes,” Diane admitted softly. “The world here now has its own beauty, of course. But Tannoris will always be the homeland of the foxkin.”

We lapsed into thoughtful silence, watching the flickering flames. Then Diane shifted to look up at me again, her eyes curious.

“What about you, David? Tell me about Earth as you remember it, before the Upheaval changed everything.”

I considered where to begin describing Earth. “Well, for starters, magic didn’t exist on our world before the Upheaval,” I said with a wry chuckle. “No Classes, no spells or potions. Just ordinary people living ordinary lives in a world ruled by science and technology.”

Diane’s eyes widened with fascination. The notion of a world without magic was clearly a foreign concept to her.

“We only had things like electricity that powered devices and appliances,” I explained. “Cars and trains to get around. Phones to communicate over long distances. Computers to store information.”

Diane listened with rapt attention; her ears perked upright. She asked an occasional question to clarify, like how phones could let someone far away hear your voice. Being of the frontier, she had never learned much about technology.

I did my best to describe the concepts in terms she could understand. As we talked, it really hit me how much technology had once dominated day-to-day life. Now, such things no longer functioned out here in the Wilds where the magic disrupted them.

Diane nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve heard a lot about the technological marvels of humanity,” she said.

“In the cities, like New Springfield where I lived before this, they still work. Most of them, at least. Those cities are wondrous in their own way,” I explained. “Gleaming towers of steel and glass, packed with thousands of people and businesses.”

Yet even as I described the technological marvels, I knew many things had been lost too in pursuit of them. The slower pace, the connection to nature, the tight-knit communities.

“Still, life back then wasn’t perfect,” I conceded. “It was easier in some ways, with all the machines and tools. But people weren’t as hardy. And it was easy to feel alone in a massive city surrounded by strangers.”

Diane nodded thoughtfully. “It’s hard for me to imagine living packed together with so many others like that.” She nuzzled against me. “I prefer a little more space.”

I smiled down at her. “So do I.”

We sat talking late into the night about our respective worlds, learning about each other. The differences were there, yet bonds of understanding gradually formed as we understood more about each other’s culture and origins.

When at last we climbed the creaky ladder to our bed, I marveled at how far our disparate realms had already been merged into one new world. Out here, there was a wilderness the city people knew nothing about. And vice versa. In a way, I was lucky to know both.

But for now, nestled under the blankets with Diane, trading lingering kisses, our own little world was everything I needed.


Chapter 38

Over the next week, Diane and I settled into a comfortable routine tending to the homestead. Each morning, I was up early, summoning a woodland spirit to nurture the crops before heading out to check the traps I had set in the woods.

Sometimes Diane accompanied me on these predawn jaunts, her keen senses helping track any caught animals that had managed to limp away from my snares and traps. Other times, she slept in, then started breakfast while I reset traps and foraged.

The snares were proving quite effective at supplying small game to supplement our larder. Squirrels, rabbits, and quail regularly stumbled into the woven nooses or deadfalls. I had a feeling that — like with foraging — the use of my Class skill somehow increased the yield because the animals were all fat and healthy.

Diane taught me how to field dress and clean my catches properly. We smoked much of the meat, and the furs and feathers could be sold after scraping and stretching them.

While I focused on trapping and crops, Diane’s days revolved around fishing. The Silverthread teemed with trout, and her skillful angling meant our storage barrels were steadily filling with the silvery fish.

Some we ate fresh, but much was preserved via smoking over a smoldering alderwood fire in the smokehouse we had jointly constructed. Some we designated for later sale; others went into our larder, which was expanding every day.

Come midday, we always reunited, hungry for the fresh meals Diane prepared from our self-caught ingredients. We traded stories from our mornings apart as we ate, laughing over mishaps or discussing plans. Then we tackled maintenance tasks or small home improvements before finally relaxing together as the long frontier dusk settled in.

Of course, every now and then, we had a little noon rumble. Since this was our land and we were free, we made love wherever we wanted — on the riverbank, on the grassy turf, under the shade of the trees, or anywhere in the cabin. It was honest and delightful, and we came to know each other’s bodies as well as our own — better maybe.

One night over dinner, Diane suggested I give my trick to summon a minor water spirit another shot to increase the catch. “One with an aquatic affinity, like you did before, to help herd fish toward my line,” she pointed out.

I smiled and nodded. “Sure, we could cheat a little,” I agreed.

The next day during fishing, I successfully summoned a minor water spirit who dutifully herded the fish toward Diane’s waiting hook. Our catch hauls increased noticeably.

Working together, we also cleared brush from around the cabin to expand the yard space. The physical exertion felt good. I was steadily growing accustomed to the rigors of frontier life and could accomplish far more demanding tasks without tiring now. Diane often joined me shoveling and chopping, her endurance equally impressive.

Our alchemy garden was flourishing under the continual care of woodland spirits. The Magebread flowers, in particular, produced abundantly, their blooms a deep azure. Thinking some of the flowers looked ready, I harvested and dried them. Perhaps I could show them to Waelin.

Nights were spent cooking meals together or relaxing by the crackling fire, often with Diane playing lively folk tunes on her violin. We traded stories from our respective worlds, constantly learning more about each other. The new intimacy between us gave these quiet times a special meaning. I treasured falling asleep holding her.

One afternoon when the summer sun beat down fiercely, I decided it was time to gather firewood. The stack was getting low again, and winter would be here before we knew it. Diane joined me in the woods with an axe of her own.

We took turns felling dead trees and dragging logs back on a makeshift sled. It was tiring but satisfying work. By sunset, we had amassed a sizable pile of firewood that would keep our hearth fed for weeks.

The smokehouse was another thing — it practically ate alderwood. So we harvested that wherever we could. With an eye on retaining sustainability, I summoned earth and woodland sprites to give the saplings a little bit of a boost. We’d be needing wood for the time to come, and I didn’t want to clear out the entire forest around the cabin.

Another day, I checked the perimeter fence around our pasture plot, finding a section that had been damaged by a fallen tree branch. Together, Diane and I repaired the broken wooden posts and reinforced that area using spare lumber. Though the work was physically taxing under the hot sun, seeing the solid fence restored gave us pride.

Inside the cabin, Diane pointed out some missing chinking in the log walls that allowed drafts inside. I went to work re-stuffing the gaps with a mix of mud clay to seal out the elements. Meanwhile, Diane fixed squeaky floorboards upstairs using spare nails and her dexterous hands. Our efforts soon had the cozy dwelling snug and weathertight once more.

When not doing repairs or maintenance, Diane and I continued improving our skill with magic and weapons. I practiced manifesting spirits using my summon spells, discovering that they obeyed commands of combat as well, with the fire and storm spirits being particularly useful due to the flames and lightning they could call forth. They could only manifest attacks that worked on touch, but the effect was devastating.

In the meantime, Diane honed her archery using makeshift targets. Becoming self-sufficient out here required vigilance and many diverse skills, both mundane and mystical.

Our evenings were often spent planning projects for the homestead, like ideas for expanding the cabin or constructing an outdoor workshop and alchemy laboratory. Though we currently lacked the money or materials for major additions, we still enjoyed dreaming together. This place was truly home now, and improving it brought great satisfaction. Over time, we would amass the needed materials and shape it more to our desire.

As the full week passed in a blur of hard work and small enjoyments, I reflected on how much my frontier capabilities had grown. Tasks that once exhausted me could now be sustained much longer thanks to the rigorous activity. My trapline network supported a steady stream of smoked meat and hides to eventually sell, while Diane’s surplus catches also piled up. And once the alchemy garden reached full harvest, we would have reagents to craft potions for sale or use.

Together with Caldwell, the Frontier Division had given me this chance to transform my aimless city life into one of purpose and meaning. Out here, Diane and I could forge our own future guided by our shared pioneer spirit. Each day brought its challenges yet falling asleep with her in my arms made even the harshest labor worthwhile. I had found my place in this strange, merged world.

The morning of the eighth day since we had established our comfortable work routines, Diane and I decided to take a rare break from chores and walk together to the ridge that afforded an incredible view over the valley. The sunlight filtering through the vivid leaves overhead was radiant, bringing out glints in Diane’s dark hair as we strolled hand in hand up the winding path.

At the top, we settled comfortably together in the fragrant grass, simply admiring the breathtaking sweep of untamed frontier lands displayed below us. The Silverthread River wound like a glittering blue ribbon dividing the vista. Our tiny cabin was just visible nestled against its banks. Wisps of comforting chimney smoke promised warmth and rest awaited us there after our leisurely outing.

Diane snuggled closer against me as we sat, her head coming to rest contentedly on my shoulder. I tilted my head to gently kiss her forehead as I idly stroked her arm. Everything about this moment was perfect — the stunning scenery all around, the tender intimacy we shared.

“I’m so happy here with you like this,” Diane murmured, nuzzling briefly against me. “I’ve never felt more at home anywhere.”

“Me too,” I agreed quietly, tightening my arm around her slender shoulders. “This is where I belong.”

We lingered atop the hill for a long time, neither eager for the moment of closeness to end.

“So,” Diane began, trailing a finger over my arm — more bronzed and muscular now than it had been at the beginning. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

“I think we should go to Gladdenfield and sell the pelts, the feathers, and the surplus smoked meat and fish. Also, if Leigh was correct, the elf alchemist, Waelin, should be around.”

She perked up and nodded. “That’s a great idea. Do you want me to come with you?”

I nodded. “Yeah, a change of scenery will be good for both of us.”

She smiled and sidled closer against me. We could have stayed like that for a long time, but the sun shifting lower across the vivid sky eventually told us it was time to begin the descent back to the cabin. I knew a delicious dinner, warm fire, and cozy bed awaited us there.

Diane took my hand, helping me to my feet before kissing me sweetly. Then together we began the walk home, our hearts light with shared contentment.
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The next morning, Diane and I loaded up the Jeep with the various goods we had produced over the past week to sell in Gladdenfield. There were bundles of smoked trout and game carefully wrapped in cloth, as well as a sack of furs and pelts from the creatures caught in my traps.

All in all, we had two crates of goods. I also brought a parcel of colorful feathers plucked from the forest birds I had snared. And, of course, to be sure, we also brought our weapons.

In addition, we took two jars of the dried Magebread flowers from our first alchemical garden harvest. Though not a huge haul, it represented our initial foray into potion-crafting ingredients from the homegrown crops. I was eager to see what the elf alchemist Waelin might pay for such reagents, however humble.

With our hard-earned wares loaded up, Diane and I climbed into the Jeep and set off down the winding trail away from the secluded homestead. The morning air was crisp but promised another fair day ahead.

As we bounced over the rugged terrain, Diane hummed cheerfully, her fox tail swishing behind the seat as she took in the passing scenery. I smiled over at her, always buoyed by her sunny spirit.

The ride was lovely. We drove up to the old storm-harried cottonwood and turned onto the road to Gladdenfield Outpost. As always, traffic increased when we drew nearer: there were other homesteaders, traders, and even an adventurer or two returning from some quest.

Soon enough, the fortified walls of Gladdenfield came into view up ahead. The guards nodded in recognition as we rumbled through the open gates into the settlement’s main thoroughfare.

The market stalls were already bustling with activity this morning. We would sell most of our stock to Leigh, as she gave us fair prices and served as our main distributor to passing merchants and travelers.

I parked the loaded Jeep in front of Leigh’s sprawling shop. As we entered the cluttered space, Leigh looked up from behind the counter and broke into a broad grin.

“Well howdy, you two!” she called brightly. “Y’all got a delivery for me today, huh?” Her eyes roamed appreciatively over the parcels and crates as we laid them out before her.

Equally, my eyes roamed appreciatively over the way her tight jeans hugged her blessed hips and the expanse of freckled cleavage left by her shirt, buttons straining to contain her.

Diane caught me looking and giggled. “I’ll do the talking since David is preoccupied,” she joked. “We have smoked quail, rabbit, and trout. We also have fox and rabbit furs and some colorful feathers from David’s traps,” she summarized.

Leigh let out an impressed whistle as she looked over all we had brought. “My my, y’all have been busy! This is quite the haul.” She picked up a smoked trout fillet and took an exaggerated sniff. “Mmm, smells delicious! This is all a week’s work?”

I nodded. “Yep. But we have the Classes for it: Scout and Frontier Summoner. I think we’re pretty much geared to doing well in the Wilds.”

“You sure are,” she hummed. “Well come on, y’all, let’s have a looksy!”

We spent the next while going over the pricing together as Leigh thoroughly inspected everything. She seemed particularly excited about the feathers, revealing those were good quality and would fetch a nice price from the town’s fletcher.

“And those furs will fetch a fine price from some of those fancy city traders,” Leigh declared. “They go crazy for exotic frontier accessories like these!”

I smiled proudly. “Just the beginning, but we were really pleased with the results so far,” I replied.

Negotiations came next. I knew Leigh was shrewd, but she wasn’t pulling any of her tricks on us. After all, she and Diane were practically family, and by the half-lidded looks she threw me and all the flirting that passed between us, I knew she had the hots for me too. However, she kept herself a little more under control in Diane’s presence. I understood that; she wasn’t sure what the situation was. But I could tell she was still interested.

As was I.

In the end, Leigh offered us a solid stack of coins for the wares we’d brought in. Currency out here on the frontier had defaulted back to coins of copper, silver, and gold since electronic transactions weren’t possible. Paper was used less, but some of the city banks issued them and they were generally warily accepted.

When everything was finalized, I helped Leigh store our merchandise in the back while Diane tidied up at the counter and in the Jeep before giving the inventory list — which was to double as a receipt — a final look.

It felt good transforming our hard work into fair compensation. The frontier life was not easy, but deeply rewarding. And this was our first serious haul — proof that we had what it took to make it out here.

Back up front, Leigh passed Diane an impressive stack of mixed coins along with the payment paperwork. “There ya go, my friends. I’d call that a right profitable haul!”

Diane quickly verified the payment amount against the receipts, then made sure it was securely stowed in her belt pouch. I caught Leigh winking at me, clearly pleased with having brokered another good deal for us.

“Thank you kindly, Leigh,” I said sincerely. “We really appreciate you buying from us.”

“Of course! Always happy to help out fellow frontier folk,” Leigh replied warmly. “Y’all just bring me whatever you produce from here on out. I’ll make sure it sells.”

We spent a little while longer chatting with the bubbly blonde shopkeeper about news around town and the progress on our homestead. But eventually Diane reminded me about finding Waelin, so we bid Leigh farewell for now after she told us that the elf alchemist was renting a room upstairs at the Wild Outrider tavern.

Diane and I headed over to the Wild Outrider. We entered the tavern, still quiet for now, and saluted the innkeeper, who grinned at me, recognizing me from my scuffle with Anwick.

“Welcome back,” he said, throwing out his arms in a welcoming gesture. “Not here to kick out any of my guests,” he joked.

I laughed and shook my head. “Not unless they have it coming.”

He nodded, turning a little more serious. “Anwick had it coming. It was about time someone put that man in his place.” He leaned forward a little. “My name’s Darnassus,” he said, “but everyone calls me Darny — Diane will tell ya.”

She grinned and nodded.

“Anyway, you come by this evening and dinner’s on the house, huh?” Darny said. “As a thanks for kicking out Anwick. I doubt he’ll have as big a mouth as he had before when we see him again at the Wild Outrider.”

“Thanks, Darny,” I said, inclining my head. “We’ll likely take you up on that offer; a little steak or a burger would do me good after eating trout all week.”

Diane nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, sounds heavenly.”

“By the way,” I said, “we’re looking for Waelin. Leigh told us he rented a room from you?”

Darny fluttered his lips. “Ugh, that old coot is liable to blow up one of my rooms these days with all his concoctions. But yeah, he’s upstairs. Second door on the right. Be sure to knock!”
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Diane and I headed up the creaky wooden steps, and I knocked firmly on the door where Darny had indicated Waelin was staying. After a moment, the door cracked open, revealing a weathered elf with long white hair tied back neatly.

He peered at us over a pair of small spectacles perched on his nose. “Yes? May I help you?” His tone was more resigned than welcoming.

I quickly introduced Diane and myself, explaining my emerging interest in alchemy and learning potion crafting. The elf studied me for a moment, then sighed. “Well, come in then.”

The simple room was crammed with books, vials, and other alchemical tools. Waelin gestured for us to sit at a small table with one hand while he cleared a stack of books away with the other. “Now then, what can I do for you two?”

I showed Waelin the two jars of dried Magebread flowers, hopeful for his appreciation of our first alchemical crop. But the elf just shook his head critically.

“No, no, I won’t buy those. They are far too brittle. You’ve dried them out too much. If you use these, you’ll get a weak concoction. But you shouldn’t dry them anyway. That technique wastes much of the potency! It’s dated! Instead, extract the nectar. That is where the potency lies” He went over some pointers on the ideal process for extracting the nectar of the delicate blooms. I made careful mental notes, disappointed but appreciative of the constructive feedback.

When I had absorbed his instructions, I could only conclude that Waelin was indeed knowledgeable when it came to alchemy. I made a friendly attempt to keep the conversation going, but he had completed his instruction, and his answers were reduced to grunts or single words. After a few attempts, he rose.

“I have much to do,” he said. “Unless there is anything else, it is time for me to get back to work. You may use the instructions I provided and come see me again when I am in…” he thought for a moment as if he needed to remind himself where he was. “In Gladdenfield… When I am in Gladdenfield again, and we will see how you have fared, hm?”

Small talk was getting me nowhere, so I decided to just state what I wanted.

“Of course,” I said. “I was looking for more instructions, to be honest. In addition to Magebread, I also grow Thauma Roots and Wispsilk.”

His eyes twinkled for a moment. “Making mana potions, eh?”

I nodded. “But I don’t really know where to begin.”

“What Class are you two?” he grunted, shooting Diane a look as well.

“She is a Scout, and I am a Frontier Summoner.”

“Hmph, well, those are not native alchemy Classes. You’ll want to get the Alchemy skill with a skillbook.”

I perked an eyebrow. “A skillbook?”

He nodded. “I have one,” he said. “You may have it.”

I blinked. That was generosity I had not expected. And as it turned out, I expected correctly. There was a catch.

He grinned. “That is if you are willing to perform a task on my behalf first.”
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I nodded slowly, intrigued by the elf’s words. “What sort of task did you have in mind?”

Waelin’s eyes glinted as he leaned forward in his creaky wooden chair. “There is a rare flower that only blooms by the light of the moon in a valley to the south. I need several samples for an important potion I am crafting. Retrieve this flower for me, and the skillbook is yours.”

I glanced at Diane, seated beside me on a rough-hewn bench. A two-day trip south didn’t sound too daunting, especially with her company. And securing an alchemy skillbook would be invaluable in advancing my budding potion-crafting skills. She nodded as if she had guessed my thoughts and hers were no different.

“We’d be happy to retrieve these flowers for you,” I agreed after a moment’s consideration.

“Excellent,” said Waelin, rising slowly from his seat. He shuffled over to a cluttered bookshelf crammed haphazardly with leatherbound tomes, vials of odd liquids, bundles of dried plants, and other alchemical paraphernalia. After scanning the shelf, he retrieved a particularly old and brittle-looking leather journal.

Waelin returned to the table and gingerly opened the tome, mindful of its fragility. He flipped through the delicate pages covered in elegant but faded handwritten script until he found the entry he sought. Turning the book toward Diane and me, he tapped a detailed ink sketch of a delicate blue flower with elegant curled petals and thin twisting vines.

“This is a Moon Blossom,” Waelin explained, one long fingernail tracing the drawing delicately. “They grow only in the southern valley called Azure Dale. A fairly remote but tranquil area, or so I’m told. The flowers bloom exclusively at midnight by the glow of the moon. During that brief fertile window, they possess unique properties I need for brewing. It happens whenever the moon is out, but it lasts only a short while. Half an hour at most.”

I studied the static sketch closely, committing the details of the Moon Blossom to memory. Even captured only in ink, the feather-like petals seemed to shimmer as if illuminated from within. The flower appeared similar to certain orchids from Earth, yet I could tell it held otherworldly magic.

“How many samples do you need?” Diane inquired, leaning closer to inspect the journal page curiously, her pert fox ears perked.

“Just a few petals,” Waelin replied, passing us a small, waterproofed case. “Ten at least. Preferably more. That amount should be ample for my purposes.”

Diane took the case, then glanced at me. “I know the way,” she said. “It is indeed a tranquil region. With your Class revealed, we should be able to handle any threats. With fair weather, we should reach Azure Dale within two days’ time.”

“Good,” I said before turning to Waelin again. “We’ll leave at first light tomorrow and travel swiftly.”

Waelin nodded approvingly, snapping the aged journal shut with care. “Excellent. Then return to me before the week is over. Then, I must depart Gladdenfield to continue my journey. Your payment awaits completion of the task.”

His brusque tone made it clear our business was concluded. Diane and I stood from the rickety bench, both energized by the prospect of this excursion. To explore new regions together beyond our homestead’s valley was an interesting venture. And the homestead could do without us for a few days, especially if I enriched the soil before we left.

Before leaving, I extended my hand to the stern elf alchemist. “We appreciate the opportunity,” I said sincerely, meeting his piercing gaze. “You can count on us to bring those rare Moon Blossoms.”

Waelin shook briskly, his palm cool and papery. “See that you do,” he replied tersely. With that, he ushered us to the door of the cramped rented room. Diane and I exited out into the creaky upper hallway and descended the tavern stairs, our minds already buzzing with plans and preparations for the journey.

Once outside in Gladdenfield’s bustling streets, Diane turned to me, eyes alight. “A wilderness adventure!” she exclaimed eagerly, giving my arm an enthusiastic squeeze.

I smiled, equally thrilled by the prospect of journeying through new and unexplored frontier lands with my favorite partner by my side. “It’ll be nice to take a short break from our usual homestead routines for a couple of days. And having you along brings twice the joy and excitement.”

Diane smirked, playfully bumping her hip against mine. “Careful there, charmer. Don’t let Leigh hear you say things like that. She’s liable to insist on tagging along too if she knew we were venturing afar without her!”

I laughed heartily at the truth of that statement. “Too right, we’d never hear the end of it! Though I’m sure Leigh would find a way to make any expedition more… lively. I actually wouldn’t mind her tagging along.”

Diane nodded. “Hm-hm,” she agreed. “She runs the store alone, though. I doubt she could spare the time.”

Our excited talking continued as we made our way through Gladdenfield’s bustling streets toward the lively market square. There were many essential supplies and provisions to acquire before embarking on our journey come morning.

At the rows of colorful stalls, Diane and I perused the wares for sale, selecting the most practical and portable items for travel. I purchased a variety of dried fruits and salted meats to supplement our rations, as well as a sturdy waterskin. I also acquired a substantial coil of braided rope, thinking such a useful item could prove invaluable on our trek. Diane picked out a simple dome tent and a bedroll big enough for both of us.

We did not feel the need to acquire additional weapons since we already had my rifle, my handgun, Diane’s hunting bow, and our personal daggers. Once confident we had obtained the necessary basic provisions, Diane and I made our way to Leigh’s store. I knew our ever-gregarious friend would want to hear all about this new expedition we were undertaking.

As expected, the moment we entered the door, Leigh perked up from behind the counter, flashing her trademark broad grin. “Well, howdy again!” she called out brightly, her blazing blue eyes drifting over us before she tipped her hat. We greeted her and waited patiently while she finished up with a customer before bustling over.

“What can I do for ya?” Leigh asked, deftly straightening the items on a jumbled shelf while keeping her bright blue gaze fixed on us expectantly.

“Diane and I will be venturing out on an expedition for the next couple of days,” I said. “Waelin has requested we retrieve a special flower that only blooms in a remote valley.”

Leigh’s eyebrows shot up at this, nearly disappearing under the brim of her ever-present cowboy hat. “Ain’t that something!” she exclaimed before clutching her chest in dramatic dismay. “And here I’ll be, stuck mindin’ the shop while y’all are out explorin’ and havin’ fun without me!”

Diane smiled and moved to give her friend a fierce hug. “I know, I’ll miss you too,” she reassured the bubbly shopkeeper. “But this is important. David needs to learn more alchemy, and these rare Moon Blossoms could help. Waelin promised an alchemy skillbook as a reward.”

Leigh whistled appreciatively. “Fancy reward! Those skillbooks go for a buck or two,” she hummed before sighing in resignation. “Well, y’all just be extra careful out there,” she admonished, fixing me with a stern maternal look. “And no gallivantin’ into hazardous ruins or monster dens, ya hear! You wanna do that, you’d better bring me along.” With those last words, she gave her own chest a pat that made her ample bosom bounce in a way that aroused my appetite for the curvaceous, sexy blonde even more.

“We’ll be careful!” Diane assured her.

I raised my hands in acquiescence as I nodded at Diane. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure we steer clear of unnecessary risks.”

Leigh scrutinized me a moment longer before breaking into a grin, apparently satisfied with my sincerity.

“Alright, alright,” Leigh acquiesced. “Y’all just hurry on back once you’ve got them flowers! I expect to hear every detail of what you find out there.”

“Deal,” I promised. Diane gave her friend one more quick fierce hug before we took our leave, both eager to conclude the remaining preparations for tomorrow’s expedition.

There were still supplies to organize and pack, as well as weapons to check over and clean. We’d have to hike to Azure Dale as no roads led there; the Jeep would just get stuck.
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After getting our pack ready for our expedition, Diane and I were determined to first enjoy one last leisurely dinner and round of drinks together at Darny’s tavern, the Wild Outrider.

Spying us entering, Darny waved a hearty greeting from behind the crowded bar. “Welcome, welcome!” he called out jovially. “Come on over, first round’s on me tonight!”

Diane and I gratefully edged our way through the throng toward the bar where Darny was already lining up two overflowing tankards of frothy ale for us. I fished some coins from my pouch to pay, but the congenial innkeeper waved it off.

“For you, it’s on the house,” Darny insisted with a wink. “Now what brings you two back here today?”

As we sipped our drinks, I briefly explained about the alchemist’s request for rare Moon Blossoms and our impending journey to retrieve them.

Darny’s eyes widened with interest as he listened. “Well, isn’t that exciting! Y’know, I might just have a map somewhere showing the route to that valley you mentioned. I got it from some adventurers passing through long ago. Let me go check in the back…”

Diane and I exchanged a look, and she gave a playful shrug as her tail swished. She had said she knew the way, but more information was always good.

We leaned eagerly across the bar while waiting for Darny to search through his accumulation of random artifacts, curiosities, and loot gathered over the years running the tavern. After some banging and curses from the back room, he emerged triumphantly waving a dust-coated scroll.

“Here we are!” Darny exclaimed. He unrolled the yellowed parchment atop the bar, anchoring the corners with empty tankards.

Diane and I peered closely at the faded but meticulously inked map detailing the surrounding region, forests, rivers, hills, and valleys for many miles in all directions.

I quickly spotted the Silverthread River winding south from Gladdenfield up to where it passed our own secluded homestead. And sure enough, southwest of town was a valley labeled ‘Azure Dale’ in ornate flowing script.

Diane traced the route with a delicate finger, ears perked intently. “Nothing new on here. It looks to be about two days,” she assessed. “We’ll have to move swift and sure to make it there and back before Waelin departs.”

I nodded studiously, committing the landscape details to memory as best I could. Any information helping us navigate would prove useful. This map appeared quite old but accurate.

Darny smiled benevolently. “Take that map with you,” he instructed. “Wouldn’t want you two getting lost out in parts unknown. And do take care — the frontier holds many mysteries and dangers untold.”

“We will, and thank you kindly for the map,” I replied sincerely, carefully rolling the parchment and stowing it in my pack. Diane also expressed her gratitude for our friend looking out for us.

“Of course, of course!” Darny waved off our thanks. “You two just focus on fetching those flowers and getting back safe. There will be plenty more tales to be told around the fire when you return.”

We promised we would be cautious and come back with riveting stories to share. For the next hour, Diane and I lingered at the bar chatting with Darny as he deftly managed pouring drinks and mingling with his patrons.

As we sat, he served us up some good tavern food — he had no steak, but his wife made a damn good burger that I almost attacked. As we ate and drank, the tavern was lively with raucous laughter, rousing conversations, and the occasional bawdy song breaking out.

Being surrounded by the eclectic mix of frontier folks — traders, adventurers, laborers, and homesteaders alike — always made me feel a sense of community. They were good people, hardened by wilderness life but generous towards their own. An isolationist city dweller no more, I now began to consider these people as my own.

But eventually, Diane and I decided it was time to gather our belongings and retire upstairs to the rented room Darny generously provided us. There we could finish any remaining preparations before getting some much-needed rest for tomorrow’s early departure.

We expressed our sincere appreciation of Darny’s hospitality before we bade him goodnight. “You just be sure to come back and regale me with your adventures!” he called after us with a jovial wave.

Our room was small but cozy, furnished simply with a sturdy bed, nightstand, and stool. Diane and I took turns at the washbasin cleaning the day’s dust from the road off our skin while the other neatly laid out clothing and equipment for easy donning come morning.

Soon we were nestled under the thick quilted blankets together. Soon enough, the magnetism between us aroused us both, and we made love under the blankets as the laughter and song still drifted up from the tavern below.

When we were panting and sweaty, Diane curled against me contentedly, already looking forward to the trek ahead. “Just think of the wondrous sights we might see,” she mused dreamily.

I smiled and kissed her forehead, sharing her anticipation for the journey. With Diane snuggled safe in my arms, it was easy to drift off into an untroubled sleep, serenaded by the tavern’s muffled convivial din from below.

Tomorrow would bring the open Wilds.


Chapter 42

The next morning, Diane and I awoke before dawn. After a quick breakfast in the tavern’s common room and receiving well wishes from Darny, we gathered up our packs, weapons, and supplies. I did one final check to make sure we had everything crucial for the two-day trek to Azure Dale. Rope, camping gear, food rations, first aid kit. All set.

With preparations complete, Diane and I hoisted our laden packs and set off on foot through Gladdenfield’s bustling streets. The gates stood open, and the elf guards nodded in greeting as we passed into the wilderness beyond. Leigh had promised to keep an eye out on the Jeep, and we had parked it around the back of her store for safety.

And just like that, we were on the trail!

I took a deep breath, savoring the fresh air as we left behind the hubbub of the settlement. Birds swooped between the towering trees lining the path south, ducking out of sight as we approached. Strange scents mingled on the breeze — earthy mosses, crushed leaves, sweet flowers I had never smelled before. This was true frontier land.

Diane set a brisk pace as if eager to immerse herself in the Wilds. I quickly fell into step beside her, adjusting my pack straps. The open sky promised pleasant weather for our trek to Azure Dale in search of the rare Moon Blossoms.

“Feels good to be off on an adventure together,” Diane remarked, her keen eyes continuously scanning our surroundings. I could tell she was in her element out here.

“It really does,” I agreed, breathing deep of the fresh air. “And the company ain’t half bad, either.”

Diane smiled, giving my arm an affectionate bump with hers. We continued onward, the only sounds being our boots scuffing the dusty path and the melodious chorus of birds heralding daylight. Our breaths emerged as faint wisps in the cool morning air.

The terrain grew increasingly hilly and forested as we hiked southwest. The rising sun cast slanting rays between the towering trunks, illuminating floating motes of pollen. Strange scents mingled on the breeze — earthy mosses, pungent crushed leaves, sweet flowers. Everything here felt more raw, primal, and unspoiled than lands nearer settlements.

We paused periodically to drink from our waterskins and consult the map. By mid-morning, the path forked at a towering oak. One branch led further south while the other continued west.

“This way,” Diane said confidently, already setting off along the southern fork without hesitation. I quickly rolled up the map and walked along with her. Though I hadn’t thought to question it before, her innate sense of direction out here was enviable. Foxkin were clearly at home navigating these untamed lands.

Around midday, we stopped by a burbling stream to rest and eat a light meal. Using my Foraging skill, I located some wild onions, mushrooms, and edible tubers growing along the bank to supplement our travel rations. Diane added crumbled dried jerky and produced some flavorful herbs from her pack to enhance the simple foods.

Bellies full, we continued our steady southward trek as the sun arced across the sky. The land began gradually sloping upward as we entered increasingly hilly terrain. The mix of pines and deciduous trees thinned, giving way to more open meadows blanketed in swaying grasses and wildflowers.

I paused to pick a vibrant azure blossom, tucking it behind Diane’s ear. “Brings out your eyes,” I explained with a grin.

Diane laughed musically, touching the flower with a smile. Playful moments like this made the long miles pass swiftly.

As the afternoon waned, we crested a rise affording an incredible view across rolling hills and patchwork meadows leading to the misty foothills beyond. Somewhere within that beckoning vista lay secluded Azure Dale, but it remained hidden for now. We would seek it come dawn.

For the final hours until sunset, Diane and I pushed on at a steady pace across increasingly hilly and rocky terrain. When the vivid oranges and pinks of dusk began painting the sky, we paused to make camp for the night. I was bone weary but deeply content — there was something profoundly satisfying about a long day’s hike through the wilderness lands.

We chose a flat area beneath some spreading trees near a babbling stream. Diane gathered tinder and firewood while I erected our small dome tent with the outdoorsman’s ease. Soon we had a cozy campsite ready as the valley darkened.

Building a crackling fire lifted our spirits after the arduous day. We cooked up a simple but hearty stew using our rations and the edible plants I had foraged earlier.

As we ate, Diane assured me we need not worry about setting a watch overnight. She was accustomed to camping alone in these parts and knew the land well. Still, I volunteered to tend the fire for a bit longer and join her in the tent a little later so she could get extra rest. Diane smiled gratefully and soon turned in.

The glowing embers swirled upward into the night sky as I sat gazing into the mesmerizing flames. The occasional hoot or rustling from surrounding wildlife reminded me this untamed land belonged as much to Tannoris as Earth. When weariness crept upon me some time later, I joined Diane in the snug confines of the tent. I was asleep almost instantly, lulled by the muffled sounds of the frontier night surrounding our shelter.

The next day we awoke to the cheerful birdsong at dawn. After a quick cold breakfast, we broke camp efficiently and got underway just as pink and orange suffused the eastern sky.

Consulting the map, we had perhaps ten miles yet to cover. The increasingly rocky and uneven terrain slowed our pace somewhat. But the stunning vistas kept our spirits high — sweeping windswept ridges towering above pristine valleys blanketed in wildflowers.

Around midday, we came over a rise and finally beheld Azure Dale stretched out below us. It was aptly named — the narrow valley basin shimmered with myriad vibrant azure pools and ribbon-like streams that reflected the vivid sky overhead. Lusher and more verdant than surrounding regions, it looked almost oasis-like in its tranquil beauty.

We hurried our pace, eager to reach the picturesque valley floor before dusk fell. The sun was already tilting westward as we began our descent from the rocky ridge on a winding trail. I was grateful for Diane’s surefooted guidance — more than once her quick reflexes saved me from a nasty fall on the hazardous slopes.

Just as the sun dipped behind the western peaks in a dazzling display of fiery orange and pink, we reached the valley floor. Lush grasses and mossy beds beckoned invitingly. But we still needed to find the ideal spot to safely witness the blooming of the rare Moon Blossoms when midnight came. Our adventure was nearly complete.

I smiled at Diane, cheeks flushed from exertion but eyes bright with exhilaration. She returned my grin, giving my hand a quick squeeze as we headed deeper into Azure Dale. And soon enough, the magical heart of Azure Dale opened up to us.

[image: AOIcon]

The silvery light of the moon filtered down through the towering trees as Diane and I hiked along the winding forest path. An air of hushed serenity hung over the darkened woods of Azure Dale. Our boots crunched softly on the leaf-strewn trail as we walked, eyes peeled for any signs of the elusive Moon Blossoms.

According to Waelin’s instructions, the rare blue flowers only bloomed at midnight under direct moonlight. We were cutting it close, but I was confident we would make it. The aged map Darny had gifted us proved accurate, matching the terrain perfectly thus far. Diane’s keen senses had also kept us on course through the trackless Wilds. There was nothing left to do but actually look for the blossoms now.

Rounding a bend, the shadowy forest opened up suddenly onto a sweeping incandescent meadow. Both Diane and I halted, inhaling sharply at the sight revealed.

Azure Dale lay nestled between soaring cliffs, illuminated by pure silver moonlight. Lush grasses rippled like waves across gently rolling hills. The valley floor was dotted with shimmering ponds that reflected the starry night sky perfectly. We needed no light, for this valley was touched by Tannoris — phosphorescent flowers grew all around, casting gentle light on the forest floor, purplish blue in the hue of night.

It was breathtakingly beautiful.

“I see where it gets the name from,” I muttered, unable to pick out any single thing to look at — it was all so beautiful.

Diane, still holding my hand, hummed agreement. She was even prettier in the almost hauntingly beautiful light of the valley. “This is a very… Tannorian place.”

I drank in the sight of the colorful flowers in the moonlight, the vast boles of trees reaching skyward behind them. Holding Diane’s hand as we marveled at nature’s colorful display, we felt like mankind’s first awakened children in the forest, speechless and at the same time beyond speech at the beauty of it all.

Wisps of bluish mist clung close to the ground, swirling ethereally around Diane’s ankles as we resumed hiking. The rocky cliffs surrounding the secluded vale were tinged aquamarine by the otherworldly moonlight. Strange night birds called mournfully to each other, their cries echoing across the dale.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Diane breathed as we crested a hill, gazing out across the valley’s sweeping splendor. I could only nod silently in agreement, awestruck by Azure Dale’s haunting nocturnal allure. This was a place out of time, untouched by civilization.

As we proceeded, I glanced frequently at the position of the moon. Its languid climb told me midnight was fast approaching. Somewhere amidst this rolling landscape, the elusive Moon Blossoms awaited blooming under their ephemeral lunar light.

We began a methodical search for the mystical plants. I used my Foraging skill as we explored, letting its innate attunement to nature guide my steps.

So far, the mystical intuition remained silent. But I trusted persistence would unveil the flowers. Diane kept close at hand, alert for any signs of the rare blooms. I was thankful that Waelin had showed us an image — it would have been impossible to find the slightest trace of the blossoms if he had not.

Strangely, the valley seemed devoid of wildlife. We encountered no grazing animals, heard no nighttime birds. An inexplicable hush lay heavy over the land, broken only occasionally by the rush of wind through the swaying grasses. The rhythmic sound reminded me of restless waves breaking on some far-off shore.

As we trekked deeper, the wispy mists thickened around us. Soon they coalesced into a light magical fog that reduced visibility to just a few yards. I could barely make out Diane’s form at my side, though her presence was reassuring. We continued on slowly through the cloaking haze, treading with care on the spongy loam underfoot.

Gradually, the mist began thinning enough that the valley’s features re-emerged around us. We had reached a formation of boulders dotted with vibrantly hued night-blooming flowers. Their petals produced an otherworldly azure glow, lighting up the flowers like a sea of scattered stars.

“Could these be the blossoms?” I asked eagerly, breaking the silence. I reached out a hand to gently brush one luminous indigo petal. It felt impossibly smooth, almost frictionless. But on closer inspection, they did not fully resemble the image Waelin had shown us.

I activated my Identify Plants ability, and a pulse of intuition told me these were not the flowers we sought. Instead, they were just flowers — with no other qualities than their beauty. We pressed on, undaunted.

Passing the ridge, we entered a wide hollow carpeted with swaying purple-hued grass. The strange mist had retreated to the valley’s outer edges, leaving the air clear. As midnight approached, the moon hovered directly overhead, suffusing the area with amethyst light that seemed amplified, almost liquid in quality.

I felt strangely energized beneath the crisp lunar glow. It invigorated me despite the late hour. Diane walked with renewed vigor as well, her bright eyes scanning intently for any sign of Waelin’s elusive Moon Blossoms. The focused energy between us was palpable.

“Over there!” Diane exclaimed abruptly, breaking the charged silence. She pointed toward the far end of the hollow where a dense copse of trees rose, leafy branches stark black against the moon’s radiance. Her keen sight had detected something promising.

Together we hurried across the open space separating us from the shadowy grove. Our footsteps were hushed by the thick grass, adding to the vale’s aura of intense, watchful tranquility. Approaching the tree line, I spotted the welcome sight of ethereal azure flowers nestled amidst the undergrowth. They appeared similar in shape to Waelin’s drawing.

Kneeling to examine the nodding blossoms, I let intuition guide me and activated my Identify Plants skill. As I reached out a hand, one of the closed buds quivered and began slowly unfurling its delicate petals. Within seconds, the flower had opened fully, releasing its otherworldly sapphire glow.

My skill informed me that these blossoms had great restorative properties and could be used to cure several mana-related illnesses, but only when clipped at midnight. It also informed me that our search had come to an end.

“The Moon Blossoms,” I whispered reverently.

All around us, more of the mysterious flowers were unfurling in response to the moon’s light as it reached its zenith directly overhead. The copse was soon aglow with dozens of radiant blue blossoms. Their ghostly luminescence reflected in Diane’s wide, wondering eyes.

Activating my Foraging skill, I selected the healthiest, most vibrant flowers. With utmost care, I snipped just below the head of each plant, collecting intact petals as Waelin had requested. They gave off a sweet, honey-like aroma.

Since there were more, I took several more of the petals, hoping to get as many as we could before the window of opportunity closed again. After all, these were likely valuable.

As we moved amongst the trees, fireflies emerged from the high branches in glittering swarms. Their flickering orange glow accentuated the Moon Blossoms’ ethereal azure shine. Awestruck, we watched for a moment as around us the enchanted grove pulsed with hypnotic living light. This moment felt spellbinding, profound.

But then, the vivid radiance began to dim as the blossoms closed up with the moon’s descent. Their petals sealed once more into tight buds as the copse’s supernatural incandescence rapidly faded away. By the time I had stowed the delicate samples safely in their case, the flowers stood mundane again in darkness, as if they were nothing special.

Diane and I locked eyes, sharing smiles tinged with both elation and sorrow. We had witnessed rare magic this night. But the Moon Blossoms were ephemeral — already their unique floral glow existed just in memory. Yet the wonder of experiencing their blooming would remain with us.

I slipped the case holding our hard-won harvest into my pack as we turned to retrace our steps out of the hollow. As we hiked, I noticed the floating mist dissipated slowly, revealing a stunningly clear night sky strewn with constellations of blazing stars. The heavens glimmered brighter than I had ever witnessed, even far from civilization. It was as if some veil had lifted.

Drawing even with each other, Diane and I walked hand in hand back through the now-quiescent vale. A profound sense of fulfillment left me untroubled by the late hour. Our purpose here was accomplished. The rare blossoms were secured safely for Waelin’s alchemy. And we had a few extra if needed.

Tomorrow we would begin the two-day return trek to Gladdenfield. But tonight, we would make camp beside one of Azure Dale’s tranquil ponds that shone so perfectly beneath the receding moon. After witnessing such profound beauty, rest would come easily.

I gave Diane’s hand a gentle squeeze, wordlessly conveying my joy at experiencing this journey together. Her answering smile held all the radiance of the departed blossoms.


Chapter 43

After a short hike to one of those enchanting ponds of Azure Dale, Diane and I found a nice spot with firm ground and a tranquility that appealed to us both. I glanced around the small forest clearing we had found and nodded.

“This looks like a good spot to settle in for the night,” I said. “Beautiful and peaceful.”

Diane agreed, setting down her pack with a sigh of relief as she stared at the wisps of mist resting on the pond, colored blue and purple by the phosphorescent flowers behind. “What a night! I’ve never experienced anything like this.”

I smiled, sharing her enthusiasm for discovering new places together. We worked efficiently to set up camp, gathering firewood and rolling out our sleeping rolls. We wouldn’t need the tent tonight, judging by the clear sky. And despite the pond, there were no mosquitoes. Within twenty minutes, a cheery fire crackled merrily, warding off the evening’s chill.

We ate a simple meal of bread and dried meat, relaxing near the flames. The surrounding forest was quiet save for the occasional hoot of an owl or rustle of leaves. I was tired but content. Diane was yawning.

As I finished eating, I noticed a familiar hovering box at the edge of my vision — my character interface. It must have been there for a while, but I hadn’t noticed in Azure Dale’s vibrant display. I opened it at once.

I had leveled up!

“Diane!” I said excitedly. “We must have gotten enough experience points from this journey. I just reached level 2!”

Diane’s eyes widened. “Oh, how wonderful!” she exclaimed. “Gaining your first level is always such a special milestone.”

I nodded, still astonished. It was thrilling to tangibly see the results of our hard work reflected in my stats.

Some of my skills had leveled up — apparently they didn’t do so in between gaining levels but only on advancement. In addition, my interface displayed an alert that I had unlocked three new spells to choose from as a reward for leveling up.

“Let’s see here…” I mused, reviewing the options. I could learn Tranquility Aura, which would provide a calming presence to those around me. Or Summon Dancing Lights to call forth a display of wispy lights to confuse, distract, or to simply provide light. But the third spell immediately caught my eye — Summon Domesticant.

Focusing on the option, I learned it would allow me to summon a little house spirit, called a domesticant, that looked like a cute ghost. I could summon only one at a time at this level, but it stuck around for a long time.

I quickly conveyed my choices to Diane, but I already knew in which direction my mind was going. “I think I’ll choose Summon Domesticant,” I declared. “A little spirit like that could really help around the homestead.”

Diane nodded approvingly. “Ooh yes, the domesticant can be very helpful with chores and keeping things tidy. And they’re so cute! Plus, they’re known to be the best housekeepers!”

That settled it.

I selected the new spell, watching as the notification confirmed my choice. Next, I took stock of my improved stats and abilities:

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 2
Health: 30/30
Mana: 15/15

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 4 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 1 (6 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 3 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 4 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 4 (1 mana)

In addition to gaining a new spell, my health and mana had increased. Focusing on the other skills clarified that the abilities were now more potent and lasted longer. That was good; with a little luck, the minor spirits could make our crops grow even faster. And foraging and trapping would yield an even greater bounty!

“Done,” I said to Diane, then quickly explained the changes I had noticed.

Diane squeezed my hand. “I’m so proud of how quickly you’re progressing. It took me years to get to level 2! You’re on your way to becoming a master summoner!”

We talked a while longer as the fire slowly burned down to glowing embers. I described ideas for new ways to use my summoning spells in synergistic ways. Diane listened eagerly, interjecting with her own creative suggestions. It was fun dreaming up new strategies together.

Eventually we climbed into our cozy bedroll, nestling close beneath the blankets for warmth. Tomorrow we would set out early to head back to Gladdenfield. But tonight, I was content falling asleep with my arm around Diane, knowing I was one step closer to unlocking my full potential.


Chapter 44

The next morning, I awoke eager to test out my new Summon Domesticant spell before breaking camp. Diane was still asleep, so I quietly slipped out of our bedroll and walked a short distance away into the woods.

I walked until the glow of our campfire was obscured by thick trees. Finding a small clearing surrounded by leafy underbrush for cover, I planted my feet and concentrated on summoning forth the necessary mana for the spell. I visualized drawing mystical energy up from the earth, feeling it flow into my core like currents of liquid light.

As the power built within me, I extended my open palm and spoke an incantation: “I call upon the realms beyond the veil. Send forth your loyal servant to answer my summons!”

The air before me began to shimmer, before a swirling orb of energy materialized and rapidly expanded. It solidified into the form of a cute ghost-like creature around two feet tall.

The summoned creature looked like a little bedsheet-ghost out of a child’s cartoon, with cute, twinkling eyes, and an expressive mouth that appeared as little more than a black opening in its face. Its wispy lower body faded away into mist. The domesticant chirped and blinked at me expectantly, awaiting instructions.

I focused my thoughts, establishing a wordless mental link, and directed the domesticant to gather firewood. It nodded eagerly, then drifted off into the underbrush with surprising speed.

Before long, it emerged carrying an impressive bundle of sticks, the pile comically large compared to its tiny frame. But the stout creature hummed cheerily as it floated over unburdened by the weight.

When the domesticant reached me, I gestured to indicate where I wanted the wood piled. It set to work diligently, stacking the branches neat and orderly. Once finished, it hobbled back and chirped proudly admiring the results of its efforts. The domesticant seemed to take inherent satisfaction from even these simple tasks.

For the next test, I pointed toward the nearby pond just visible through the trees. Via our mental link, I instructed the domesticant to fill my canteen. It grabbed the canteen, bobbed its head in acknowledgment, and whisked off.

Moments later, it returned at surprising speed considering its wispy form, the canteen sloshing. The domesticant proudly presented its accomplished chore to me. The creature was proving extremely obedient and capable.

As I pondered what other tasks to assign my diminutive helper, the scent of frying fish wafted over from camp along with a telltale pop and sizzle. Diane must be awake cooking up some freshly caught trout over the fire for breakfast.

Gesturing for the domesticant to follow, I made my way back through the trees toward the clearing where wisps of smoke marked our campsite. The summon kept pace at my heels, hobbling along contentedly.

When we reached the camp, Diane looked up from tending the skillet and broke into an astonished grin.

“Well, who do we have here!” she exclaimed, setting the cooking aside to come inspect my companion. “Looks like a real domesticant spirit, David! That’s amazing!”

The domesticant preened under Diane’s admiration, its eyes curving happily as it studied her in turn.

“What an adorable little cutie!” said Diane, bending down to get a closer look.

The domesticant seemed to smile bashfully at that, looking at the ground shyly.

“These helpful house spirits are so wonderful for getting chores done around the homestead,” Diane remarked to me.

I agreed, already picturing all the ways a tireless helper like this could aid our self-sufficient frontier life. Expanding the cabin, tending crops, foraging, crafting, repairs — the possibilities were endless. The domesticant could even function as a scout or lookout.

While Diane finished up the hearty breakfast of trout and tubers, I decided to test one more task for my summon. I gestured toward the tent and supplies, sending a mental command for the domesticant to start breaking down camp.

The diligent creature immediately got to work, humming a cheerful tune as it bustled about. Its dexterous hands made short work of tasks that would have taken Diane and me much longer.

The domesticant beamed proudly at having been helpful, rocking back and forth on its heels when finished. I made sure to send feelings of gratitude and praise through our mental link, sensing those emotions pleased the hardworking summon.

They weren’t mindless slaves; so much had been affirmed by the deerkin woman in my dreams. Perhaps they could even refuse summons if they really disliked the one doing the summoning.

When it came time to depart, I tasked the domesticant with one final chore — erasing all traces of our campfire. It grabbed a sturdy branch and set to vigorously sweeping away all the ashes and embers, scattering them into the woods. Within minutes, no signs of our overnight camp remained.

Kneeling so I was at eye level with the waiting domesticant, I spoke aloud. “Thank you for all your valuable assistance, friend.”

The domesticant smiled happily at the heartfelt thanks, bobbing its head in acknowledgment as it chirped. Then its form dissolved into swirling mist, returning to its own realm now that its summoning was complete.

I straightened up and turned to Diane with a grin. “Well, I’d say that test run was a great success! This spell is sure to come in handy at the homestead.”

Diane nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely! That helpful little domesticant was so quick and capable. You’ll have to summon it often once we’re back — so many possibilities!”

The promise of extra help with frontier life, thanks to my emerging powers, lifted my spirits. I gazed around the tranquil grove that had been our campsite, sad to leave beautiful Azure Dale but eager to apply my new skills.

Diane came over and gave my hand an affectionate squeeze. “Come on, let’s get moving,” she said gently. “We’ve got a two-day hike ahead back to civilization.”

After one final survey to ensure we left no trace, Diane and I hoisted our packs and set off to retrace our steps out of secluded Azure Dale. Consulting the map, I was confident we could reach Gladdenfield by tomorrow night if we maintained a steady pace.

The return trip was noticeably easier due to knowing what lay ahead. Diane led the way with her innate sense of direction guiding us confidently out of the valley and onto the forested ridge overlooking it. We fell into comfortable conversation, reminiscing fondly about Azure Dale’s wonders.

Around midday, we stopped to eat and rest beside a lively stream. I delighted Diane by using a bit of summoning magic to manifest a playful water spirit. It pranced gaily atop the rippling stream, performing a dance like a living liquid sculpture before dissolving away once more. Diane cooed her appreciation at the little trick.

The dense forest soon gave way to more open meadows blanketed in swaying grasses and vibrant wildflowers. Birds with colorful plumage swooped overhead, their calls echoing across the rolling landscape. We occasionally had to consult the map when we came upon obstacles, but Diane’s instincts kept us on course.

As the sun sank toward the distant western peaks, we became more attentive of our surroundings, trying to find a safe place to camp for the night. My feet were sore, but it was a dull ache of accomplishment. Each step brought us closer to journey’s end and a well-earned rest.

When the stars emerged in full glittering force, we found a suitable site for our camp for the night despite knowing we could have pressed on through the entire night to reach Gladdenfield is we had to. The site was sheltered by an overhanging rock, with plenty of trees growing around to make sure the flickers of any fire wouldn’t stand out too much.

While Diane built up the fire, I summoned another helpful domesticant to get our modest camp in order. It scurried about, chirping cheerily as it prepared our simple bedrolls and gathered more firewood. Within minutes, all was in readiness for a peaceful night under the stars.

In the morning, we wasted no time breaking camp and getting underway at first light. As the sun climbed, civilization gradually encroached in the form of wider wagon ruts crisscrossing the once pristine landscape. Birdsong was replaced by the creak of laden carts drawn by beasts of burden.

By midday, Gladdenfield’s timber palisade and guard towers came into view, backdropped by verdant forested hills. Diane and I picked up our pace, feet quickening at the prospect of soft beds, hot meals, and friends’ smiles awaiting us.


Chapter 45

Diane and I made our way directly to the Wild Outrider tavern upon arriving back in Gladdenfield. We were eager to complete our errand for Waelin and receive the promised alchemy skillbook.

The innkeeper Darny greeted us heartily as we entered. “Welcome back! I can see by those dusty packs you two have ventured far. Come, sit and tell me of your travels.”

We thanked him but explained we needed to see Waelin first. Darny nodded in understanding and pointed us toward the elf’s rented room upstairs.

I knocked firmly on the aged wooden door, which soon creaked open revealing Waelin’s weathered face peering out. He squinted at us over his spectacles. “You’ve returned. One hopes successfully.”

By way of answer, I retrieved the waterproofed case from my pack and presented the delicate Moon Blossom petals within. Of course, it only contained the number we agreed on. The rest was for us. Waelin inspected them closely, then finally grunted in satisfaction.

“Acceptable. You’ve upheld your end of our bargain.” He shuffled over to a trunk and withdrew a leatherbound tome which he handed to me. I eagerly accepted the alchemy skillbook, thrilled to finally acquire this valuable skill.

Waelin waved his hand in dismissal. “I must resume my work. But know you’ve done me a service, and in turn I’ve imparted valuable knowledge.” With that, he shut the door, signaling our business was concluded.

Not the nicest guy, but at least he wasted nobody’s time.

Clutching the priceless tome, I turned excitedly to Diane. “Where to next? I want to start reading this right away, but I think we should go see Leigh first.”

Diane smiled, linking her arm through mine. “Let’s go share the good news with Leigh before you disappear for days on end studying that book!”

I laughed, allowing her to guide me downstairs and back outside onto Gladdenfield’s bustling streets. It was a busy and dusty day, with traders and townsfolk clogging up the streets. Apparently, a big group of elven traders had made their way to Gladdenfield.

The sight of Leigh’s cluttered storefront was welcoming after days of wilderness travel. Diane pushed open the door, setting off the merry jangle of bells. Leigh looked up from an inventory ledger and instantly broke into a huge grin, and I had to admit that seeing her cute, freckled face and her big blue eyes made me feel like I was coming home.

“Well, look who it is!” she exclaimed. In a flash, she had bustled out from behind the counter to envelop first Diane then me in fierce hugs.

“We leave y’all alone for a few days and you’re already wanderin’ halfway across the frontier!” Leigh said, pretending to scold us even as her eyes shone with affection. “You’re a bunch of adventurers if ever I saw one.”

Diane quickly summarized our journey to Azure Dale and successful retrieval of the rare Moon Blossoms for Waelin. Leigh listened raptly, oohing and ahhing over the tale of ethereal magic we had witnessed blooming under the midnight moon.

I chipped in every now and then with my two cents but was content to let Diane convey the story to her friend and to catch the occasional admiring look from Leigh.

When Diane finished the account, I added, “And along the way, all that experience was enough for me to reach level two!”

Leigh’s eyes went round as gold coins. “Level two already? Land sakes, now that’s what I call progress! And Diane here was already level two when I met her.” She nudged her friend playfully. “This guy’s gonna leave us in the dust!”

Diane just smiled, clearly proud of my advancement. I went on to describe unlocking the Summon Domesticant spell and how much the helpful creature had aided us breaking camp.

Leigh listened raptly; chin propped on one hand. “Ain’t that something! Those little fellows sure can work. You’ll have to bring it by the shop sometime so I can get a look at the cutie… and put it to work.”

I laughed. “I will,” I promised. “But they like being treated well, so best be nice!”

“Yeah,” Diane agreed. “Or it’ll spoil your milk!”

I grinned, then fished the alchemy skillbook from my pack and showed it to Leigh. “And this is my reward from Waelin for fetching those Moon Blossoms. It’s going to teach me alchemy!”

Leigh let out an impressed whistle, running a hand over the engraved leather cover. “Now that there is a fine prize! Waelin must’ve been mighty eager to get those petals to give up such a valuable book.” She winked conspiratorially. “But I’d say you earned it fair and square.”

She then touched her plump lip with a slender finger. “Wonder what he needed them petals for, though… He never came to me for them.” She looked at me again. “What’re they good for again? Healin’ or some such?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “Mana-related ailments. I have a few extra of them, and I might try using them to make a concoction myself once I’ve leveled up my skill a bit.”

“Interestin’…”

Diane gave her friend a poke that made the busty blonde yelp, giggle, and swat Diane’s finger away. “Don’t pry in other people’s business!” Diane warned her. “Especially elven alchemists.”

“You’re right, of course,” Leigh agreed. “Still, a girl’s curious.” She then smiled at me. “So, are ya gettin’ started on that book, darlin’?”

I nodded. “I can’t wait. It’ll really help expand my abilities.” Just holding the ancient tome filled me with anticipation.

“Well, you should know: it’ll be expended after you read it. I know it don’t look like it, but a skillbook is an expendable item. Only one person can learn the skill. That’s why they’re so valuable.”

“That’s good to know.”

Diane placed her hand on my shoulder. “It should still be for you,” she said. “With your Identify Plant and Foraging skills, you’ll be a better alchemist than me.”

I nodded my thanks at her, and Leigh clapped her hands decisively. “Well, this calls for celebration! You leveled up, got an incredible new spell, and now you’ll be an alchemist to boot! We gotta commemorate somehow.”

Diane’s blue eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. “Oh, Leigh’s right! Reaching level two is a big milestone. We should celebrate your accomplishments, David.”

I rubbed my neck, but inwardly I was touched and excited by the prospect of celebrating with two of my favorite ladies. “You’re both too kind, but if you insist…”

“We sure do!” Leigh confirmed, planting her hands on her denim-clad hips decisively. “Now let’s all meet up at the tavern tonight, and we’ll have ourselves a real nice time. Dinner’s on me!”

Laughing happily together at the cheerful prospect of camaraderie, celebration, and hot food after our wilderness journey, Diane and I thanked Leigh again for the generous dinner invitation.

Diane and I would spend the rest of the day relaxing at the Wild Outrider, hopefully getting Darny to run us a bath. After that, we’d walk around town a little before picking Leigh up from her store.


Chapter 46

After a relaxing day at the Wild Outrider, Diane and I dropped by Leigh’s store as she was closing up. Together, the three of us entered the warmly lit interior of the Wild Outrider tavern together, scanning the crowded room until Leigh spotted a nice open table in the back corner.

“There’s a good spot,” Leigh said, leading the way for Diane and me to follow. I couldn’t help smiling, proud to be out with Diane and Leigh, who were easily the two prettiest women in the whole rustic tavern this evening.

Leigh had changed into an off-the-shoulder blouse for the occasion that showcased her freckled cleavage in a way that was sure to turn heads. The top buttons were undone, hinting at the swells of her full breasts. Her usual cowboy hat was absent, allowing her golden locks to cascade freely over her shoulders. Her hips swayed enticingly as she walked ahead of us to the table, and my mind could not help but explore the avenues of what could happen when I got those hips naked and on me.

Meanwhile, Diane looked enchanting in a simple but figure-flattering summer dress in her favorite shade of sky blue — she had borrowed the garment from Leigh. The fabric clung subtly to her shapely form. She had left her hair down as well, so it framed her delicate features beautifully. The style showcased her pointed fox ears, but it didn’t have a hole for her tail, and she did her best to keep it down so as not to offer a flash of her lingerie.

As for myself, I wore my rugged outfit from the trip down to Azure Dale — both girls had assured me that nobody at the Wild Outrider would mind and that I looked hot to boot. Of course, I had cleaned up a little, with Darny offering me a bath and a razor.

We slid into our chairs at the corner table Leigh had scouted out. She had clearly selected it with care. It was positioned perfectly to have a clear view of the tavern’s interior while being partially secluded. Shadows danced mesmerizingly on the log walls from the fire crackling merrily in the room’s giant stone hearth.

“Don’t you two clean up nicely,” Leigh remarked approvingly, looking first at Diane, then myself as we got settled. “Gotta say, Diane, that dress makes your figure look real nice. And David, well you just look like a hot cowboy in need of a ride.”

I laughed at that and shook my head. “Leigh, you really don’t mince words around, do you?”

“Leigh minces many things,” Diane cooed. She then winked at her friend, smoothing her tail along the billowing fabric of her light dress, stopping it from shooting up. “Anyway, thank you, Leigh,” she said. “And might I say you’re looking as beautiful as ever this evening.”

“Well, ain’t you sweet,” Leigh said, openly basking in the flattery. It was clear the blonde — who put a lot of work into her appearance — appreciated the compliment. Her full lips curved into an appreciative smile. “Hope you like what you see too, David,” she added, giving me a playful side-eyed glance.

I chuckled, taking an inaugural sip of ale from the foaming tankard Darny slammed in front of me. “Ladies, you both look beautiful as always,” I said sincerely. “I’m the luckiest guy here tonight.”

It was the simple truth. Diane and Leigh made an utterly captivating pair — different as night and day yet both stunning in their own way. Every man in the rustic tavern was likely envious of me for arriving with them.

Leigh gave me a light swat on the arm, grinning. “You charmer.” But she looked immensely pleased by the compliment, her cheeks flushing a pretty pink.

We passed a lively hour eating, drinking, and swapping stories. Leigh waved down a barmaid to bring us a platter of cheeses, crusty bread, and smoked meats to share. She also kept our mugs brimming with smoothly poured ale from the pitcher at our table. As we nibbled and drank, Leigh entertained us with humorous tales about troublesome customers she’d dealt with.

“So this fellow rolls up with a wagon absolutely overflowing with pelts to trade,” she regaled animatedly. “Fox, beaver, rabbit — you name it. But they were in such a sorry state — mangy, moth-eaten, crawling with lice!” Leigh described trying politely to explain why she couldn’t pay top coin for such low-quality wares. “But this guy kept insisting they were pristine luxury furs fit for nobility! He accused me of trying to swindle him! Eventually, I just had to give him five coppers just to get him out of my shop.” She fluttered her lips. “And I paid him another five to take those mangy-ass furs with him…”

Diane and I laughed uproariously picturing the scenario. Leigh’s imitation of the man’s indignant voice was so spot-on I nearly choked on my ale. She was a natural entertainer and seemed utterly in her element, her eyes sparkling as she held court.

When Leigh finally paused in her amusing anecdotes, Diane seamlessly picked up the conversational thread. In her gentle voice that hinted alluringly of far-off lands, she captivated us with a vivid tale of one of her journeys when she was younger and traveled down the Silverthread River, which eventually took her to a blasted, craggy land with many elven ruins.

I listened, enraptured, as she described the secluded and haunting, primal beauty of that rough land, which was home to several clans of — rather unfriendly — goblins. The way Diane spoke painted the fantastical sights into my mind’s eye with exquisite clarity.

This was where I recognized the artist in her — the poet and song wright. I could nearly smell the wildflowers growing from the cracks in the sun-blasted rocky soil and hear the mournful calls of mysterious animals echoing down the plains. Leigh seemed spellbound; chin propped on one hand as she hung on Diane’s every word.

When Diane had finished recounting the wonders of her journey in meticulous detail, I snapped out of the trance her lyrical words had woven. It was then my turn to regale our table with rousing tales of city life — of the strange things people did when they were living so close to one another.

And I had plenty of stories of weird roommates, power-hungry managers, but also plenty of the friendly and good people just trying to scrape by in the city. Diane’s blue eyes went wide at my tales, clearly intrigued by my stories. She peppered me with questions about city life. Leigh, in her turn, was fascinated by tales of how New Springfield and Louisville — both cities where I had resided — had fared since the Upheaval.

Throughout all the tales and conversational detours, the friendship and affection flowing between the three of us felt utterly natural. We played off each other’s quips and stories with an easy rapport, keeping the laughs flowing merrily.

I marveled at how both women’s engaging personalities perfectly complemented one another. They were so different, but they were good friends, and they had this rhythm — a kind of back-and-forth — that I integrated seamlessly with.

Leigh’s bubbly exuberance and naughty humor could make even the sourest soul crack a smile. Meanwhile, Diane’s thoughtful manner and lyrical voice perfectly balanced her friend’s rambunctiousness.

Together, they made the lively discourse flow effortlessly in an ever-changing rhythm, and I was enjoying it a lot.
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As the hour grew later, our plates gradually emptied of food, but none of us felt inclined to end the magical conversation just yet. There was such an easy rapport between us — it seemed a shame to cut short these precious moments of connection.

Leigh, ever the shrewd hostess, picked up on the mood at the table. She insisted we share “just one more” round of laughs together over a final drink. But wisely, she called for steins of dark ale instead of anything stronger to avoid dulling our wits.

The rich, yeasty ale provided the perfect finale to our satisfying meal. As we sipped slowly, I observed the interplay between Leigh and Diane with fascination. Their friendship was so clear in the fond smiles and warm laughter across the tabletop when emphasizing some joke or point. The two were really close.

Yet the energy shifted when either focused their attention back on me, eyes taking on new intensity. It made my pulse quicken inexplicably. I wondered if they perceived the subtle change as well.

At first, this talk about harems had been new to me — a bit hard to believe, maybe. But now, as I witnessed these two beauties together and saw how they interacted, I was beginning to believe that it would be possible for them to have a harmonious relationship with a man — provided that was the right man for them both.

Me.

Maybe it was the drink, but I was starting to understand — starting to believe. And I wanted it too. There was no denying that.

We lingered long over the drinks, speaking in hushed voices about lighter topics or sitting in comfortable silence simply enjoying one another’s presence. Beneath the table, legs occasionally grazed, and knees nudged in a delicate dance that sent my heart racing despite myself.

At the end of our second round of drinks, a mood of cozy intimacy permeated the table, yet edged with tentative anticipation — a subdued crackling just waiting to ignite if given the chance. I sensed that tonight had sparked something new between the three of us. It felt natural, yet fragile and unspoken.

But it was late, and dawn would come early as always. We had already kept poor Leigh from her bed long enough. As much as a part of me yearned to linger in this perfect moment forever, I knew it was time we said our farewells. We would spend another night at the tavern — I had had too much to drink to drive.

As Darny started closing up, we said goodbye to Leigh. She leaned in close to me, pressing her delicious body against mine as she hugged me. She kissed me on my cheek — but only just: the corners of our lips touched. She awakened a feral hunger in me as she pressed those curves against me, and my arousal rose.

She must’ve felt it because she pushed a shapely thigh against it. It was almost too much teasing, and she pulled back and shot me a smoky look.

“This was fun, David,” she said. I could only grunt my agreement as Diane shot us a knowing look before hugging Leigh and wishing her a good night.

We went to our room, and it took a long, long time before Diane and I finally slept — as it turned out, the teasing and romantic tension had affected her just as much…


Chapter 47

The next morning, Diane and I packed up the Jeep and said our goodbyes to Darny and Leigh — she had a bit of a hangover, but that didn’t seem to be a detriment to her usual bubbliness — before embarking on the twenty-minute drive back home to our secluded cabin along the Silverthread River.

I steered the rugged vehicle carefully along the winding dirt road leading out of Gladdenfield, keeping a watchful eye out for jutting rocks or treacherous ruts that could damage the axles or undercarriage. Diane smiled over at me from the passenger seat, clearly happy to be heading home after our eventful journey.

Leaving the settlement behind, we were soon surrounded by wilderness once more. Vividly colored birds darted between the soaring trees lining the trail, while strange animal cries echoed from deep within the forest. I inhaled the earthy frontier air deeply, letting it settle my spirits after the bustle of civilization.

The silvery ribbon of the Silverthread River eventually came into view through the trees up ahead, growing steadily nearer. Before long, the log cabin Diane and I called home emerged, sheltered against the flowing water. We were home.

I pulled the Jeep to a stop beside the house and shifted into park. Diane hopped out, smiling as she turned in a slow circle, taking in the cozy homestead.

“It’s good to be back,” she said contentedly.

I came around and drew her into my arms in agreement, holding her close.

Together we unloaded our packs and equipment, returning items to their proper places inside the cabin. It already smelled of home — wood smoke, wild herbs, with hints of our frontier life like leather and earth.

Once everything was put away, I headed out to inspect our garden and crops. I was eager to see the progress since we had been away with no woodland spirits to accelerate growth. Diane opted to remain inside and tidy up from our journey.

As I walked, I reveled in the crunch of twigs beneath my boots and the murmur of the nearby river. The valley seemed especially tranquil and beautiful after our days away.

At the garden plot, I saw that the moonlight tater plants looked about the same as when we had left. Clearly, they had continued to grow with the moonlight, but without the woodland spirits, they were not overly large. Still, they seemed to be coming along well at a normal pace.

I made my way over to inspect the rows of magical alchemy plants next. The gnarled Thauma roots were extending creeping tendrils deeper into the fertile soil. The Wispsilk’s serrated leaves rustled softly, while more ripe indigo Magebread beckoned.

Using my Identify Plants skill, I verified all the alchemical specimens had nearly reached ideal potency for harvesting. Soon, I could begin extracting reagents and crafting my first restorative potions and elixirs using the new alchemy knowledge from Waelin’s gifted tome. The prospects filled me with eager anticipation. Also, studying the tome by the fire, Diane lazing against me, was an image of rustic homeliness that I greatly looked forward to.

My mana reserves were restored after resting in town, so I decided to go ahead and summon some spirits to help out around the homestead. Their specialized skills could aid in harvest and growth.

I focused my will as I had done several times before, drawing on the necessary mana to manifest a woodland spirit. Extending my open palm, I spoke the incantation that now came naturally: “I call upon the realms beyond the veil, send forth your servant of nature to answer my summons.” Once the interface popped up, I chose the woodland spirit.

The familiar swirling orb materialized in front of me and swiftly expanded into the spindly, leaf-headed form of the woodland spirit. It hovered patiently, awaiting my instructions. Through our wordless mental link, I directed it to nurture and stimulate the crops, accelerating their growth and preparing them for harvest.

The spirit bowed and floated over the garden, moving its slender wooden fingers over the plants. Before my eyes, the crops visibly matured and swelled, boosted by its mystical influence.

When the spirit had expended its energies, it vanished in a swirl of light. The garden looked weeks more mature thanks to its efforts. Next, I summoned an earth spirit using the same process but selecting the earth affinity instead. The stout, rock-skinned creature materialized, and I directed it to enrich the earth, invigorating the soil with its mana to better nurture our crops. It did so before returning to its own realm.

Satisfied with the spirits’ aid, I headed toward the pasture plot we had cleared and fenced. The area awaited occupants, and I imagined it filled with goats, chickens, maybe even a milk cow or two someday. For now, it was ready and waiting whenever we could afford to acquire livestock.

Near the pasture stood the simple log smokehouse Diane and I had jointly constructed. I pulled open the creaking door, smiling to see the rafters prepared for fresh catches from our traps. Our hard work trapping, fishing, and preserving food was paying off.

After checking on the various homestead infrastructure, I returned to the front step of the cabin and sat down, gazing with satisfaction across our humble but thriving frontier home. In just a short while, so much diligent work had transformed this rustic dwelling into a productive, comfortable home.

We spent the remainder of the day foraging, checking the traps, and tending to the homestead. Finally, the setting sun signaled the day’s end as I lingered on the porch, watching vivid colors paint the sky. Crickets and frogs struck up their evening chorus.

All was peaceful. I was filled with profound gratitude for the opportunity to live this fulfilling life.

The cabin door creaked open behind me followed by soft footsteps. Diane joined me on the step, slipping her arm through mine and resting her head on my shoulder contentedly.

“It’s so nice to be back home,” Diane hummed softly.

I turned my head to smile down at her upturned face, feeling immense fondness. “You took the words right out of my mouth,” I replied, stroking her long dark hair.

We sat together without speaking for a time, watching the glittering display of the setting sun as daylight gradually faded. I treasured these quiet shared moments of connection with Diane.

When twilight deepened, I gave Diane’s shoulders a squeeze. “Ready to head inside, have a bite to eat, and relax by the fire?”

Diane lifted her head from my shoulder, eyes shining. “Absolutely,” she replied with a smile.

Standing, I drew Diane close, tipped her chin up, and gave her a lingering kiss beneath the darkening sky. Then together, we turned and headed indoors to enjoy a simple but hearty frontier meal side by side in the glowing firelight.
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Once inside, Diane and I started to prepare dinner together, enjoying being together as the day drew to its close.

I gathered some of the wild onions and herbs I had foraged today while checking on the traps. As I did so, Diane retrieved spices from the pantry. I smiled, seeing the haul of wild edibles we had gathered ourselves. Foraging was hard but rewarding work.

At the sink, we washed the wild onions, playfully bumping hips as we worked side by side. I stole glances at Diane’s profile, admiring her delicate features in the dimming evening light filtering through the cabin windows.

Once the onions were clean, we carried them over to the rough-hewn wooden table. I sliced the onions while Diane readied the herbs and spices. Her brilliant blue eyes were warm when they met mine.

“This is nice, making a meal together,” Diane remarked as she worked.

“It really is,” I agreed. “But I would say that even cleaning out latrines would be nice if I did it with you.” I leaned in to give her a quick kiss on the cheek as she chuckled at my joke. Diane’s resulting smile made my heart swell.

When the onions were prepped, we moved to the stove where I started sautéing them in a skillet with butter and olive oil. Diane added pinches of the dried herbs and spices, filling the kitchen with mouthwatering scents.

Next, I began preparing the grouse I had retrieved from a snare earlier. By now, I knew how to expertly butcher and dress the wild game. It was a fat one, something I believe I owed to my high Trapping skill, and we would both have more than enough tonight. Once prepped, I seared the bird in the skillet as Diane stirred the simmering onions.

Working side by side with Diane like this came naturally, our actions fluidly in sync. Out here, far from distraction, shared purpose guided our days. Each task, no matter how humble, held meaning when done together. It was also a lot more fun than cooking alone had ever been.

Once the hearty frontier-style roast grouse was in the oven, I gave the sizzling onion mixture a final stir while Diane sliced rustic bread. The simple act of preparing food fostered an intimacy unique to our life out here.

Soon we were seated across from each other at the worn table. I smiled appreciatively at the spread of freshly roasted grouse paired with the savory sautéed onions. Though simple, the steaming meal looked utterly appetizing.

Diane met my gaze as we tapped our mugs together in a silent toast before digging in. We ate leisurely, focused only on each other’s company. The fire crackled merrily, warding off the evening chill seeping through the log walls.

“Delicious grouse, David, thank you,” Diane said sincerely when the meal was finished. She reached across to squeeze my hand. “You’re getting to be quite the frontier chef.”

I chuckled. “Well, I learned from the best.” It was true — Diane had skillfully schooled me in preparing hearty, rustic cuisine with whatever ingredients we had on hand.

Together we cleared away the dishes, moving in easy unison around the cozy kitchen space. Diane hummed softly as she washed up. I smiled, the homely display of her humming a song as she cleaned up warming my heart.

When the last plate was dried and put away, I stoked the glowing embers in the stone hearth. The fire sprang back to life, bathing the cabin interior in flickering amber light. Diane fetched more split logs to stack near the stove in anticipation of cooler nights ahead.

Soon we were nestled comfortably on the braided rug before the fireplace, side by side. I had one arm draped around Diane; her head snuggled against my shoulder. My other hand held the leatherbound alchemy skillbook given to me by Waelin. It was time to dig into the lore a little more.

Diane peered curiously at the arcane symbols etched on the tome’s cover. “What wonders will it teach you?” she mused.

I smiled, equally eager to unlock the book’s secrets, and content to do so while my hand ran through her hair or scratched behind her fox ears as she lazed beside me.

We sat in cozy silence, watching the mesmerizing dance of sparks swirling up the chimney. Outside, but muted by the sturdy log walls, the usual night sounds of the wilderness gradually took over from the fading birdsong — the rustling of nocturnal creatures in the underbrush, the distant cries of prowling beasts echoing through the valley.

But within our snug shelter, all was tranquil. Curled against me, Diane soon dozed off, her breathing slow and steady. I smiled down at her sleeping face, so at peace. Careful not to jostle her awake, I cracked open the alchemy book balanced on my knees.

As expected, the pages were densely packed with meticulous text and detailed ink diagrams of exotic plants, mysterious equipment, and step-by-step instructional illustrations. I would need to study it intently to fully unlock its secrets, and that was a job best begun — and finished — before we would have another alchemical harvest. I didn’t want to ruin the Magebread again. I let my eyes trace over the elegant script, getting a feel for what knowledge lay in its pages.

Once I had a general sense of the layout of the book and the lessons it would convey to me, I wanted to begin reading in earnest. Of course, I was also a little tired from the long day, but the excitement of discovery kept my eyes open a little longer.

I wanted to delve a little deeper before Diane and I would retire for the night…


Chapter 48

Settling in comfortably on the braided rug with Diane dozing beside me, I continued my study of the ancient leather-bound alchemy tome. My pulse quickened as I turned past the introductory pages to the first chapter, detailing fundamental alchemical principles.

The elegant but faded script described how skilled alchemy drew upon mystical forces from both Earth and Tannoris. Diagrams showed spheres depicting the two realms, with a nexus between them illustrating their merging during the event we called the Upheaval. This mystical convergence allowed alchemical reactions utilizing ingredients from both worlds.

I read how reagents could be extracted from plants via various methods — pressing, distilling, grinding using a mortar and pestle. Simple potions combined two or three reagents, while complex concoctions required precise steps and exotic components. Effects ranged from restorative draughts to elixirs granting enhanced abilities.

One section covered harvesting reagents during specific seasonal or celestial phases to preserve their innate magic. The book advised paying close heed to lunar cycles when gathering nocturnal blossoms or fungi. Proper timing was crucial.

My eyes widened reading about potent witch hazel and wisp stalk extracts used by master alchemists, seeking to brew transformative philters and libations. But such advanced creations were still far beyond my novice level. I focused on memorizing the fundamental techniques.

After covering extraction processes, the tome delved into assembling an alchemy workshop. Diagrams showed an ideal layout for distilling equipment, supplies storage, and a brewing station. I studied them closely, picturing constructing such a space in our cabin.

A full chapter was devoted to step-by-step potion brewing instructions. I read avidly about preparing bases using purified water or oil. Reagents were then combined in precise amounts, following strict recipes as the concoction was then heated over a flame. Every measurement had to be utterly exact to achieve the desired effect. Too much or too little of any ingredient would spoil the brew.

As I read on about proper brewing procedures, the concepts grew more complex, incorporating astrological timing and invocations in Tannorian to maximize potency. My eyelids were growing heavy, but I pressed on. There was so much to absorb.

A section on crafting potion vials showed sturdy but intricately etched glassware adorned with mystical sigils. These were enchanted to contain and stabilize the magical liquid inside without contamination or degradation. Unfortunately, acquiring such rare vials would not be feasible anytime soon.

For now, simple mason jars or emptied potion bottles would substitute to hold my amateur efforts. Still, gazing over the elegant illustrations, I yearned to one day brew draughts fine enough to store in such ornate alchemical vials. It would signify true mastery of the esoteric art.

One chapter profiled a variety of common potion types like healing tonics, vigor elixirs, mana draughts, and more. My pulse quickened reading the recipe for a minor mana potion. It seemed within reach using reagents from our garden.

I studied the required ingredients — purified water, Wispsilk leaf extract, Magebread nectar, and Thauma Root. Precise measures were provided for each. My mind raced, imagining the immense benefit such restorative draughts would provide by restoring my mystical energies. I would not need to purchase expensive potions.

The mana potion recipe alone was worth the price of Waelin’s tome. I could already envision my alchemy worktable adorned with bubbling vials and bottles filled with iridescent tonics and dramatics. A glance at the dark night sky outside the frosted window reminded me it was getting late. But I was lost in the book’s pages.

Reluctantly, I decided to stop for the night on the detailed chapter regarding brewing curing salves. My eyes ached from squinting at the cramped scrawling script by firelight. But my mind swirled with newfound alchemical knowledge that would prove invaluable on the frontier.

Carefully closing the aged tome, I set it on a side table within easy reach. I would study it again at the earliest opportunity. For now, warm drowsiness was settling over me as I leaned back comfortably and gazed into the fading fire.

Soft breaths still came from Diane curled beside me in tranquil slumber. Gently, I caressed her shoulder, whispering her name to rouse her just enough so we could head to bed together. She stirred and blinked up at me groggily, then smiled.

“Finished reading?” she asked through a yawn as she slowly sat up, silken hair adorably mussed.

I nodded, unable to stifle a yawn of my own. Diane’s nearness made the notion of retiring to our cozy shared bed highly appealing.

“For tonight,” I said. “But there’s so much more to study. We’ll have to start planning that alchemy workshop soon.”

Diane hummed her agreement, fox ears twitching slightly as she woke up fully. I decided I would sketch some initial workshop designs on the morrow.

Banking the glowing embers safely, I rose and helped Diane gently to her feet. After I splashed my face with cool water from the basin in the kitchen, we climbed the creaky loft ladder together, readying ourselves for sleep.

Diane changed into an oversized linen shirt that made her look cute as she stood there rubbing her eyes and yawning. Soon we slipped beneath the quilted blankets.

I lay on my back, gazing up at the shadowy rafters overhead as Diane nestled close. Her arm draped lightly over my chest in a loose embrace. I already missed the flickering firelight but knew I would be asleep soon.

“You’ll be crafting incredible potions in no time,” Diane murmured encouragingly, her eyes shining even in the darkness.

I smiled at her confidence in me. With diligent study and practice, I hoped to justify it.

“I can’t wait to get started,” I replied through another yawn, the lateness of the hour finally catching up with me. “But for now, sleep calls.”

Diane uttered a sleepy “Mm-hmm” of agreement, nuzzling even closer. Soon I sensed her breathing grow slow and even once more.

As weariness seeped into my limbs, I let my heavy eyelids drift shut. Visions of bubbling brews and mystical sigils danced in my slumbering mind. Tomorrow I would study the ancient text again and make more plans. But for now, I was content to hold Diane close and let restful sleep take me under.

Morning would come soon enough, bringing another productive day of hard-earned achievement. But on this night, limbs pleasantly weary from a long day’s work, it was enough simply to sleep peacefully with my beloved by my side.


Chapter 49

Over the next week, Diane and I came back to our comfortable routine caring for the homestead. I was up early most mornings, using my abilities to summon spirits that could aid with the crops and garden.

Meanwhile, Diane focused on fishing and foraging, making sure we kept our larder full and would have plenty of goods for trade. Whenever we had work around the house — like hauling stockpiled supplies, cleaning, and making the beds — I summoned the domesticant, who chirped happily as it did its work.

My snares were supplying rabbits, grouse, and quail to vary our diet. Diane and I properly cleaned them together. What we didn’t eat fresh, we smoked to preserve over the alderwood fire in the smokehouse. Thanks to Diane’s keen eyes and reflexes and my ingenious traps, we were building up quite the stockpile for our second trade run into town.

Around midday, we’d reunite for the meals Diane prepared from our self-caught ingredients. We talked and laughed as we ate, discussing plans or sharing what we had done so far. I reveled in these homely moments together; she and I were forming a family together, becoming closer and closer in both the ways of the body and those of the mind.

In the evenings, I studied the alchemy book by firelight, absorbing its intricate details on potion brewing while Diane relaxed nearby playing tunes on her violin, singing, and writing new songs about the things we had experienced. She was fascinated watching me study the ancient tome. Gradually, I gained understanding of using alchemical tools and preparing reagents.

One night, I showed Diane a diagram of an ideal alchemist’s laboratory. “We could build something like this near the cabin,” I suggested. “It would give me a dedicated brewing space.”

Diane’s eyes lit up. “Let’s start gathering supplies,” she urged enthusiastically.

And so, we began collecting materials on the side, using whatever spare time we had to get lumber, stone, clay, and other building supplies we would need for the future laboratory. I was already imagining the possibilities. It would start out humble — as all things on the frontier — but I would be able to build it up and expand it over time, using the proceeds from our homestead to acquire more complicated equipment.

Within a week, I neared the end of the dense book. Its teachings were finally unlocking this intricate skill. As I turned the pages, Diane nestled contentedly beside me. The final section covered using runes and sigils to focus energies. Turning the last page, I felt a pulse of energy.

A notification appeared: ‘Alchemy Skill Unlocked!’

I’d done it — the knowledge was now mine!

Seconds later, the book vanished as Leigh had warned. But its teachings would stay with me, many of them now innately available through my new Alchemy skill, which a quick check-up on my character sheet revealed was at level 1.

I explained to an elated Diane what had happened. “You’ll be an amazing alchemist in no time,” she exclaimed, embracing me. I would justify her confidence through practice. We talked late into the night about my plans for the workshop and first brewing attempts.

The next morning, I checked the garden eagerly. The moonlight taters were nearly ready for harvest. But I was most excited about the alchemy crops. Thanks to the spirits’ aid, they had reached maturity.

Activating my Identify Plant skill, I inspected each plant, assessing their potency. The gnarled Thauma Roots pulsed with concentrated mana. The Wispsilk leaves shimmered with dew. And the Magebread flowers beckoned, fragrant and heavy with petals. Now I could begin extracting the reagents.

Using a small knife, I carefully harvested leaves, petals, and root sections, collecting the valuable ingredients into glass jars. My skill guided me in selecting the choicest portions from each plant without destroying them — that way, they could regrow. Soon I had a promising stockpile of components.

Inside, I proudly showed Diane the reagent jars. She sniffed each curiously. “I can’t wait to see your potions!” she said. Her confidence inspired me to start brewing with the harvested ingredients.

But first, we wanted to celebrate. At breakfast, Diane surprised me by breaking out precious hoarded honeycomb. Drizzled on our food, it was an indulgent treat.

“Where did you get this?” I asked through delicious mouthfuls.

Diane just smiled. “I found it out during one of my solitary jaunts.” She laughed at the memory. “Let me tell you, the bees were not eager to part with it. I never ran so fast in my entire life! I was saving it for your breakthrough.”

“That’s so sweet of you, Diane,” I said, moved by the gesture of her going through all this trouble just to add a little special something to the celebration.

We tapped mugs, giddy over the special breakfast and what it signified. My career as an alchemist — albeit a novice one — had officially begun.

Over the next days, between chores, I began gathering more materials and planning the layout for my alchemy workshop, using the book’s diagrams as a guide. I wanted to have everything ready to begin constructing soon. Diane was eager to help however she could.

Of course, producing viable potions would take much study and practice. But holding the leatherbound book’s teachings in my mind, I felt confident mastery would come in time. Perhaps I’d botch a few batches, but no one ever learned anything by shying away from making a mistake or two. Diane was endlessly supportive, reassuring me experience would bring results.

In the evenings, we would relax together comfortably by the fire as before. Though the tome itself was gone, our time together remained a ritual. Diane would work on mending clothing or carving useful household items from wood during these quiet moments. Sometimes, I’d summon the domesticant to have it help her out around the house, or we’d just laugh together at the cute little ghost-like creature’s antics.

Other nights, if the weather was fair, we would enjoy a moonlit stroll around the homestead grounds or sit gazing up at the dazzling night sky snuggled close beneath a blanket.

Our days fell into a steady comforting rhythm — hard work, simple meals, good conversation. And in between, stolen moments alone together as our passion kindled. We were truly partners now in all aspects of life.


Chapter 50

During those days of rewarding labor spend with Diane, I devoted all the spare time I could get between working on the homestead to planning and designing the layout for my alchemy laboratory. This dedicated space would allow me to properly practice the potion crafting techniques from Waelin’s tome.

I carefully reviewed the diagrams and instructions in the book, making sure I understood the ideal placement and purpose of the various apparatus — the brewing station, ingredient shelves, distilling equipment, etc. Proper workspace configuration was crucial for efficiency and safety when working with volatile reagents.

Using scraps of parchment and a bit of charcoal, I sketched some basic drafts showing potential arrangements within our cabin space. Diane would occasionally peek over my shoulder, offering suggestions about light sources or equipment access.

Her input was quite helpful, but we soon decided the laboratory would have to be outside the walls of the cabin. It would be safer if something went wrong.

“Plus, it might smell,” Diane remarked, wrinkling her cute nose.

I had laughed and agreed. Better to build a little shack for the workshop, close to the bank of the river.

Once I had a rough layout in mind, I was ready to start gathering materials and tools. First I took stock of usable items already on hand, like tables, shelves and jars that I could use. The domesticant happily helped me inventory supplies, working hard and fast while chirping happily.

Next I ventured outside to locate suitable stones and lumber to construct new furniture and surfaces. The domesticant dutifully stacked larger rocks into tidy piles as I chopped firewood and sawed planks using my woodcutting skills.

Over the following days, the domesticant and I slowly transported the accumulated building supplies to an empty area near the cabin where the lab would take shape as a separate outbuilding. Diane helped tidy up and make space as I hauled in materials. Picturing the finished laboratory kept me motivated.

Late one evening by firelight, I finalized my detailed sketch of the ideal laboratory layout. The design featured angled workbenches, ingredient shelves arranged by type, and space for a dwarven-made copper distiller I hoped to someday acquire.

Diane listened attentively as I described my vision for the workshop. “It sounds perfect!” she said. “I know you’ll brew wondrous potions there. And I can assist you.”

I gave a satisfied nod. “Yeah. And the domesticant will be useful as well as a kind of lab assistant.”

The next morning, I was eager to commence construction on the new outbuilding. While Diane worked outside, I began measuring and marking off the space near the river for the lab’s footprint. The domesticant stood by, observing the process with curiosity.

When the boundaries were delineated, I retrieved my saw and got to work cutting boards and wooden beams to size. The repetitive motions were soothing, putting me in a productive mindset.

Sawdust soon coated my clothes and the ground. As I worked, the Domesticant — with the aid of an earth spirit I summoned — got to work clearing and leveling the ground for my construction project.

I couldn’t help but feel a little wondrous as I worked hard, with my magical minions scuttling about me to put in their own hard work. Having them around would save me days of labor, and I was excited to see how skilled they actually were: the earth spirit did most of the leveling through its control of the soil, while the domesticant cleared the ground, chirping as if it couldn’t be happier.

By the day’s end, I had finished sawing lumber for the walls and the furniture. My shoulders ached, but I was satisfied with the tangible progress. The domesticant dutifully swept up the mess when I finished cutting boards — it was tireless. The ground was also sufficiently leveled and cleared.

Over the following days, I focused on starting construction of the outbuilding that would become my alchemy workshop. I began by preparing the foundation, digging trenches and filling them with stones. The domesticant assisted by fetching rocks and dumping them into the trenches as I leveled them.

After that, I slowly assembled the framework for the alchemy lab’s structure, starting with rough beams of sturdy wood driven into the ground to form the frames of the timber walls. Focusing intently on the build was meditative. Each night I reviewed my plans, modifying details as needed. Diane helped position pieces as I affixed joints.

Once the frames for the walls were laid down, I began assembling the log walls using my woodcutting skills. Felling and hauling additional logs was hard work, but the structure soon began taking shape. Diane and the domesticant helped lift beams as I hoisted them into position and locked them into place.

After the walls were up, I installed the roof beams and shingled the pitched roof to create an enclosed shelter. The shingles were made of wood, but the earth spirit had assisted in making a coating of clay that would protect them and waterproof them. The domesticant swept up debris and fetched tools as I focused on carpentry. Seeing the building take shape with each passing day was deeply fulfilling.

When the basic structure was complete, I installed a rough wooden door I had built and cut out windows to let in light and fresh air.

Inside, I got to work laying the stone floor using shale hauled from the nearby river. The domesticant did the lifting while I positioned and leveled each piece. Mortar made by the earth spirit helped each flag fit snugly. Soon we had transformed the interior from bare earth into a solid surface.

Using clay, straw, and wooden planks, I then constructed the walls for a dedicated reagents pantry accessible from the laboratory. The little add-on storage room — almost like a walk-in closet — would help organize ingredients and projects.

Next, I began assembling the framework for the alchemy lab components — a sturdy workbench, storage shelves, and apparatus stands. I focused methodically on measuring, sawing lumber, and assembling components. The space gradually assumed its intended purpose.

In the evenings by the fire, I mixed clay, sand, and straw to create insulation and chinking material for the walls, occasionally summoning my earth spirit for help to get the measurements right. Though rudimentary, it would help control temperature and seal out drafts.

Diane contributed by kneading clay and forming it into chinking bricks. These were fun nights, even though we got ourselves — and the cabin — very dirty. Luckily, the domesticant was always there and always cheerful, happy to help us clean the place up after another clay-filled night.

It was amazing to me how much could be achieved with just the materials available in nature. I had made shelters in the wild before, and I had been an avid treehouse-builder when I was still a kid, but some of that knowledge had drifted to the background until housing became something that had to be done with machinery. And yes, machinery speeds the job up — it’s a great tool.

But it’s not impossible to manage without it, contrary to what many believe.

Over several exhausting but gratifying days, I filled gaps between the timber walls using the clay mixture. The domesticant brought buckets of materials as needed, its wispy form unaffected by the weight. Soon the shelter was insulated and weathertight.

I installed a stone hearth against one wall and extended the chimney up through the roof. It would vent fumes from brewing operations and provide warmth during winter months. Diane helped me mortar the chimney stones into place.

When the hearth was complete, I began adding finishing touches to increase functionality. Sturdy wooden shutters carved for the windows helped control light and airflow into the workspace. I used some spare hinges we found in the cabin. The domesticant swept up sawdust and tidied as I sawed and sanded.

Next, I built the dedicated reagents pantry accessible through a doorway off the main workshop. Shelves lined the walls to neatly organize ingredients and materials.

At last, the humble but serviceable outbuilding was ready for its intended purpose. Though initially sparse, my new alchemy workshop would shelter me from the elements and allow room to grow my budding skills.

After all our shared labor, the finished structure stood as a demonstration of the progress Diane and I achieved together on the frontier.


Chapter 51

After completing my new alchemy workshop, I was eager to begin using the space to process ingredients from my earlier harvests and attempt brewing my first potion.

I carried the jars containing my earlier harvested ingredients into the new workshop — gnarled Thauma roots with their faintly glowing flesh, Magebread petals so vibrantly azure they almost seemed to glow, and Wispsilk leaves that pulsated with power.

Along with my — admittedly — limited tools, I set everything out neatly atop the wooden worktable I had built along one wall beneath a shuttered window that let in ample daylight.

I began by selecting several Thauma root tubers from the jar and trimming away the knobby ends using a small sharp knife. As I did so, I took care to activate my Alchemy power and follow the instructions I had memorized from the skillbook as well as the ones that — through the absorption of the skillbook’s content — had become part of my intuitive knowledge.

The knife was simple but perfect for delicate alchemical tasks. I sliced each trimmed root horizontally into thin discs, sectioning them to expose the supple inner flesh. This central part of the Thauma root contained the concentrated magical essence which appeared as a faint luminescence when revealed.

I decided first to try bruising some of the sliced roots using a mortar and pestle. The mortar was crafted from a heavy, dense black stone with a rough-hewn texture to aid in grinding. I placed a few thin slices of the Thauma root into its bowl-like cavity, then began rhythmically grinding them into a pulp using the blunt stone pestle. I started slowly, coaxing out their innate magic.

Soon a thick, viscous glowing paste had formed in the mortar. By pulverizing the cellulose fibers of the root vegetable, I had released its inner radiance while keeping the mystical energy potently concentrated within the extracted paste. Using a small funnel, I carefully decanted the crushed root pulp into one of several mason jars I had set out, stoppering it securely.

After cleaning the stone tools for reuse, I turned my focus next to the Magebread. Their delicate azure petals glimmered iridescently in the mottled sunlight streaming through my workshop’s windows. Using wooden tweezers so as not to damage the fragile blooms, I selected one flower and gingerly plucked free the minute black seed flecks concentrated at its center where petals joined the stem.

These seeds I could use to plant some more Magebread if so required. I sprinkled a pinch of the tiny seeds into a ceramic bowl for later processing.

Next, I employed a thin stirring rod to gently coax nectar from the Magebread tender inner petals where they naturally secreted a sweet, shimmering syrup. I took utmost care extracting the precious viscous fluid, transferring each accumulated droplet into a separate jar using the rod.

This process required immense focus and a delicate touch to harvest the minute amounts of glistening nectar contained within each flower. But gradually I collected enough to produce my first potion — or so I had measured. Its inherent mystical properties would lend potency when added as a reagent.

Next, I turned to the Wispsilk leaves. Holding one of the serrated leaves up to the window, its translucent surface shimmered beautifully in the sunlight. Placing several on my worktable, I used the stone mortar and pestle again, this time gently grinding the Wispsilk into a fine jade-hued powder.

The powder retained the faint translucency of the leaves, and I funneled this as well into a capped jar for safe storage. The crushed Wispsilk would help bind the disparate elements of a brew together.

Surveying the three jars of processed ingredients I had extracted and prepared — luminescent Thauma paste, gleaming Magebread nectar, and crushed magical Wispsilk powder — I felt deeply satisfied.

From an untrained amateur, I was taking my first toddler steps to become an adept alchemist through study and practice. These harvested elements from our garden were the first fruits of my labor. Soon I would combine them into viable potions.

But before attempting an initial brewing, I first devoted great care to purifying my instruments and workspace. Using boiled water, I thoroughly cleaned the small iron cauldron — a spare from the kitchen that we didn’t use — and all the assorted jars, funnels, tongs, stirring rods, and other tools to be employed.

Handling reagents called for immaculate equipment to avoid contamination. I also wiped down the wooden tabletop and stone hearth until they were spotless.

With preparations complete, I was ready to begin my inaugural attempt at brewing a minor mana potion. Transferring the cleaned cauldron to the hot coals lining my workshop’s stone hearth, I filled it with fresh cool stream water that I first ran through a fine linen cloth. Purity of the base liquid was vital.

As the cauldron gradually heated, I prepared the precious harvested ingredients according to the memorized recipe. Carefully tilting the vial, I allowed the exact amount the glowing Thauma root paste to fall into the now-steaming water. The viscous stuff swirled hypnotically before dispersing through the clear liquid.

Next, I added the concentrated Magebread nectar. I employed the stirring rod to control the minute measure precisely, drop by drop. The nectar suffused the brew with flecks of molten gold as it blended with the steaming water.

Finally, I added the powdered Wispsilk leaves from their jar, watching the fine jade-hued flakes settle onto the base liquid’s surface before absorbing into the concoction. This binding element would harmonize and stabilize the combined reagents’ disparate mystical energies.

As I attended the cauldron, lightly stirring its contents using a rod, I watched my first concoction with fascination. Gradually, the clear liquid within the gently bubbling cauldron shifted to a pearlescent lavender as the elements came into mystical harmony. Delicate azure wisps arose, twirling serenely before dissolving in the air. Though still in its preliminary state, the liquid undeniably thrummed with gathering magical force.

My pulse quickened — the concoction was coming together!

As a side effect of the alchemical process, most of the water steamed away at great speed until a veritable mist hung over the cauldron. I needed to step away for a moment, and when the mist had settled, the cauldron contained only a little bit of liquid. Before my eyes, the liquid settled into a pale, opalescent silver-blue, signifying the proper mystical fusion and stability.

It was now time for the next step.

I lifted the cauldron using sturdy iron tongs and transferred it to a rack to cool off. It took only a little while before it was ready to be taken from the cauldron, and I poured the concoction into a mason jar.

For all these processes, glass would have been superior as it stood less chance of contaminating the concoction, but we simply didn’t have such supplies yet, and according to my newfound knowledge, using the mason jar was still better than letting the brew stabilize in the iron pot.

Finally, the culminating step — decanting the stabilized potion into a delicate vial. So far, we had only one vial — a delicate glass thing that had contained spices. I had cleaned it thoroughly. It needed to be glass, or else the potion would diminish in hours.

As I tilted and poured the viscous liquid, it glowed serenely with azure radiance, reacting to the glass. Securely stoppering the vial sealed its magic in stable suspension.

I had successfully produced my very first potion!

Holding the fragile vial up, I gazed in awe at the mesmerizing bluish liquid, scarcely believing I had crafted it with my own hands. Though merely a minor restorative mana draught, it marked a momentous step forward in my mastery of alchemy. Much remained to be learned, but I had proven to myself that success was possible. I resolved to continue improving through steadfast dedication to my craft.

Making careful notes on the entire brewing process in my journal, I documented each step and observation for later study, knowing consistent replication would be key. But then, it was time to share my success!

Eager to test my very first brew, I stowed the glass vial in my coat pocket and carried my journal outside to share this triumph with Diane.


Chapter 52

I hurried outside into the valley’s golden late afternoon light, searching for Diane. I soon spied her down by the garden plot, pulling up plump moonlight potatoes into her basket.

“Diane!” I called excitedly as I approached, causing her fox ears to perk up. “You’ll never believe what I’ve managed to brew up!”

Diane set down her basket, brushing the soil off her hands as she turned to me with an intrigued smile. “By the look on your face, I’m guessing it must be something momentous!” she replied.

I nodded eagerly, pulling the delicate glass vial from my pocket with utmost care. “Look — my very first attempt at crafting a mana potion!” I declared proudly. The opalescent silver-blue liquid swirled gently inside the fragile vial.

Diane’s brilliant blue eyes went wide. “Your first potion!” she exclaimed. “Why, that’s incredible!” She leaned in for a closer inspection of the glowing elixir. “I can feel the magical energy radiating from it already. You’ve done it!”

I grinned broadly. “It wasn’t easy, but all that studying finally paid off. I wanted you to be the first to witness the fruits of my labor.” Diane’s unwavering faith had helped motivate me through the many long hours of effort.

“Please, you simply must try it right away,” Diane urged, fairly quivering with excitement. “We have to see if it works to restore your mystical energies as intended!”

I nodded in agreement, thrilled by her enthusiasm. “Alright, let’s give it a test run.” I glanced at my character interface, noting my current mana reserves were at 2 after casting several spells and using several skills today. Then, with utmost care, I removed the stopper from the vial. A wisp of sweetly scented vapor emerged as I raised the open vial to my lips.

Tilting my head back, I drank the potion in one go, swallowing every precious droplet. The delicate floral flavor tingled pleasantly on my tongue. A few seconds later, I felt renewed currents of arcane energy flowing into my mystical core as the potion took effect.

Opening my eyes, I checked my interface — my mana reserves had increased by the expected amount! I was now back at 12, which meant the potion had restored 10 mana! It was a success!

I whooped and pumped my fist exuberantly. “It works! I can’t believe I actually did it!” I swept a thrilled Diane up in my arms and spun her around joyously. She giggled musically, sharing my elation.

“I knew you could do it!” Diane exclaimed. “And on your very first try, no less! Why, you’re a natural alchemist, my love.” Her pride and excitement for me shone in her sparkling sapphire eyes. I set her down reluctantly, still smiling from ear to ear.

“That was just a start — I still have much to learn,” I replied modestly, though inwardly I was immensely pleased by her glowing praise. “But at least now I know it’s possible to progress in the art.” With study and care, I might one day craft truly miraculous elixirs.

Diane gave my hands an encouraging squeeze. “Even starting small is an impressive accomplishment. Just think of the wonders you’ll brew once you gain more experience!” I loved how she envisioned only success in my future endeavors. Her optimism lifted my confidence.

We walked together back toward the cabin as the valley slowly sank into dusk. Our fingers remained loosely entwined, the comfortable silence broken only by a few chirping crickets. Above, the first faint stars winked into view through purple gossamer clouds.

Back inside, I carefully stowed the now empty glass vial on a high shelf. Though I itched to begin my next brew, I knew patience and diligence were key. Each step built gradually towards mastery.

While I tidied my workspace, Diane prepared a simple but hearty stew from our recent bounty. Soon, we were seated across from one another at the worn wooden table as we had so many times before. But tonight, an air of celebration hung over the cozy scene. We tapped our mugs together in a wordless toast before digging in.

“To many more triumphs to come,” Diane said earnestly, catching my eye over the table. I smiled in thanks, my mind spinning with the possible avenues to explore.

We talked animatedly over dinner about ideas for future brews and potion types I hoped to attempt in time. Diane listened raptly, interjecting with her own creative suggestions. Her enthusiasm fueled my ambition to push my fledgling skills ever farther.

When the food was finished, we cleaned up together as had become our comfortable ritual. Diane hummed softly as she washed dishes while I tidied and swept with the help of the domesticant spirit. The little creature’s assistance with tasks kept the cabin well in order.

As the last plate was dried and put away, I impulsively swept Diane into my arms from behind in a playful hug. She laughed that magical laugh I adored, a sound sweeter than a bell, and swatted my arm lightly in mock admonishment. I nuzzled her slender neck, breathing deep her rose-vanilla scent. We stood like that for a while, in silent enjoyment of one another.

When darkness fully claimed the valley outside, we retired to the fireplace as we did most nights. But this evening’s mood held a new charge — a sense of shared accomplishment and anticipation for the promise of future triumphs together.

Nestled comfortably beside me on the braided hearth rug, Diane idly toyed with my hair as we lightly talked about our day and speculated on what the future might yet bring us. My fingers traced slow circles on her shoulder, gradually straying lower along her back and waist. Soon, tender caresses eclipsed conversation, our lips meeting in sweet passion beneath the dancing firelight.

As the flickering flames gradually burned low, we finally ascended together to our waiting bed in the loft above. And within that sanctuary that was wholly ours, we celebrated again — not with words, but with action.

Later, as I drifted off in contented weariness, Diane lay safe in my arms. And my final thoughts before sleep’s veil descended were of the bright future ahead.
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The next morning, I awoke eager to further hone my nascent alchemy skills by attempting to brew several more mana potions. My first effort had only yielded a single vial, but with practice, I hoped to refine the process and increase my yield.

Diane smiled supportively over a simple breakfast as I outlined my plan to spend the day focused solely on potion-crafting. “That’s a wonderful idea, my love. With more mana draughts on hand, you’ll be able to summon twice as many helpful spirits!” she said.

I grinned and nodded. “Well, we’ll be selling a couple of them, too. I expect we’ll get a good price!”

After we ate, Diane headed outside to tend the garden and smokehouse while I prepared my workspace. I carefully sorted my remaining harvested reagents and purified a large vessel of fresh water. Once my tools were meticulously cleaned, I was ready to begin.

Consulting my handwritten brewing notes, I combined and processed the ingredients in sequence as before, striving for precision in each step. Thauma paste, Magebread nectar, Wispsilk powder — all were measured out exactly according to the formula I had memorized.

As I gently stirred the steaming concoction, it once again gradually assumed its distinctive pearlescent lavender hue, wisps of azure vapor twirling hypnotically above the gently bubbling liquid. When the color stabilized, signaling mystical fusion, I removed the cauldron from heat.

After decanting the finished potion into the sterile jar and letting it stabilize there, I was left with another concoction. I poured it into another vial — Diane had been so sweet to transfer out spices and salt into clay jars so I could use the thoroughly cleaned glass containers for my alchemy.

Energized by this success, I immediately prepared another batch using the same meticulous steps, striving for consistency between brews. Soon a second vial held another portion of glowing mana draught.

I continued steadily brewing all morning, pouring all my focus into the intricate work. Around midday, drawn by the alluring scents, Diane peeked into the workshop. I proudly showed her the yield so far — the fruits of hours of steadfast labor.

“Amazing work!” Diane marveled. “At this rate, you’ll have stockpiled more mana potions than you can use!” She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek in congratulations before returning outside so I could resume uninterrupted.

I turned my attention back to the bubbling cauldron, beginning another meticulous brewing. When this one finished, I would have yielded a total of four full vials of shimmering mana draught.

By late afternoon, that number had upped to five, and my mystical focus was waning after the lengthy demanding effort. I was also running out of ingredients from our first harvest. But I was too exhilarated by my successes to stop now. Ignoring my weariness, I started one final brew for the day, determined to hone my consistency.

This last batch progressed beautifully, the coagulating color perfectly matching the others. As afternoon cooled into evening, I finally decanted the fruits of this day’s dedicated alchemy practice into the sixth waiting glass vial.

Weary but profoundly satisfied, I carefully labeled each container ‘Mana Potion — Minor’ before storing them. I was tired and had used up all my ingredients, but the work had been immensely satisfying. I could only imagine my Alchemy skill would increase on my next level.

I summoned my chirpy domesticant, and we tidied up my workspace together. The domesticant was a lot faster at cleaning than I was, and it didn’t mind me slacking a little as I was tired from standing over the cauldron all day.

Soon after cleaning up, Diane entered the cabin looking nearly as tired as I felt after a long day working outdoors. But her brilliant smile returned when I proudly presented the day’s bountiful alchemical yield.

“David, these are amazing!” she gasped, gingerly handling the six filled vials. Her eyes widened seeing the substantial volume I had managed to brew solo in a single day. “You’ve grown so skilled already.”

I smiled at her effusive praise. “Well, I wanted to really hone the process since our first success. But repeated practice is still key.” I slid my arm around her waist, drawing her close. “Although having your support definitely helps keep me motivated.”

Diane nestled happily against me. “Of course, I’ll always be your most eager cheerleader,” she promised. We stood a moment admiring the gleaming potion vials side-by-side before I broached an idea I’d formulated while brewing.

“You know, with a decent stock of mana potions now stored up and all the other smoked meat, fish, furs, and moonlight potatoes, I’m thinking we have enough goods produced to do another trading run into Gladdenfield soon.”

Diane’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “That’s a great idea! All of our goods should fetch a nice profit from Leigh.”

I nodded enthusiastically. “It’s high time we turned all our hard work into some more coin. We can purchase some better tools. And we’re in need of nails and screws as well… I’d really love to make some furniture.” I pinched her pretty butt, making her yelp. “A bigger bed, for starters…”

She laughed and nodded. “Hmm, that would be nice. Also, I think we might want to get some fuel for the Jeep. Out here, that’s likely to cost a pretty penny.”

I nodded. Getting fuel out into the Wilds was tough. The roads here weren’t good enough for large tankers, and the way magic fiddled with technology made it difficult to use other methods of transportation. Most of it came by jerry can or barrel as far as I was aware — at great expense and risk. Still, we needed the Jeep, and the Jeep needed fuel.

“We’ll see if Leigh can cut us a nice deal.”

“I’m sure she will,” Diane hummed. “If she actually has fuel. It might be something we’ll need to get from other traders.”

We passed a peaceful evening meal together discussing plans for expanding the homestead with our hoped-for proceeds from selling our stockpiled goods in Gladdenfield.

Before retiring for the night, we agreed the surplus trout, some of the smoked meat, the furs, two sacks of moonlight potatoes, and my manufactured potions would comprise a worthwhile trading haul. Tomorrow we would spend the early morning preparing, then set off early on the familiar journey into town to visit Leigh’s lively shop once more. We’d be there by noon.

I drifted off to sleep with Diane nestled snugly beside me beneath the quilts, my mind abuzz with new ideas for improving my potion-crafting abilities and imagining what wonders I could manifest next using these fledgling skills I was cultivating.


Chapter 53

The next morning, Diane and I awoke early to begin preparations for our trading run into Gladdenfield. After a quick breakfast, we started gathering the goods we had produced to sell — two sacks of moonlight potatoes, bundles of smoked trout and game, a parcel of furs and feathers, and my stock of six mana potions.

I did one final check to ensure we had the essentials for the drive into town while Diane finished bundling the merchandise. Soon everything was securely loaded into the back of the Jeep. I grabbed my rifle to be safe and helped Diane into the passenger seat before climbing behind the wheel.

The morning air was fresh on our faces as I cranked the engine to life. Diane smiled over at me, clearly excited for our little shopping excursion. We were both eager to transform our hard work into coin to continue improving the homestead.

I steered the rugged vehicle carefully along the winding dirt road away from our homestead. Diane hummed cheerfully as I drove, her gaze taking in the sights of the vibrant scenery. Soon enough, we turned onto the main road to Gladdenfield Outpost.

The drive was always pleasant, but today it seemed busier than usual. After several miles, we began passing laden wagons and travelers on foot far more frequently. They slowed us down considerably as it took some time for them to make room and let us pass. Still, we were in no hurry.

“The road sure is crowded,” I remarked to Diane. “Any idea what’s going on?”

Diane’s blue eyes lit up. “Oh, the Aquana Festival must be starting soon! Travelers come from all around for the celebrations. I’d forgotten it was that time of the year already.”

I glanced over at her curiously. “Aquana Festival? I don’t think I’m familiar with that one.”

Diane nodded. “It’s an ancient elven holiday celebrating water spirits. The elves have passed down traditions around it for centuries.”

She went on to explain, “During the Aquana Festival, elves make pilgrimages to sanctified groves and springs deep in the wilderness to make offerings and give praise to various water deities. They believe doing so ensures bountiful rains and healthy rivers for the year ahead.”

I listened with fascination as Diane described some of the elaborate rituals and ceremonies involved. “In Gladdenfield, they recreate one of the ceremonial processions. Many elves will also trek deep into the Springfield Forest where there is a sacred place said to be blessed by the water spirits.”

Diane continued, “The whole festival lasts a week. Most businesses in town will close down as the inhabitants leave to make their pilgrimage. Before it starts, travelers flood in and keep the taverns and inns busy.” She grinned broadly. “During that time, food and drink are more expensive. It should help us get a good price for our wares!”

I nodded along as she spoke. “A good price sounds interesting, but so does the festival itself.”

She shot me a smile. “Oh, you want to partake?”

I laughed. “Well, I don’t know! Can we? Do you need to be an elf or… of a certain religion or something?”

“Oh no!” she said. “No, everyone can come, although plenty of elves partake. As long as you’re respectful of the customs, it won’t be a problem at all.”

“Well, I’m getting more excited for this by the moment.”

She laughed, sitting up in her seat as she placed a slender hand on my arm. “You’re getting me excited too!”

“So what do you say?” I asked, shooting her a grin.

She shrugged playfully. “Yeah!”

I grinned and nodded. “Provided we can get the homestead in order so it’ll do without us for a week, I think it would be fun!”

She nodded vigorously. “It’ll take some preparation, but we can do that!”

We continued onward, moving cautiously around the increased traffic cluttering the road. Many were pilgrims headed for Gladdenfield, and there was a fair number of elves among them. Their joyful songs drifted through the open windows as we drove past.

After a little under an hour of careful navigation down the crowded road, we reached the widened main thoroughfare that led directly to Gladdenfield’s gates. The crowds grew denser as we approached, forcing me to inch along behind laden carts. It was going to take a little longer than expected. Everyone seemed in high spirits, though, colorful banners and garlands fluttering from wagons and cars.

At last we reached the settlement walls where elf sentries smiled and waved us through after a quick inspection, accustomed to seeing our rugged vehicle by now. Inside, the lively streets absolutely thronged with revelers. Gladdenfield was the busiest I’d ever seen it.

Finding a place to park along the main square was impossible. After slowly circling, I was finally forced to leave the Jeep in a cramped side alley and continue on foot, hoping it would be unbothered in the press. Still, folks around here weren’t interested in vandalizing property, so I felt confident it’d be fine.

Diane stayed close to me as we nudged our way through the colorful chaos toward Leigh’s shop. Snatches of music competed from every corner as minstrels played for tips from the crowds. The air hung heavy with enticing aromas of freshly baked goods and sizzling meats.

Everyone seemed to be drinking, singing, or dancing even though the festival had yet to officially commence. Little foxkin kits scampered about underfoot, chasing each other and giggling. Their laughter lifted my spirits along with the general mood of revelry.

At last Leigh’s storefront emerged up ahead, its familiar cluttered facade never a more welcome sight.

“All right,” I said, laughing as I dodged a foxkin scamp running past. “Let’s get the business part of our little visit over with.”
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As we entered the shop, the bells jangled merrily to announce our arrival. Leigh looked up from behind the counter and broke into a huge grin.

“Well, look who it is!” she exclaimed. In a flash, she had bustled out to engulf first Diane, then me, in fierce hugs. As always, it was a delight to have Leigh push her voluptuous self up against me, and her nearness sent a jolt of excitement down my spine.

By now, I knew the bubbly blonde shopkeeper well enough to understand that she wasn’t like this with everyone. With other customers, she was reserved, businesslike, and not flirty at all, and I was pretty happy with this special treatment.

“Y’all are lookin’ mighty fine today,” Leigh said, giving me an appreciative up-and-down look as she stepped back. “Especially you, David. Ya just get more handsome every time I see ya.”

I chuckled while Diane gave her friend a playful nudge. “Oh, hush, you two. We’re here on business, remember?” Though Diane’s eyes were twinkling with amusement.

Leigh grinned unrepentantly. “Well, alright, if y’all insist. Let’s take a look at what you brought me.”

Diane and I laid out our goods on the counter — smoked meats and fish, bundles of furs, colorful feathers, the sacks of potatoes, and finally my six potion vials.

Leigh let out an impressed whistle. “My, my, quite the haul! The smoked meats and fish will sell like hotcakes once the festival crowd starts pourin’ in — perfect stuff for the trek to the hot springs in Springfield Forest.”

“Hot springs?” I said, perking an eyebrow.

Diane nodded happily. “Yes, the destination from Gladdenfield are the hot springs. There’s a lot of them in Springfield Forest, and the elves consider them sacred.”

Leigh nodded her agreement. “Oh, and these fine furs are sure to fetch top dollar from them fanciful city elves.”

She turned her focus to the potions, gently lifting one of the glass vials. “And these here are the fruits of your alchemy labor, I see!” Leigh exclaimed. “They positively shine with magic.” She fixed her radiant blue eyes on me. “This is very impressive, David!”

I grinned proudly. “Just a few mana potions, but hopefully the first of many successful brews.”

Leigh nodded approvingly. “I know just the merchant to sell these to. Folks ‘round here will pay plenty for potions, especially the adventurers and craftsmen.” She winked at me. “And I’ll make sure you get every coin you deserve, darlin’.”

Diane and I then settled in to negotiate fair prices for all our goods. True to her word, Leigh offered us excellent terms, especially on the potions, which she insisted on paying a premium rate. I had to laugh when she tried to dramatically haggle over the potatoes just for sport.

When we had finally concluded our trading, Leigh passed Diane an impressive stack of mixed coins along with the payment paperwork. “There ya go! Y’all been working mighty hard, and it shows.”

Diane quickly verified the payment amount against the receipts, then made sure it was securely stowed. I made a mental note to stock up on some iron strongboxes to keep our savings more secure.

As I helped Leigh store our merchandise in the back, she asked about the festival.

I explained Diane and I were thinking about coming for the festivities once our business was concluded. Leigh’s eyes lit up excitedly at that.

“Well, that’s just perfect! I was hoping you two would come by when it begins. I’m closin’ up shop and will be at the springs all week! Why don’t you come along? We’re gonna have us some real fun!” She leaned in close with an impish smile, pushing her ample breasts against my arm. “And I can think of no one finer to enjoy it with than you two.”

I chuckled while doing my best to ignore her intentionally distracting proximity. “We’re looking forward to it. Diane tells me it’s quite a spectacle.”

“Oh, it surely is!” Leigh agreed enthusiastically. “Though the real highlight is the feastin’ and drinkin’ and dancin’ all night with good company, if you ask me.” She shot me a wink that brought heat to my cheeks.

By the time we finished stowing everything in the back, other customers were filtering into the front of the shop. Leigh flashed me an apologetic smile. “Duty calls, darlin’. But y’all come on back this evenin’ once I close up, okay? We’ll kick off the festivities right!”

I laughed. “We need to go by the homestead before we can actually join up! There’s stuff we need to put in order.”

She waved it off with a playful scoff. “There’s plenty of time for that! You stick around tonight; I’ll let you sleep in my guest room. You’ll have plenty of time tomorrow and the day after to get your affairs in order. But you have to join the party here in town for at least one night! Things get pretty wild even before we kick off the Aquana Festival!”

I exchanged a look with Diane, and she was making big eyes, almost hopping with excitement. There was no saying no to that. “All right,” I conceded, laughing.

Leigh clapped her hands and hopped up and down, making her full bosom jiggle. “Perfect!” she purred. “Y’all come back when it’s closin’ time. We’ll eat, drink, and have ourselves a time!”

I promised we would, and Diane and I then stepped back out into the colorful chaos and bustling crowds packing Gladdenfield’s streets.

“Where to first?” I asked Diane, slipping my hand into hers so we didn’t get separated.

“How about we browse the markets?” Diane suggested. “With what Leigh paid for our goods, we can afford some indulgences.”

I readily agreed. “We can also see if we can find some useful tools and other equipment we might need. We’ll just store it at Leigh’s and take it with us in the morning.”

Diane nodded and guided us toward the rows of stalls laden with wares while I took in the sights and sounds of the pre-festival excitement. We passed jugglers, musicians, food vendors hawking skewers of exotic meats, and colorful garlands fluttering everywhere. The mood was joyful but slightly manic.

At one stall selling baked goods, Diane convinced me to try a hot, sticky honey-glazed pastry twisted into a figure-eight shape. It was delicious, the dough just the right balance of crispy and chewy. Diane’s smile was smug, knowing she had picked just the thing to satisfy my sweet tooth.

“All right,” she said when I finished the treat. “Now let’s see about those tools!”


Chapter 54

Diane and I browsed the lively market stalls of Gladdenfield Outpost, on the lookout for useful tools and supplies to purchase with our newly earned coin. My eyes widened, taking in the incredible assortment of wares for sale. From mundane implements to artifacts imbued with magic, the diversity was astounding.

At one booth, an elven merchant displayed an array of etched alchemical glassware and paraphernalia. I inspected the elegantly crafted alembics, beakers, vials, and other vessels appreciatively. High-quality equipment like this would aid my brewing considerably.

After comparing several sizes, I purchased a set of three glass beakers and a sturdy clamp stand to hold them over a flame. I also purchased several purpose-built vials to store my concoctions. The merchant wrapped them carefully in cloth for me before taking my payment. Though not cheap, I knew these tools would prove a wise investment.

Next, we perused a stall stocked with farming tools and equipment. I selected a new shovel, rake, and hoe to expand our stock of implements in case something broke or Diane and I wanted to use the same tool at the same time. The stout dwarven-crafted steel heads looked built to last. Diane found a nice hand trowel for delicate gardening tasks.

At another booth, I acquired a bundle of screws, nails, wood glue, and other useful hardware for doing repairs and future projects, as well as varnish to treat and season wood for construction. The metalwork had clearly been salvaged from old human settlements but was still serviceable. Diane picked out a roll of oilcloth for preserving dried foods.

After finding a stall with seed packets, we eagerly browsed the exotic selection. Many seeds promised magical properties or rapid growth spells. I chose quick-growing onion and tomato varieties to add to our garden.

Our last major purchase was several jerry cans of fuel for the Jeep from a trader who had come from New Springfield. It was expensive, but fuel came at a premium out here. Since we relied heavily on the vehicle, we needed it. I bartered the price down a little before taking our heavy but precious can.

Once we felt suitably equipped with new tools and supplies, Diane and I headed for a quieter corner of the market to share some freshly baked meat pies and enjoy a brief respite from the crowds. It was nice to sit and relax together after walking around all morning. The market’s lively sounds and scents surrounded us as we ate.

When the meat pies were finished, we spent the rest of the afternoon walking around and checking out the sights. When we got tired of the crowds, we headed over to the Wild Outrider and got old Darny to let us relax in one of his rooms with a balcony. We looked over the crowds and drank some coffee, letting the brew invigorate us.

When it was getting late, we gathered up our purchases and slowly navigated our way through the colorful chaos back towards Leigh’s shop. The main streets absolutely overflowed with newly arrived pilgrims chanting songs in melodic elven tongues, laughing, and joking.

The journey back was slow going due to the sheer volume of bodies cramming Gladdenfield’s thoroughfares. Several times we had to change course to avoid logjams of wagons unloading wares. But the mood remained festive despite the close quarters. Local children dashed about giggling and playing games amidst the throngs of adults.

After considerable nudging and excuse me’s, we finally reached Leigh’s store. I was able to wave and get her attention through the window glass. Leigh nodded to show she had seen us and continued assisting the patron she was with. We loitered patiently nearby for her to finish up.

Fifteen minutes later, the customer emerged carrying a bulky parcel. Leigh followed them out long enough to wish them a happy Aquana Festival. Then she turned to us beaming. “There y’all are! I was starting to wonder if you two started the party without me.”

I assured her we just took our time browsing the markets. Diane and I carried our purchases inside.

“Seems like you found some good stuff!” remarked Leigh approvingly as she looked over our acquisitions. “Them fancy beakers oughta help with your potion crafting. And that there’s a fine shovel for a bare-chested man with sweat beading on his chiseled body to do some diggin’ with, hm?”

I laughed while Diane grinned and shook her head at her friend’s overt flirting. “We tried to pick out useful items built to last.” The hardware and tools had indeed looked sturdily constructed.

“And these new seeds will add some variety to our garden,” I added, showing Leigh the vegetable packets.

She nodded knowingly. “Oh yes, those quick-grow seeds are real handy! With your skills, you’ll have more onions and tomatoes than you can eat.”

Diane and I exchanged amused smiles at the thought of overrun garden plots. Producing steady surpluses was important, but Leigh’s enthusiasm was endearing. We passed a pleasant interval chatting with the energetic shopkeeper about our purchases and plans as she tidied up.

When Leigh paused to assist another browsing customer, I turned to Diane. “Maybe we should store these supplies upstairs in Leigh’s guest room for now? I don’t want to leave them out in the Jeep overnight.”

Diane nodded. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Let’s ask if we can keep everything here until morning.”

After conveying the plan to Leigh, she readily agreed to store our purchases upstairs. “Of course, y’all can keep your things in the spare room! C’mon up and I’ll show ya.”

Leigh led us up a narrow staircase behind the counter to a cozy apartment built above the shop. She showed us to a tidy guest room containing a bed, wardrobe, and dresser. “Here’s where you two lovebirds can bunk down later,” Leigh said with a playful wink.

Together, Diane and I arranged all our tools, supplies, and parcels in the room for safekeeping. I did a quick check to ensure nothing was crushed or damaged. Everything looked good.

“This is perfect, Leigh. Thank you for letting us store this here until morning,” I said.

“Of course! Couldn’t have y’all leavin’ all your new goods out on the street,” Leigh replied.

With our purchases secured upstairs, we headed back down just as Leigh was locking up for the evening. “All set!” she announced cheerily, pocketing her keyring. “Now let’s have a glass of wine and dress up a little!” She shot Diane a wink. “We’ll make you the belle of the ball… Right after me, that is.”

I chuckled. “Alright, I get the feeling this is gonna take a while.”

Diane laughed, shooting me a playful wink. “It just might!”

“Well, you relax here for a bit, David, baby,” Leigh said. “And we’ll come and show our outfits. I got some ale in the larder.”

I winked and nodded. “All right, you girls take your time!”


Chapter 55

After Leigh and Diane disappeared upstairs, I made myself comfortable on a worn leather armchair near the store’s front counter. I propped my feet up leisurely as I let my gaze wander over the diverse array of curiosities crowding the rustic space.

The sheer variety of items lining the shelves was astounding. There were bolts of embroidered cloth, bundles of dried herbs, jars of preserved fruits, and stacks of thick, dusty tomes. One shelf held an assortment of carved wooden toys and figures. Another was bursting with clay pots and urns of every shape and size imaginable.

Along the far wall stood floor-to-ceiling racks cluttered with tools and equipment — fishing poles, shovels, axes, lanterns, and countless other iron, wood, and leather implements. Sturdy backpacks stuffed full of travel gear were lined up on the worn floorboards beneath. It was a frontier paradise.

After a time, I rose and went behind the counter, cracking open the small barrel of ale Leigh kept stashed away. The cool, bitter liquid helped slake my thirst after the warm, dusty chaos of the festival crowds outside.

As I sipped, my eyes continued roaming the fascinating wares surrounding me. Assorted animal traps dangled from the rafters overhead, along with bunches of dried herbs and braids of garlic and onions. My fingers trailed over an intricately tooled leather saddle perched atop the counter.

Everything here brimmed with the promise of adventure. My excitement about joining the Aquana Festival grew as I lingered in Leigh’s lively shop. Out here beyond the city walls, traditions still held strong. I was honored to take part.

After helping myself to another mug of ale from the tapped keg, I reclaimed my seat and propped my feet up once more. The hour grew late as I awaited Leigh and Diane’s return. Lively music and raucous laughter drifted in through the open windows as revelers packed the crowded streets outside.

At last, I heard footsteps on the stairs and straightened up eagerly. A moment later, Leigh emerged looking radiant in a figure-hugging blue gingham blouse tied below her ample bosom and a knee-length ruffled skirt. Her golden curls cascaded freely over her shoulders, but other than a bit of mascara to bring out her eyes, the natural beauty wore no makeup.

“Well, what do you think?” Leigh asked, slowly turning in place so I could admire her outfit from all angles. The way the fabric clung accentuated every delicious curve. She looked utterly captivating.

I let out an impressed whistle. “Leigh, you look absolutely beautiful!” I said sincerely.

Leigh beamed, clearly delighted by my reaction. “Why, thank ya kindly.” She shot me a playful wink. “But just you wait ‘til you get a load of Diane, sugar.”

Right on cue, Diane descended the stairs behind Leigh. My jaw nearly hit the floor.

She wore an off-the-shoulder emerald gown made from some shimmery, almost sheer material that hugged her slender curves enchantingly all the way down to mid-calf. The neckline showcased her delicate collarbones while the flowing skirt gave enticing glimpses of her toned legs as she moved. Her inky hair was swept up, accentuating the graceful arch of her neck.

Diane paused, suddenly looking self-conscious under my openly awestruck gaze. She smoothed her hands over the dress nervously. “Well? What do you think?”

I swallowed, finding my voice. “Diane… you are absolutely breathtaking,” I managed. I slowly approached her, unable to take my eyes off her incredible beauty. Taking her hands in mine, I leaned in for a soft, lingering kiss. “You’re gorgeous,” I murmured against her lips.

Diane’s cheeks flushed prettily. Behind us, Leigh let out a delighted laugh. “He ain’t wrong, girl!” she cooed. “Ain’t ever seen you look so fine.”

Blushing harder, Diane shot her friend a grateful smile before turning back to me. “Shall we head out?” she asked almost shyly.

I offered her my arm gallantly. “Lead the way, my dear.” As we made for the door, I added sincerely, “Really, you look absolutely stunning.”

Diane’s answering smile was radiant as she gave my arm an affectionate squeeze. Together, we stepped out into the colorful chaos and revelry packing Gladdenfield’s streets, ready to join the festivities.

Our first stop was the row of food vendors lining the lively streets near the town square. My mouth watered at the sight of sizzling meat skewers, fragrant mushroom and vegetable pastries, and decadent cream-filled confections dripping with honey being sold under the starry night sky. We sampled a bit of everything as we strolled leisurely past the sumptuous outdoor offerings.

When our appetites were sated, we headed to where Darny had set up an outdoor bar along the edge of the square, already overflowing with revelers. I gently guided Diane through the packed crowd using my height advantage until we secured a small standing table. Leigh forced her way up to the makeshift bar and returned with three brimming tankards of frothy ale for us, winking as she set them down.

Sipping the smooth brew beneath the glittering blanket of stars, we relaxed and took in the energetic outdoor atmosphere. The space was filled to capacity with drinking, laughing revelers. In the corner, elven minstrels played a lively tune on shawms and lutes accompanied by a steady drumbeat. More than a few festival-goers were up and dancing merrily, their forms blurred by clouds of pipe smoke.

Leigh regaled us with humorous tales about past Aquana Festivals she had partaken in over the years. Many involved copious drinking, impromptu bonfires, and at least one instance of being trotted around town in a wheelbarrow by two shirtless dwarves. Diane and I laughed uproariously picturing the outrageous scenarios.

As Leigh launched into yet another amusing anecdote, a staggering patron bumped our table, rattling the mugs perilously. He slurred out an apology before lurching off again into the crowd. Drunk, but friendly.

Diane shook her head in amusement, absently straightening her mussed hair. I took the opportunity to gently tuck an errant strand back into her unruly bundle of locks, my fingertips grazing her silken skin. Her eyes softened, and she gave my thigh an affectionate squeeze beneath the table.

When our drinks were drained, Leigh insisted on buying another round. As she headed up to wrestle her way through the densely packed mob at the makeshift bar, Diane leaned close so I could hear her over the din.

“This is so much fun,” she said. “I haven’t seen this many people hanging out and having a good time in ages!”

I grinned and nodded, taking in the good-natured revelry going on around us. People were dancing to jaunty tunes and capering, and the ale flowed freely. Everyone seemed to be having a good time; I saw no sour faces or people arguing. They were partying with the zest of people who don’t get a chance to let loose like this too often.

Minutes later, Leigh returned bearing three more foamy tankards. Our night wasn’t over yet!
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As the night wore on, Gladdenfield became even livelier and more raucous as revelers continued flooding into town. Diane, Leigh, and I slowly made our way through the chaotic streets, stopping frequently to chat or joke with passersby.

At one point, we came across a pair of shirtless dwarves arm wrestling on an overturned barrel. A crowd had gathered to cheer them on. Leigh whooped and hollered right along, clapping enthusiastically when one dwarf finally slammed his opponent’s hand down in victory.

“Reminds me of the Dwarf Brawlin’ Tournament they used to hold here ages ago,” Leigh remarked with a grin. “Folks used to come from all over to see those rowdy competitions!”

“What happened to them?” I asked, grinning as another dwarf forfeited the match because he wanted to take a swig of ale.

She thought for a moment. “Fewer dwarves of late, I suppose. I know there’s more of ‘em these days in Ironfast, another frontier town huggin’ the Shimmerin’ Peaks.”

We lingered a while longer watching the impromptu rematch before moving on. I smiled down at Diane, enjoying seeing her so carefree and spirited in the festive atmosphere. A rosy glow lit her cheeks from laughter and ale. Several times I caught Leigh openly admiring us together, an almost wistful look in her bright eyes.

At a crowded stand, we managed to procure spiced wine served piping hot in carved wooden mugs. I sipped the potent mulled concoction carefully, the rich flavors warming me through. Beside me, Leigh dramatically fanned herself between gulps.

“Hm, this stuff’ll put some fire in your belly!” she exclaimed. I had to chuckle at her boundless enthusiasm for all of life’s pleasures, big and small.

We encountered many friendly faces along our meandering path — fellow traders, adventurers, and townsfolk who recognized Leigh. She made a point of introducing Diane and me to anyone we hadn’t met, proudly presenting us as her dear friends. I was touched by the warmth in her voice when she said it. And she wasn’t wrong — I felt close to her, and I liked her.

In more ways than one.

Farther out on the streets, we paused to listen to a talented Bard plucking out lively folk tunes on his lute. His melodies set toes tapping and hands clapping.

When he finished one song, Leigh shouted, “Play ‘Fire Eyes’ next!” The Bard grinned and obliged, strumming the familiar upbeat melody he had clearly performed many times before.

As the rollicking tune filled the street, Leigh grabbed my hands, pulling me into an impromptu do-si-do.

Laughing, I spun her around before we switched partners so I could swing Diane next. Our boots scuffed up little puffs of dust as we danced together under the torchlight. Passersby hooted and clapped along until the song ended with a flourish.

“Now that’s how you kick off a festival!” Leigh declared breathlessly.

I wholeheartedly agreed. Dancing together had lifted our mood even higher. Diane’s eyes shone as she caught my gaze. Impulsively, I pulled her close and kissed her right there in the bustling street. She returned it eagerly heedless of any onlookers.

When we finally parted, Leigh let out an approving whistle. Diane’s cheeks were endearingly flushed. Together, we continued navigating the crowded thoroughfares.

I was glad the girls had linked arms with me to avoid getting separated in the crush. Everywhere, laughter and snatches of music filled the smoky air.

The mouthwatering aroma of frying pastries stopped us in our tracks outside a food stall. My stomach rumbled hungrily, reminding me it had been some time since our last nibbles. Leigh insisted on treating us, waving away my offered coins and passing steaming pastries filled with spiced meat and vegetables into our hands.

We stood elbow to elbow leaning against a wall, munching contentedly. These late-night festival snacks were just what we needed to maintain our energy and high spirits. As we ate, a band of foxkin kits raced by, weaving between legs in pursuit of a leather ball. Their playful laughter perfectly matched the mood of revelry everywhere.

When only crumbs remained of our snacks, Leigh neatly licked her fingers clean before suggesting we pop into a nearby curiosities shop she wanted to show me. Apparently, some of the stores were still open.

Inside, we browsed shelves cluttered with strange artifacts, relics, and trinkets from Tannoris. My eyes lingered on an intricate compass whose needle constantly spun without settling on any cardinal direction.

When I asked the shopkeeper, he claimed it had been salvaged from the ruins of a great elven mage’s tower following the Upheaval. It used to point at the nearest source of mana. The shopkeeper demonstrated, but the needle continued its aimless, chaotic spinning. Though broken, it was a fascinating relic hinting at ancient magics. A little reminder of how fantastic the world had become.

Back outside, the crowds seemed to have doubled in just the brief time we were indoors. Everywhere, revelers linked arms, singing and swaying tipsily. The overall mood was one of cheerful camaraderie — strangers embraced like old friends. Several times we were pulled into the impromptu dances and tunes. Diane, Leigh, and I always made sure to stay linked so as not to lose one another in the crush.

Leigh seemed utterly in her element, chattering merrily, joking, and twirling playfully. She really came alive — even more so than normal — and when I caught her looking at me, cute blush on that pretty freckled face, I knew I was falling. And I wanted to fall.

We paused along the fringes of a crowded town square where a group was passing around bottles of potent moonshine brewed from forest tubers. Leigh eagerly accepted a swig before passing it to me. I winced at the throat-searing strength of the hooch but still took an obliging gulp. Warmth immediately spread through my chest.

Diane tried just a small sip, nose wrinkling at the harsh burn. Her sensitivity to taste and smell meant such spirits were too overwhelming. But she smiled indulgently as Leigh passed the bottle along to others.

We joked around and talked with the group of hooch-swigging locals for a while, learning they were homesteaders like us. Most of them grew non-magical crops, and none of them had a Class that actually seemed to support homesteading. It turned out many people got strict combat Classes, which really wasn’t all that useful unless you planned on dungeon delving until you ran into something stronger than you. Skillbooks to learn actually useful trades and skills were rare to come by. More than one of them whistled in admiration when I told them I was a Frontier Summoner — it was one of those rare Classes that could do fine in and out of combat.

By now, the moon had climbed nearly overhead, silvering the scene with its spectral glow. Everything shone softly around the edges, as if viewed through a veil. Time ceased to hold meaning in any normal sense. Some primordial spirit possessed us all, kindred in our joy.

The three of us stayed arm in arm, swaying dreamily to bursts of distant music, laughing, talking, or just enjoying the night. All was right in our tiny corner of the joined worlds.

We scored a few candied apples and got some fresh energy from them. Leigh, with her usual blithe charm, offered me a sticky bite of hers. I grinned and accepted, letting the sweetness fill my mouth as I kept my eyes playfully locked with hers. Leigh’s own eyes sparkled brighter than the sugar.

“The night is young, my friends!” Leigh declared merrily after that. She scanned the crowds expectantly. “And it’s about to get wild!”

Right on cue, a rollicking fiddle tune I vaguely recognized began drifting over from a nearby tavern window flung wide to the balmy air — it was the Wild Outrider of all places, and it sounded like the party was starting at Darny’s. Leigh’s face lit up when she heard it.

“Ooh, listen! Now that right there is my absolute favorite festival reel,” she purred, grabbing my hands excitedly. “What say we mosey on inside and have us a proper dance, hmm?”

Before I could reply, she was already eagerly towing Diane and me along by our wrists toward the source of the upbeat fiddle music. Laughing, I exchanged an amused glance with Diane as we allowed ourselves to be pulled along in the bubbly blonde’s wake toward the lively tavern.

At the entrance, Leigh finally relinquished her grip on our wrists, pausing just long enough to smooth back wild blonde locks that had escaped during our night of revelry so far. Her eyes shone with anticipation.

“Ready for some real fun?” she asked brightly, waggling her eyebrows at Diane and me. With that, she shoved open the wooden door, releasing a wave of laughter, singing, and fiddle music into the street.

Still grinning, Diane and I followed our vivacious friend into the crowded tavern, eager to join in the spirited festivities that seemed to culminate here.


Chapter 56

Stepping into the boisterous interior of the Wild Outrider tavern, our senses were immediately overwhelmed. Everywhere, patrons were up and dancing joyously to the rollicking fiddle and drum music, while raucous laughter and singing echoed around the timbered walls.

Leigh grinned and grabbed both Diane’s and my hands, towing us right into the heart of the chaotic fray. I exchanged an amused glance with Diane as we allowed the bubbly blonde to guide us onto the makeshift dancefloor.

There was barely room to move amidst the densely packed bodies twirling and stomping to the infectious beat. But Leigh was undeterred, nudging revelers aside to secure a tiny pocket of space for our impromptu trio.

Facing us with an impish smile, Leigh began leading us through the quick steps of a traditional frontier folk dance. We locked arms and spun in tight circles together as Leigh clapped and stomped her feet to the wild beat. Diane and I did our best to mirror Leigh’s deft movements and follow her lead.

Despite a few inevitable collisions and trodden toes from other dancers crowded in tight, we managed to fall into a rhythm together. The upbeat fiddle strains and pounding drumbeats made it impossible not to feel energized. Soon, we were breathless and laughing at our frequent mistakes, but utterly caught up in the music’s lively tempo.

As the first rollicking song ended, Leigh shot me a playful wink. “Not too bad for a city boy!”

Before I could respond, a new tune struck up and she immediately whirled back into motion, blonde tresses fanning out. Chuckling, I turned my focus to keeping up with her and Diane.

The next few melodies brought more traditional folk dancing with linked arms spinning in tight circles. But soon, the music shifted to a sultrier, slower beat accompanied by the gentle song of the Bard — a love song, no doubt to slow things down a little before tankards went flying. Without hesitation, Leigh slid her arms up around my neck, pulling my tall frame down closer.

“Hope you don’t mind me cuttin’ in, darlin’,” Leigh murmured near my ear. Her warm breath and sudden nearness made my pulse skip. Diane laughed and gave an encouraging nod, touching both mine and Leigh’s shoulder to show her approval.

With a teasing smile up at me, Leigh began guiding us into a graceful swaying two-step. As we slowly revolved amidst the other coupled-up dancers, I found myself acutely aware of every point our bodies met. Her full hips and soft bosom pressed to mine made focusing difficult. She got an immediate physical reaction from me as my shaft hardened.

She felt it; I was certain of that, but she just bit her bottom lip as she looked up at me with those big, half-lidded blue eyes and pushed closer, almost grinding on me. I shot Diane a quick look, but she just gazed lovingly at us — she really experienced no jealousy at all.

The hand Leigh had resting on my upper back stroked idly up and down, fingertips digging in just slightly in a way that sent pleasant tingles through me. We moved in easy unison, gazes locked.

The tempo was languid but Leigh still managed to occasionally brush her thigh firmly between mine. I had to wonder if it was intentional. From her coy smile, I had a feeling it was.

When the song ended, Leigh leaned up, bringing her face temptingly close to mine as though she meant to kiss me. My pulse roared in my ears. But at the last second she diverted, merely whispering, “Thanks for the dance, baby,” and stepping casually out of my embrace.

I was left standing stunned, hot, and bothered, watching Leigh make her way over to where Diane waited off to the side, looking amused but unconcerned. They were speaking in low voices and Leigh shot me a look over her shoulder paired with a crooked smile. The girls giggled, and I had to wonder what they might be discussing regarding me.

I got the feeling that things were about to… progress.

But then the music picked up again, lively and fast, so I pushed the thought from my mind for now.

Rejoining the girls, I decided to direct my invitation to Diane this time. “Care to dance with me, my lady?” I asked, making an exaggerated bow and extending my hand toward her in an overly aristocratic manner.

Diane laughed at my antics, and her eyes lit up as she accepted at once. I led her onto the floor just as the fiddler tore into a breakneck reel.

Diane followed my movements gracefully as I guided us through spins and turns amidst the blurred forms of the other daring couples. Though pressed close by the crowd, only my lovely partner existed in those breathless moments.

Diane’s slender body followed my lead flawlessly. When the frenzied song ended, she gave me a soft kiss that left me dazed but grinning.

Leigh cut in next with a playful shoulder nudge to Diane. “My turn again!” she insisted and swept me up once more. Another fast-paced song had just begun, and Leigh seemed determined to wear me out with her enthusiastic style of dancing. She whooped loudly as we twirled, encouraging me to do the same.

When she took a moment to shake her pretty behind for me in the most tantalizing manner, I gave her a hard smack that made her yelp and shoot me a coy look. A jiggle went down her butt, and I pictured myself doing all sorts of naughty things to that pretty ass. All thoughts of fatigue vanished, caught up in Leigh’s infectious energy and beaming smile.

The music and dancing continued, song after song. I partnered up with both Leigh and Diane in turns, sharing lively reels and laughing through frequent missteps. Out here, propriety mattered little — we threw ourselves wholly into the communal merriment.

Bodies glistened with sweat, cheeks glowed from exertion, bosoms heaved to catch breath between melodies. The shared joy was a tonic sweeter than any served at tonight’s revel.

When at last the band slowed the tempo, I drew Diane close, relishing the feel of her in my arms. We swayed together gently. Over her slender shoulder, I glimpsed Leigh watching us with a soft smile. When our eyes met, her gaze warmed, and she gave a tiny nod of approval.

As the mellow song ended, Leigh parted the crowd, moving toward us. “How ‘bout we all sit and catch our breath a spell?” she suggested, looking us both over approvingly.

I realized then how parched dancing had left me. Diane and I readily agreed.

After staking claim to a small corner table, Leigh headed to the bar and returned minutes later precariously bearing three overflowing tankards of mead. Its sweetness helped soothe my dry throat and roiling pulse.

We talked and laughed together, our bodies still thrumming from exertion and shared elation. A sheen of perspiration glistened on Leigh’s freckled décolletage, and I tried not to stare. But the way her eyes twinkled knowingly told me she noticed anyway.

Much later, after further dancing, drinking, and story swapping, exhaustion finally began creeping upon our merry trio. The crowds had thinned somewhat as other revelers trickled away into the night or passed out at their tables. The music still played, lively but no longer at a frenzied volume.

Leigh stifled a delicate yawn behind one hand. “Suppose we oughta consider turnin’ in for the night soon,” she murmured. Her eyes were tired but content, cheeks still endearingly flushed. “Can’t have y’all passin’ out before the festival even starts tomorrow!”

Diane nodded her agreement, likewise looking pleasantly worn but radiant. I knew we would all sleep deeply after the night’s rousing revelry. As the band struck up one final farewell tune, a spry jig, Leigh’s expression brightened once more.

“One more dance before we go?” she entreated, looking between Diane and me hopefully. Unable to resist the prospect or her charm, we allowed ourselves to be led into the energetic throng one final time.

But soon enough, the music wound to a close, the fiddle’s last notes drowned out by raucous cheers. As patrons began filtering toward the door, Darny’s voice cut through the din: “Last call, folks! Everyone clear out after that, so your old innkeeper can grab some shuteye before the festival really begins!”

Laughing together at his gruff but good-natured tone, Diane, Leigh, and I moved to make our own departure into the night. We went into the streets, where revelers who couldn’t let go of the evening just yet roamed about and sang bawdy songs. Laughing, joking, and with a girl on each arm, we made our way to Leigh’s place.


Chapter 57

Arm in arm, the three of us made our unhurried way through Gladdenfield’s chaotic streets toward Leigh’s cozy apartment above her shop. Revelry still spilled from every doorway and open window despite the late hour, but we were pleasantly exhausted after a long night of festivities.

At Leigh’s door, she fished out her key ring and unlocked it with fumbling fingers, giggling at her slight tipsiness. “There we go!” she declared triumphantly as the lock clicked open.

Once upstairs, Diane immediately flopped onto a plush sofa with a contented sigh, her limbs boneless with fatigue. I couldn’t help but smile at how adorable she looked sprawled there. Leigh shot me a knowing grin, clearly having noticed my admiring gaze.

“Whew, I’m beat!” Leigh exclaimed, kicking off her boots. “You two make yourselves at home while I slip into somethin’ more comfortable.” With a playful wink, she sashayed toward the bedroom, her hips swaying enticingly.

I quirked an eyebrow as I watched her disappear inside. With Leigh, “something more comfortable” could mean almost anything, from flannel pajamas to barely-there lingerie. Though after the teasing flirtation tonight, I suspected she might opt for the latter. The thought sent a pulse of heat through me that I tried to tamp down.

Sinking onto the couch beside Diane, I slipped an arm around her shoulders, and she snuggled against me contentedly. Her fox ears twitched when I pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head.

“Mmm… that feels nice,” Diane murmured appreciatively. Her fingers trailed lightly up and down my chest. I could tell the lively night had made her a little hot and bothered, and she certainly wasn’t the only one…

We traded unhurried kisses, our bodies molding together. Soon we were both a bit flushed and breathing quicker when Leigh’s approaching footsteps made us separate.

“Hope I’m not interruptin’ nothin’ too fun,” Leigh said airily as she emerged from the bedroom.

I had to concentrate on keeping my jaw from dropping at the sight of her.

The curvy shopkeeper now wore a slinky satin nightgown in a delicate shade of peach that hugged every inch of her voluptuous figure. The thin straps showed off her lightly tanned, freckled shoulders, and the low neckline perfectly framed her ample cleavage. But most amazingly, the thing was practically transparent! Her tight, high-rise thong was visible underneath, and I could see how high her full bosom sat on her chest. She was voluptuous and curvy in a delicious and mature way, and the freckles just emphasized her beauty.

Beside me, Diane let out a delighted giggle. “Leigh, look at you!” she exclaimed. “Wherever did you get such a darling little nightie?”

Leigh preened, smoothing the satiny fabric down over her hips. “Oh, this old thing? Won it a couple years back in a game of Wicked Grace with a fancy city elf trader.”

She did a slow pirouette to show off the back, which dipped enticingly low, but my eyes were mainly drawn to how her lingerie clung to her full backside. “Had to promise the scoundrel free drinks at the Wild Outrider if I lost the hand. Luckily, I won!” Leigh shot me a sly sideways look through her lashes. “Ain’t no beatin’ me at cards.”

I chuckled. Even exhausted from a long night, Leigh’s bubbly energy and shameless flirting remained in full force. The alluring nightgown certainly amplified her beauty. I tried valiantly to keep my eyes above neck level as she moved closer.

“Here, I brought y’all some extra nightshirts and things to sleep in,” Leigh said cheerily, handing Diane and me small bundles of folded garments. “They’re clean, just been in storage is all.”

After thanking her sincerely, Diane and I took turns washing up and changing in the little water closet. My loaned nightshirt was softly worn and just slightly too small, but clean. It reached just above the waistline, and I wore my boxers underneath. I folded my dusty frontier clothes neatly, leaving them atop the dresser.

When Diane emerged from changing, she wore an oversized linen shirt that hung nearly to her knees. Her shapely legs peeped out beneath the hem as she walked. The casual garment accentuated her slender beauty.

Leigh let out an approving whistle. “Ain’t you just the cutest thing in that big ol’ shirt!” she teased affectionately. Diane did a playful twirl, and the loose fabric rose up to flash a little thigh.

“I see London, I see France…” I joked.

Diane swatted my arm amidst their laughter. But her cheeks were rosy, clearly enjoying our light flirtation. It kept the warm mood from the streets going.

I chuckled and pulled her in for a hug, and she answered with fiery intensity that went straight down my spine.

Diane then shot a smile at her friend and blushed a little before gesturing at the plush couch. She bit her lip for a moment, then grinned at Diane. “Let’s sit on the couch for a bit,” she hummed, her voice a little husky. “All three of us! We can talk and relax a little.”

Those words sent an excited prickle down my skin, and my heart was beating fast as Diane led me to the couch and beckoned Leigh over again.

The three of us sank onto the supple leather sofa together, hip to hip, relaxing in comfortably casual intimacy after the camaraderie of the night’s revelry. Outside the open window, raucous laughter and snatches of song still echoed up from the festival crowds below.

Leigh shifted, crossing her smooth bare legs casually. The motion caused her nightgown to ride up, exposing an enticing expanse of toned thigh. She caught me peeking and gave a playful wink. Diane just rolled her eyes in amusement at our antics.

“Well, after all that dancing, I’m feeling mighty parched again,” Leigh declared. “How ‘bout a nice nightcap before bed?”

Diane and I readily agreed that a drink sounded perfect. Leigh bounced up and headed to her kitchenette, returning shortly with three glasses of amber liquid tasting of honey and spice, which spread cozy warmth through my limbs. We tapped our glasses together in a wordless toast, our eyes sparkling.

I had a feeling this was going somewhere pretty soon…


Chapter 58

Leigh shifted her weight on the couch, and now her hips touched mine. Even better, the motion had caused her flimsy satin nightgown to hike up even more, revealing the way her thong clung to her tight little pussy in a camel toe. My cock bucked, outlined in my boxers.

“So, how’re things goin’ between y’all?” Leigh drawled, the lilt in her husky voice making my mind swim; she was just so sexy. Her eyes were bright and teasing in the dim candlelight of her apartment.

Diane bit her lower lip, a blush creeping up her cheeks. “It’s… it’s been good,” she stammered, her sapphire eyes flickering to me nervously.

Leigh let out a hearty laugh, throwing her head back and causing her voluminous blonde hair to cascade down her back. Her breasts jiggled with the motion, the areola of one rosy nipple escaping from the flimsy fabric of her nightgown.

“Y’all fucked, huh?” she asked, the wicked grin on her face making my heart race.

I chuckled at the bold question, but Diane turned as red as ketchup. She just stammered something along the lines of yes.

“Guilty as charged,” I openly admitted, my eyes flickering to Diane who was now even fidgeting with the hem of her oversized shirt.

“Well now,” Leigh purred, scooting closer to me on the couch. Her thigh brushed against my own, a jolt of electricity shooting up my spine at the contact. “No need to be bashful, sugar. It’s a normal thing to do for lovers.”

She leaned in closer, her free hand crawling up my thigh as her naughty gaze dipped to my cock, outlined firm in my boxers. “Did his cock taste as good as it looks, Diane?” she asked, her voice dropping to a sultry whisper.

Diane’s eyes widened at the question, her cheeks flaring a deep red before she gave a playful chuckle. “Maybe you should find out,” she hummed, teasing her friend right back.

That one made my heart skip a beat, though. This was getting hot and heavy pretty fast! I loved the way Leigh’s dirty talk was making Diane squirm, but my fox girl was competitive and gave Leigh as good as she got. And both women were getting turned on by their banter. I could see the arousal in their eyes.

“Maybe I should…” Leigh purred as her hand continued its journey, her fingers brushing against the outline of my hardening cock in the most teasing way.

God, the things I wanted to do to this woman!

“And did he fill that tight little pussy of yours?” Leigh purred, taking it up a notch as her eyes locked on Diane’s.

“Hmm,” Diane hummed, tucking a strand of her black hair behind her ear as she watched Leigh’s fingers tease. “He did. Maybe you can watch him do it again?”

My breath hitched as Leigh’s fingers traced the length of my cock through my boxers, her touch teasing and tantalizing. I looked at Diane, whose eyes were glued to Leigh’s roaming hand. She rubbed her thighs together, giving a little mewl of arousal at the sight of Leigh so casually prickling my rod with her fingers.

Leigh smiled naughtily at Diane’s reaction, her fingers continuing their dance. “Are you sure I can taste him too?” she asked, her voice dripping with a wicked sweetness.

Sweet mother of mercy. I sat back and grinned, letting these two work out who could get on my cock first. If this was the so-called ‘elven marriage’, I was sold…

Diane gave a naughty nod. She was blushing as this was all a little dirtier than what she was used to, but she wasn’t giving up, and she was enjoying the play. This, I could tell by the naughty twinkle in her eyes.

“Do it,” she said. “See if you can get him off like I do.”

Leigh giggled, and her hand shifted, her fingers brushing over my balls. I couldn’t suppress the groan that escaped my lips, the sensation sending waves of pleasure coursing through my veins.

“Does Diane suck a good cock, David?” Leigh drawled, her voice husky as she continued to tease me.

I bit my lip, my gaze flickering between the two women. “She does,” I confirmed, my voice barely a whisper.

Leigh’s grin widened at my answer, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “Well, ain’t that somethin’,” she said, her hand leaving my cock to play with a loose strand of her golden hair.

Diane shifted in her seat, her tail swishing behind her. I could see the way her nipples strained against the fabric of her oversized shirt, the sight making me even harder.

“Think you can do better?” Diane teased Leigh, her sapphire eyes ablaze as she licked her lips.

Leigh’s giggle filled the room once more, the sound as intoxicating as her touch. “I ain’t sure,” she drawled, her hand returning to my cock, her wide blue eyes fixing on me. “I can try, though…”

I groaned, my hips bucking instinctively into her touch. The heat of her hand through the thin fabric of my boxers was driving me wild, my breath hitching with anticipation.

Leigh’s fingers expertly traced the outline of my hard length, her touch feather-light yet torturously slow. Diane watched, her eyes glazed with desire as she bit her lip.

“I think you should,” she purred, and I glanced at Diane, who was now squirming in her seat. The sight of her, so aroused and fascinated at the way her friend was touching and teasing me, was incredibly erotic.

My heart pounded in my chest as Leigh’s grip tightened around my cock, her thumb brushing over the head through the fabric of my boxers. A shiver of pleasure ran down my spine, my weapon throbbing under her touch.

Diane leaned in closer, her breath hot against my ear as she addressed Leigh. “We should make this interesting,” she said, her words sending a thrill of anticipation through me.

“More interesting?” I muttered.

“A competition!” Leigh agreed.

I swallowed hard, my gaze flickering between the two women. Diane seemed as intrigued by the idea as I was, her sapphire eyes filled with curiosity and desire.

“Hm-hm,” she hummed, shooting the Leigh a smile. “A competition between friends… A little contest to see who sucks David’s cock the best?”

My eyes widened for a second, but my cock gave a happy buck at the suggestion.
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Diane gasped and blushed at Leigh’s dirty suggestion, but Leigh just pushed up closer against me, the couch creaking as her transparent nightgown slipped away to reveal her other nipple as well.

“Come on, baby,” she hummed at Diane. “A friendly competition! Winner gets a pussy full of cum…” She threw me a wink.

My kind of competition…

Diane’s mouth fell open, surprised by her friend’s dirty suggestion, but then her eyes narrowed, and she gave a naughty little giggle. “All right,” she purred. “Let’s see what you got…”

Leigh started by teasing me a little more through my boxers, her slender fingers tracing the outline of my erection. She then pulled back, arching a dark blonde eyebrow as she grabbed the hem of her disheveled nightgown and pulled it over her head, her big tits bouncing free of the flimsy garment. The sight of her in just a thong made my heart pound in my chest.

Then, she bent down to kiss me, her lips meeting mine in a passionate exchange. I had been wanting this for a while, and the softness of her lips only fueled my desire. Her tongue explored my mouth, and I could taste the sweet flavor of her.

My hands moved up to knead those big breasts of hers, and the purr of pleasure that escaped her as we kissed told me how sensitive and sensual she was.

Diane watched us from a corner, her hand slipping beneath her oversized shirt. Her cheeks were flushed, and her breath hitched as she watched Leigh and me. Her fingers moved rhythmically under her shirt, and I could tell that she was touching herself.

Leigh then removed my boxers, her eyes flickering with admiration as my erection sprung free. “Such a pretty cock, baby,” she purred, shooting me a naughty look. “I’ve been wanting to taste it for a while now.”

She gave it a few teasing strokes, her touch making me shiver with pleasure. Then, she spat on it, her warm saliva making my cock glisten in the dim candlelight.

She then moved to kneel in front of me, her large breasts swaying slightly as she positioned herself. Her mouth descended on my cock, and I couldn’t help but groan at the feeling of her lips around me.

She leaned forward, and seeing her big ass in the skimpy thong was incredibly arousing. The material barely covered her, and the sight of her round buttocks made my cock twitch in her mouth. My mind swam with pictures of me doing the dirtiest things to that butt, Leigh screaming with pleasure as I fucked her senseless…

Her pace increased, her head bobbing faster on my cock. Her lips slid up and down my length, the wet, warm feeling of her mouth making my toes curl. I could feel my orgasm building, and I knew I wouldn’t last much longer.

Diane had shimmied her panties to the side, her fingers working on her pussy as she watched Leigh and me. Her breathy moans filled the room, adding to the erotic atmosphere. She looked incredibly sexy, her fox tail twitching in time with her fingers.

Diane moved closer to us on the couch, her hand still buried in her panties. She leaned in to kiss me, her lips meeting mine in a hot, messy exchange. Her taste was different from Leigh’s, more tangy and wild.

As we kissed, Diane’s fingers moved faster on her pussy. I could hear the wet sounds of her fingers slipping in and out of her, the sight and sound making me even more aroused.

Leigh continued to work on my cock, her pace relentless. I could feel her tongue swirling around my tip, the sensation driving me crazy. Her hand cupped my balls, giving them a gentle squeeze.

Diane broke our kiss, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. Her hand moved faster under her shirt, her fingers working furiously on her clit. Her moans grew louder, her eyes locked on Leigh and me.

“She’s… Ahn… She’s good,” Diane muttered. “Look at her go… Working… Ahnn… working so hard for your cum, David.”

The sight of Diane pleasuring herself made me only more aroused. I could feel my orgasm building, the pressure in my balls becoming unbearable. I tried to hold back, not wanting the pleasure to end. But Leigh’s tongue and mouth were relentless, her rhythm unchanging.

Leigh sensed my impending orgasm and redoubled her efforts. She took me deeper into her mouth, her lips pressing against my base. Her tongue swirled around my tip, the sensation driving me closer to the edge.

Diane’s moans filled the room, her fingers moving furiously on her pussy. She was close too, her body trembling with the effort as she fingered herself while I fucked her friend’s mouth. “Fuck, Leigh,” I groaned. “I’m… I’m gonna cum.”

She popped my cock out her mouth for a moment, jacking me off as she did so. “Cum for me, baby,” she hummed. “I want it.”

“Yeah, cum,” Diane agreed. “Cum… ahnn… cum in her mouth.”

Leigh took my cock back in her mouth and went faster, gagging and slobbering, until my orgasm came up from my very toes. With a grunt, I thrust between her lips and released, my cum shooting into Leigh’s mouth.

At the same time, Diane climaxed, her body shaking with pleasure as she watched me pump a hot load into Leigh’s mouth, her eyes hazy as she reveled in the forbidden delights.

My orgasm was intense, my body shaking with the effort. I could feel my cum spurting out, filling Leigh’s mouth. She swallowed what she could, but some of it dribbled down onto her breasts. The sight of her big tits covered in my cum was incredibly arousing.

Finally, Leigh pulled away from my cock, her lips still glistening with my cum. She licked her lips, tasting my essence. Her blue eyes met mine, and she gave me a satisfied smile.

“Damn, David,” Leigh hummed, licking her lips clean and giving a chuckle. “You cum so much, baby.”

Then, she shifted her naughty gaze to Diane. “See if you can top that, honey…”
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I sat back as Diane, blushing and giggling, hopped down from the couch and got onto her knees next to Leigh. As she did so, she pulled off the oversized shirt, revealing her cute panties and firm breasts. The sight of her like that next to Leigh’s voluptuous body made me half-hard again.

“Jack him off, baby,” Leigh encouraged, her hand already wrapped around my engorged cock. “Make him nice and hard.” Diane’s sapphire eyes sparkled with mischief as her delicate fingers closed around me.

Diane began slowly, her hand stroking me with a tantalizing rhythm that made my breath hitch. Her fox ears twitched adorably, and her tail swished from side to side as she worked my cock.

“That’s it,” Leigh’s voice was breathy, her accent a sweet melody to my ears as she encouraged Diane.

As Diane pumped me faster, Leigh’s fingers fluttered to the edge of her thong. She shimmied it aside, revealing her glistening pussy, a sight that made my cock twitch in Diane’s hand.

Leigh began fingering herself, her eyes never leaving mine, her fingers delving deep into her wetness. “You cummin’ in my mouth got me all hot and bothered,” she breathed as her delicate fingers explored that pretty pussy. I couldn’t wait to get my cock in there; the hot little vixen was probably a perfect fuck.

Every stroke of Diane’s hand and every flick of Leigh’s fingers sent jolts of pleasure coursing through me. I beckoned Leigh closer, urging her to join me on the couch.

“Let me taste those beautiful tits,” I murmured, my voice husky with desire. Leigh clambered onto the couch, positioning herself next to me.

My mouth found her breast, my tongue tracing her nipple before I sucked it into my mouth. Leigh moaned, her hand guiding my other hand down to her already soaked pussy. “That’s it, baby,” she hummed. “Touch my pussy like that.”

The taste of her skin was intoxicating, the feel of her soft breast in my hand and her slick folds under my fingers drove me wild. I probed her depths with my fingers, finding her sweet spot with ease.

Leigh gasped as she reached around, peeled her thong to the side, and slipped a slender finger into her tight asshole as she rode my fingers. “Oh, baby,” she crooned. “I can’t wait till I get to feel that cock of yours… Hm… I’ll let ya fuck any hole you want, baby.”

Damn, she was driving me crazy! Meanwhile, Diane’s mouth was working wonders on my cock. Her lips glided over my length, taking me deep into her throat. Her technique was flawless, and the sight of her bobbing head between my thighs was driving me to the edge.

I could feel the tension building, my balls tightening as my climax approached. Leigh’s sensual moans and Diane’s expert blowjob were pushing me to my limit.

My fingers moved faster inside Leigh, matching the rapid pace of Diane’s mouth. Leigh’s moans were getting louder, her body trembling as she got closer to her climax.

“Oh David,” she moaned. “I’m so close… I’m gonna cum for you, baby…” Her words spurred me on, my fingers moving even faster inside her.

Then, with a loud cry, Leigh’s body arched, her orgasm crashing over her like a tidal wave. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, her juices coating my hand.

“Oh fuck, David!” Leigh cried out, her body trembling. “I’m cumming… I’m cumming so hard…” Her dirty talk was like music to my ears, her orgasm a symphony of pleasure that echoed through the room.

At the same time, I felt my own climax rushing towards me. My hips bucked, thrusting my cock deeper into Diane’s throat.

“Diane,” I gasped, pulling my cock out of her mouth. “I’m gonna cum…”

Diane pulled away but stayed on her knees in front of me, pushing up her breasts. “Cum for me, David,” she begged, her eyes wide and eager. “Cum all over me…”

With a roar, I came, my hot cum spurting out and coating Diane’s beautiful breasts. The sight of her sitting there, my cum dripping down her tits, was crazy sexy. I watched as she smeared my seed over her breasts, her fingers playing with her nipples as she did so. She moaned, her eyes closing in pleasure. This was a new side of her, and I loved it!

“Oh fuck…” I groaned, taking in and treasuring the sight of her like this. Diane looked up at me, her fox ears twitching adorably.

“Did you enjoy that?” she asked, her voice sultry. I could only nod, my breath coming in ragged pants.

Meanwhile, Leigh was still coming down from her orgasm, her body still trembling. She looked at me with lust-filled eyes, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.

“That was… amazin’,” she purred. “I came so hard…”

I smiled at her, reaching out to stroke her cheek. “You were incredible, Leigh,” I told her, my voice sincere. “Both of you were…”

Leigh blushed, but her smile didn’t waver. She glanced at Diane, and I followed her gaze.

Diane sat on her knees, her pretty tits glazed with cum, like the image of some goddess of lust. At the sight of her like that, completely surrendered to her desire for me, I was almost ready to go again at once.

“Damn, girl,” Leigh hummed, still panting from her own orgasm. “I concede… You won.” She grinned naughtily. “That means you get a pussy full of cum…”
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With my hand still on Leigh’s tight and wet slit, my eyes fell on Diane. Lost in her lust, she rose from her knees. Her pretty chest was glazed with my hot cum. Some had even trickled down to her cute panties.

“David,” she murmured, her voice heavy with desire. “I need you…” The sapphire fire in her eyes burned brighter. “I need you to fuck me.”

Leigh’s giggle echoed in the room, sultry and full of wicked delight. “That’s right, Diane,” she said, her hand still moving on her own body. “You did win fair and square. Now, let’s see our man claim his prize.”

I felt a surge of desire course through me, making my cock twitch. With a low growl, I pulled Diane up to me, her soft body molding to mine as our lips met in a searing kiss. My hand slipped into her cute panties, and I felt she was ready for me.

I broke the kiss, my gaze meeting hers. I saw her anticipation, her need, and I couldn’t resist. I pulled her onto the couch and pushed her over to place her on all fours, her fox tail twitching with excitement as she gave a little yelp at my somewhat rough handling.

“Oh, yeah,” Leigh moaned from her spot, her hand cupping her own large breast. “Fuck her like that, David. Give her what she’s been begging for.”

My hands found Diane’s hips, pulling her closer. I felt the heat of her, the wetness, and I couldn’t help but groan. The tip of my cock pressed against her, teasing her entrance.

“Please, David,” Diane begged, her voice a husky whisper. “Fuck me. Hard.”

With a deep, guttural groan, I pushed into her. She was tight, so damn tight, and I saw stars. I grabbed her fox tail, using it as leverage as I began to thrust.

Diane’s moans filled the room, each one louder than the last. Her fingers clutched the leather of the couch, her body trembling with each thrust. A ripple went down her perfect ass with every thrust, and even though I had come twice already, my pleasure already rose at the sight of that perfect body all for me.

I fucked her hard, my hips slamming against hers with each thrust. Her ass was up in the air, presented to me, and I couldn’t resist giving it a hard smack.

Diane’s response was immediate. A loud, wanton cry slipped from her lips, her body arching beautifully.

Leigh’s voice cut through the room, her words dirty and encouraging. “That’s it, David. Make her scream.”

I could feel my climax building, the pressure mounting. But I didn’t want this to be over just yet.

I slowed my thrusts, savoring the feel of Diane around me. My hands roamed her body, exploring every inch of her. I could hear Leigh’s heavy breaths, her gasps and moans growing louder.

“Don’t stop, David,” Leigh moaned. “I wanna to see you fuck her hard. Make her yours, baby.”

With a growl, I picked up my pace again. I was fucking her rougher now, faster, with her cheek pressed against the creaking leather of the sofa. I could tell by the way she was moaning, the way her body was shaking, that she was close.

“Oh, David,” Diane cried out, her voice filled with pleasure. “I… I’m going to… Oh, God!”

I felt her tighten around me, her body convulsing as she came. It was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen.

“That’s it, Diane,” Leigh cooed. “Let him feel how good he’s making you feel.”

Diane’s orgasm was long and powerful, her body shaking with each wave of pleasure. It was all I could do to keep my own climax at bay.

“David,” Diane gasped, her voice breathless. “I want… I want you to fill me.”

“She’s earned it, David,” Leigh said, her voice filled with passion. “Give her all of that hot cum.”

My own climax built up, the pressure mounting. All this dirty talk, their beautiful bodies, glistening with sweat. I couldn’t hold back any longer.

With a grunt, I thrust one last time, my cum spurting out to fill her. Diane’s body shook under the power of my orgasm, her cries filling the room. I growled with lust as I emptied my balls in her fertile womb, eager to give her and Leigh exactly what they wanted. Then, with a sigh, I was spent.

“Oh, David,” Diane moaned. “That was… incredible.”

I collapsed next to her on the couch, my arm wrapping around her. I could feel her body still trembling, the aftershocks of her orgasms still coursing through her.

Leigh’s giggle filled the room, light and full of satisfaction. “Well, that was certainly a sight to see.”

I raised my head, meeting Leigh’s gaze. “I hope you enjoyed the show,” I said, my voice filled with amusement.

“For sure,” Leigh purred. “You filled her up nice and good, baby! Hmm, she’ll be walkin’ funny for a day or two.”

I chuckled in between gasps for breath as I gave Diane’s round butt a slap. She giggled and shook her ass for me as she lay down on the couch beside me.

I glanced over at Diane, her fox ears perked up in satisfaction as she snuggled up against me. Her tail twitched idly as she basked in the afterglow. Leigh’s curvaceous body sprawled lazily in my lap.

I ran my fingers along Leigh’s arm, tracing the freckles that dotted her skin like stars in the night sky. “You two are amazing,” I said, the words rumbling from deep within my chest. Diane’s sapphire eyes sparkled as she turned to look at me, her lips curling into a satisfied smile.

“Well,” she drawled, her fingers lightly tracing a path down my legs. “You ain’t too bad yourself.” She yawned, covering her mouth.

“But I think it’s time for bed now,” Leigh said, breaking away from my gaze to stretch. I grunted in disagreement, my eyes wandering over her voluptuous body.

Man, I still wanted to fuck her. And hard, too.

Leigh chuckled teasingly at my reaction, her eyes sparkling with mischief. She stood; her body silhouetted by the soft candlelight. I watched as she ambled towards her bedroom, her round ass swaying enticingly. I licked my lips at the sight, my cock stirring at the thought of what was to come.

“If you want more, you’ll have to come to the Aquana festival,” Leigh called out as she disappeared into her room. “We can do a few more friendly competitions when we get there, baby,” she hummed. “Maybe we can see which butt bounces the best!”

At that, she gave her round butt in its thong a slap, making it jiggle.

Diane and I laughed, and I licked my lips at the prospect. “Oh, we will be definitely going,” I said.

“Or coming,” Leigh joked with a wink before she sashayed into her bedroom, leaving Diane and me chuckling as we snuggled on the couch.

Frontier life… it’s the best.

Finished and eager for early access to my next book? Check out my Patreon: patreon.com/jackbryce
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Chapter 1

The early morning sun shone through the open window, gently rousing me from sleep. I awoke to the melodic chirping of birds outside, a sound that never failed to fill me with serenity. As my eyes fluttered open, I felt a soft weight beside me and glanced down to see Diane still nestled against my bare chest.

Her fox ears twitched slightly as she dreamed on, eliciting a fond smile from me. Careful not to wake her, I gently brushed a stray lock of inky hair from her peaceful face before slipping from the warm bed.

The memories came flooding back slowly — the night spent with Leigh and Diane… the naughty delights we had shared. I chuckled to myself and shook my head, still coming to terms with the great thing that had happened. At the sound, Diane wiggled her nose, sighed, and turned over in bed. I admired her for another moment before deciding to let her sleep.

After donning the clothes I had discarded on the floor, I left the bedroom to head downstairs. Opening the door, I heard a soft humming coming from below.

It seemed Leigh was already up.

Before heading down, I glanced through a window at the landing. From there, I could see Gladdenfield stirring awake after a night of heavy revelry leading up to the Aquana Festival. Merchants opened their stalls in the square, and sweeping tunes from a lone piper drifted up.

Downstairs, I found Leigh in the kitchen humming a cheerful tune as she whisked up a batch of fluffy pancake batter. She flashed me a bright smile when she noticed me lingering in the doorway. She then turned around, her beautiful body hugged tight by her nightgown, and handed me a mug of freshly made coffee.

“Mornin’ darlin’!” she chirped, giving me an appreciative once-over. “My my, don’t you just look delicious this fine day. Come give me a morning kiss!”

I chuckled, greeting her warmly with a kiss on the cheek as I took the coffee from her. “Something sure smells good down here. And it’s not just the food.”

“Oh, you!” she purred, waving the compliment away. “Anyway, I’m fixin’ us up a nice big breakfast to fuel up before the day kicks off proper.” She shook the bowl of batter enticingly. “Nothin’ better than pancakes smothered in syrup and butter after a night of… activities.” She shot me a playful wink.

I grinned, my cheeks flushing slightly at the reminder of last night’s passionate encounter. “I can’t argue with that logic.”

As Leigh returned to her mixing, I took a few sips of coffee. Seeing Leigh bustle about in the kitchen, working hard to make a nice meal for us, brought a contented smile to my lips. Soon enough, I moved to help set out plates and utensils on the small kitchen table.

Before long, the sizzling aroma of frying pancakes filled the air. My stomach rumbled hungrily in response. Right on cue, light footsteps padding down the stairs heralded Diane’s arrival.

“Something smells absolutely divine down here,” Diane remarked brightly, joining us in the kitchen. She gave me a lingering good morning kiss that warmed me through.

Leigh beamed over at her. “Mornin’ sunshine! Y’all have a seat and dig in while I whip up another batch.”

We happily obeyed, heaping our plates high with fluffy pancakes, syrup, and fresh berries. The first sweet bite melted in my mouth, and I hummed in satisfaction. Diane made similarly blissful sounds across from me.

Over the delicious meal, we chatted casually about our plans for the day. Diane was eager to watch some of the traditional elven dances, while Leigh insisted we sample every food vendor in the square. I was simply looking forward to soaking up the festive atmosphere and spending some time with these two lovely ladies at my side.

“We’ll have to make a trip back first, though,” I said to Diane. “We need to make the homestead ready for us being away for a week.”

Diane nodded. “You’re right,” she said, then looked at Leigh. “When is everyone departing for the hot springs?”

“Oh, baby, that’s in three days! Y’all have plenty of time. Just be here in the morning three days from now. If you’re here before noon, you’ll be fine.”

“Anything we should bring?” I asked.

She grinned. “Clothes, some money, a tent to sleep in, umbrella in case it rains, although it usually doesn’t this time of year. And of course your lovely selves.” She winked.

I chuckled and nodded. “Good to know.”

“Oh, and most folks bring weapons. We ain’t never had problems, but it’s still the frontier, ya know? Better to be prepared.”

“That makes sense,” I agreed.

When the food was cleared, Leigh and Diane insisted on handling the tidying up over my protests. I relented and went to tidy myself up for the day instead. The sound of their playful laughter drifted up the stairs behind me.

After washing and changing back into my frontier gear, I headed downstairs to find the girls waiting and ready to go, eager to spend another day enjoying Gladdenfield in its festive mood.
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Stepping outside, Gladdenfield’s streets were already packed with revelers on this second day of pre-festival celebrations. Vendors called out their wares. Tempting aromas of freshly baked goods, including fluffy croissants and bagels, filled the air. Musicians strummed upbeat melodies at every corner, ready for another day of revelry.

The atmosphere was lively and delightful, and even though I was a little tired from last night — we had been up for a while — the festivities were already picking me up and reinvigorating me.

I offered Diane my arm gallantly, and she took it with an amused smile. Leigh appeared on my other side, linking her arm through mine and pressing her soft body against me. Together we joined the colorful chaos, simply enjoying the sights and sounds, and I felt like the king of the festival with those two beauties on my arms.

Our first stop was a stand selling sweet honeycakes that were still warm from the oven. The stand owner was one of the local homesteaders, and we had a little chat. He told me he had an apiary of his own, and that intrigued me.

“Don’t you get stung a lot?” I asked.

He grinned and shook his head. “Nah, these aren’t regular bees; they’re blue bees.”

“Oh!” Diane chirped in recognition. “The Tannorian Blue Bee?”

He nodded. “That’s right.”

Diane clapped her hands and turned to me with big eyes. “Those are really cute. They can sting, but really just prefer to buzz away if there’s a threat. So long as you don’t harm their little ones.”

The stand owner nodded. “Yeah, they’re pretty great. Regular bees are great, too; my family had an apiary before the Upheaval. But these blue bees are friendly little guys, and they produce a lot of honey. They don’t’ really mind if you take it from their hive either.”

“Interesting,” I said, thinking it over.

Leigh laughed and shot me a warm look. “Look at this man already thinking about how he’s gonna set up his own apiary.” She shook her head. “Calm down, Mr. Frontier Man.”

I chuckled and gave her a pat on that shapely rump of hers. “You’re right. But maybe later I’ll look into it.”

Leigh insisted on buying a round of the delectable sweets for us all. I bit into the soft pastry, savoring the cinnamon apple filling paired with subtle honey. It was delicious and hit the spot after our big breakfast.

We continued meandering leisurely through the crowded market stalls, frequently stopping to sample foods or chat with friendly patrons, most of whom were locals. Everywhere, smiles and laughter abounded. Children scampered about playing lively games of tag amidst the forest of adult legs.

As the day progressed, more elves made their way into Gladdenfield. Most of them were lively merrymakers, but a couple were more serious, decked out in ceremonial robes.

“Some of the elves take the Aquana Festival very seriously,” Diane remarked when she caught me looking at a throng of robed elves. “And that’s their right, of course. For most, however, it is a casual celebration.”

I nodded, a little curious about what the religious significance of the festival was to the elves. However, just as I was about to ask, the crowd began whooping and drew my attention as a talented elven harpist plucked out several apparently well-known songs. We paused, enraptured by the jaunty strings that stirred the spirit.

Diane’s eyes were closed, fox ears twitching gently as she savored each note. With her affinity for and love of music, it was hardly a surprise that she liked this part of the festivities the most.

When the song ended, we tossed a few coins into the elf’s open instrument case. He inclined his head graciously before launching into another upbeat frontier reel. Passersby began clapping and stomping along, swept up by the infectious rhythm.

When the rollicking song concluded, we continued on our way. We joked and chatted casually as we strolled through the lively town. Around us, sounds of revelry filtered in from everywhere.

Walking along, we found someone who had set up an apparently magically powered carousel — much to the delight of the local children. Human and elven children played together with foxkin kits and catkin kittens. Even the occasional dwarven child — so short and stocky they were almost square, with fuzz already on the chin — hobbled about muttering excitedly in their guttural tongue.

It was a delight to see the younglings enjoying the festivities so greatly. Seeing their antics and their lively enthusiasm brought a smile to each of our lips. Especially Diane purred with delight as she saw the kids caper and dance and frolic about. I couldn’t blame her; it looked like fun.

As we watched the scene, Diane slipped her small hand into mine, giving it a light squeeze. “Where shall we wander next?” she asked brightly, her eyes still on those kids.

I was content to let the girls take the lead. “Wherever you two want to go, I’m happy so long as we’re hanging out,” I said lightly. Leigh gave me a playful nudge in response, but her eyes were softened by what I had said.

We spent the rest of the leisurely day weaving through Gladdenfield’s lively streets, sampling delectable foods and taking in the sights. I won Diane a plush fox doll playing a ring toss game, which she accepted with delight. Leigh amused us with an exaggerated fortune telling from a supposed elven seer.

As the afternoon sun began to touch the canopy of the surrounding Springfield Forest, Diane slipped her arm through mine once more. “This has been an absolutely lovely day,” she remarked contentedly, giving my arm an affectionate squeeze.

“Couldn’t agree more,” Leigh said, sidling up to sandwich me between their soft bodies. “But don’t you two need to be moseying on back soon to square away your homestead?”

I nodded reluctantly, knowing Leigh had a point. “We should probably start heading back before it gets dark,” I conceded. As much as I was enjoying our leisurely time together, responsibilities called.

We said our goodbyes to Leigh, promising to be back in time before the procession to the hot springs would set out from the village, three days from now.


Chapter 2

The twenty-minute drive back to our remote homestead gave Diane and me a chance to talk privately as the rugged and forested landscape rolled by. I kept the Jeep at a moderate speed, not wanting to hit any errant creatures suddenly bounding onto the trail. Diane’s hand found mine, our fingers loosely entwined over the gearshift.

After some contemplative silence, Diane turned to me, her vivid sapphire eyes thoughtful.

“Seeing those children back in Gladdenfield really made me think…” she began.

“Oh? What about?” I asked gently, giving her slender hand a little squeeze.

Of course, I had an inkling…

This was the first time either of us had directly broached the topic of having kids. By the things she had told me before — the significance of the foxkin dens, for instance — and by the way she had responded to children in our vicinity, I was fairly sure she was interested in having them.

And so was I, even though it was a little early for that, seeing as I’d only moved out here recently, and Diane and I were still getting to know each other and exploring the depths of our relationship.

Diane looked down, fiddling absently with a lock of her inky hair. I could tell this was meaningful to her, though she was hesitant to state anything overt just yet.

“Well… I’ve been thinking just in general about the future, I suppose,” she replied vaguely after a moment, peeking up at me briefly through her dark lashes. “And what it may hold for people like you and me, living out here on the frontier.”

I sensed she had something specific on her mind but was still cautiously feeling out my receptiveness. Wanting to encourage her gently, I said, “For us? I hope good things.” I kept my tone light and open.

Diane nodded slowly, seeming to gather her nerve. She took a small breath before continuing softly. “Yes, of course. But also… well, seeing those kits today — uh, foxkin children — it reminded me how we regard family in my culture.”

As Diane spoke, she gradually grew more lively and expressive, describing the great significance kits hold in foxkin culture. “For my people, kits represent survival and future,” she explained earnestly. “We train our kits to be hunters and gatherers from the very beginning.”

Her vivid sapphire eyes took on a wistful, faraway look as she seemed to recall many fond memories from her own childhood.

“I remember playing for hours as a kit with my siblings and friends,” Diane reminisced with a nostalgic smile. “We would pretend to hunt for our food using sticks as weapons. Or play hide and seek amidst the great tree roots. It was always about the hunt!”

She laughed softly, lost in the memories. “One time I convinced the other kits to help me dig out a whole network of small tunnels beneath a giant fallen oak. We were trying to build our own little den and played that we had to protect it and provide for the little kits inside!”

I chuckled and glanced over with great interest as I drove. “That sounds wonderful,” I said warmly. “Like an idyllic childhood.”

Diane nodded, looking back at me. “It was. Our days were filled with play, discovery and learning. At night, the elders would tell us stories and myths — always about little kits saving the tribe from calamity.”

Her expression turned more serious then. “Which is why protecting and nurturing the young means so much in my culture. Kits represent the future — they contain all our hopes, purpose, and love.”

I gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze. “I can certainly understand that. And I appreciate you explaining it to me,” I said sincerely. “Caring for children and guiding them is deeply meaningful.”

Diane nodded gratefully. “It truly is. Passing down knowledge and traditions, seeing their growth and accomplishments…” She trailed off, then laughed. “Oh, listen to me prattling on!”

“No, please, I want to hear more!” I insisted supportively. “I’m always eager to learn about what matters most to you and your people.”

Diane gave me a touched smile. “You are sweet, David. I suppose it just makes me envision… what a full den might look like someday,” Diane finished wistfully. She stole a tentative sidelong glance at me then, her brilliant eyes searching my face apprehensively, though she left the implication unstated.

But I had a feeling I grasped her hinted meaning. I gave her a warm, sympathetic smile, hoping to reassure her without any assumptions. “One day, I’m sure there will be a whole litter of kits scampering about,” I said supportively.

Diane’s shoulders relaxed, and she smiled back gratefully. I could tell she appreciated that I hadn’t recoiled from entertaining the idea, even if I avoided directly confirming or denying anything just yet. This talk was still tentative — as it should be at this stage in our relationship and lives.

Growing more comfortable now, Diane went on to muse happily about the sorts of things she would love to do with her hypothetical kits someday — teaching them to identify edible and medicinal plants, track animals, fish in the river. She described imaginary play spaces, cozy little dens built just for nurturing kits. Her creative vision was vivid and utterly captivating.

I drove on contentedly, keeping my eyes on the road while Diane’s words painted the pictures. By the time the cottonwood and our turn came into view, I found myself utterly enchanted by her dreams and hopes.


Chapter 3

The next morning, I awoke to the melodic trilling of birds outside the cabin’s window. Beside me, Diane still slept peacefully, her ears occasionally twitching as she dreamed. I gave her a kiss on the back of her head as I carefully slid from beneath the quilts and began dressing for the day’s tasks.

Downstairs, I started a pot of coffee and sliced some bread to toast over the fire. The domesticant spirit I summoned was eager to help prepare breakfast. Its spectral form whisked about industriously, sweeping the floor and setting the table. It chirped happily as it worked, and I enjoyed its cheery presence.

By the time Diane padded down the ladder and stood in her cute, oversized shirt, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, I had breakfast ready. She gave me a drowsy kiss on the cheek in thanks before taking her seat. We ate in relaxed silence, simply enjoying the food and each other’s company as the valley awakened around us. Meanwhile, the domesticant was already moving about outside, finding firewood.

Over a second cup of coffee, we discussed plans to prepare the homestead for our absence during the Aquana Festival. I would check the animal traps and fill up the smokehouse while Diane prepared our plots for our absence and would clean up the house with help from my domesticant. She would also check on the fish traps.

We wanted to leave the place tidy, but it was especially important that the garden plot would survive until we returned. We would plant the fast-growing tomato and onion seeds when we got back. Both were normally planted in Spring, but considering their fast growth, we could plant them now.

After tidying up the dishes, we headed outside into the golden morning light. I gave Diane an affectionate peck on the lips before grabbing my rucksack and rifle. She picked up her gathering basket and set off toward the garden plot. The domesticant hobbled after her, chirping its happy song.

I hiked the short distance to the river where I had set traplines for rabbits and other small game. Along the way, I paused to gather some wild onions and edible mushrooms, putting my Foraging skill to use.

At the first snare line, I found two plump rabbits which would make a fine stew. Since we’d be gone for a week, I didn’t reset the snares. I continued checking the rest but refrained from resetting those that had been triggered and disabled those that hadn’t been triggered. Though the yield was modest today, it would supplement our stocks.

I enjoyed a quiet lunch in the forest under the shade of a tree. As I looked around, I once again had to wrap my mind around my new life here. The vibrant forest with its elements of Tannorian life — beautiful flowers, the calls of strange birds, and the occasional mysterious wildlife — had only been my home for a short while.

I was happy that the area around Gladdenfield Outpost wasn’t dangerous, but I was also longing to find out a little more about the world now that it was merged with Tannoris.

Plus, we had a plot for pasturing… I wondered if some of the wildlife from after the Upheaval was good to keep around. Maybe we could even get some animals to ride to save up on gasoline.

Shaking off my daydreams, I continued my route, emptying the snares and traps. By the end of the day, I had three rabbits, a quail, and a squirrel. Not a bad haul, but we’d definitely seen better.

My last stop was the small smokehouse where fish, fowl, and game were preserved over slowly smoldering fires. I found Diane there, and after we talked a little about our day so far, she went to the riverbank to prepare the meat and fish for the smokehouse — insofar as we wouldn’t have the small game or fowl for dinner tonight.

While she was busy, I headed out to the garden and cast my Summon Minor Spirit spell twice — once for a spirit with the Woodland affinity and once for a spirit with the Earth affinity. Between the two of them, the soil got excellent treatment and after all the watering that Diane had done, I was confident our little plot would hold out for a week. To be on the safe side, I’d repeat the treatment again tomorrow — but not the day after; I wanted to have full mana when we would head back out to Gladdenfield, just in case I needed it.

By late afternoon, the homestead was tidied up and our smokehouse well-stocked with goods that would be ready soon. I chopped firewood, especially more alder for the smokehouse, while Diane finished up inside and turned her attention to dinner. She built up the fire as she cut up the rabbit for a nice stew.

Once I was done outside, I joined her, and we worked side by side preparing the meal, our actions smoothly complimentary after weeks together. Soon, delicious scents filled the cozy cabin.

“Smells wonderful already,” I remarked, inhaling the savory aroma as I chopped potatoes and carrots to add to the bubbling pot.

Diane smiled. “Thank you. I’m using some of the thyme and rosemary we gathered. They add such lovely flavor.” Next, she sprinkled in a pinch of dried herbs from her own stash — the herbs she had brought with her to the homestead.

I added the chopped vegetables to the stew before washing up at the basin. Soon, we were seated across from each other as more savory scents filled the cabin.

Over dinner, our talk turned to hopes and plans for the upcoming festival.

“I’m most looking forward to dancing under the stars to elven music,” Diane said dreamily. “The pilgrimage music is so lively and romantic, and the elves craft the most delicious delicacies. I can’t wait to try them!”

I smiled, picturing Diane’s graceful form twirling beneath the moonlight. “That does sound wonderful,” I agreed. “As for me, I’m interested to learn more about those elves and their customs. I’ve been meaning to ask what the whole Aquana Festival is about.”

Diane blushed a little. “Honestly, I don’t really know. I never knew much about elves — most of us foxkin don’t. On Tannoris, we didn’t live closely together as we do here. I suppose the changing world brought us closer together.”

“I understand,” I said. “Well, hopefully there will be some talkative elves at the festival.”

Diane nodded. “Oh yes, stories around the fire are always a favorite part of the festivals. So many people come together, sharing myths and legends.” Her eyes turned wistful. “So much different music!”

I chuckled, reaching across to squeeze her hand. “It sounds like a good time. I’m happy we decided to go.”

We continued eating as the valley darkened outside. But anticipation for the festival filled us both. Being among our fellow frontier folk would enrich us, and I was looking forward to the festivities. Tomorrow, we would finish up around the homestead and make sure we were absolutely ready.


Chapter 4

The next day, I was eager to inspect my fledgling patch of mystical crops — the fruits of my efforts to cultivate alchemical reagents through patience and skill acquired by studying the ancient tome Waelin had gifted me. After a quick breakfast with Diane, I grabbed my gathering basket and headed out to the garden plot.

Kneeling amidst the leaves glimmering with morning dew, I first examined the Wispsilk. Turning the serrated leaves over, I could see gossamer threads beginning to form along the edges — a key alchemical binding agent. Given more time and care, they would be ready for harvesting.

Next, I inspected the Magebread patch, drawn by the enticing floral aroma. The sapphire petals seemed to glow, revealing concentrated mana in their nectar. These flowers were crucial for crafting mana draughts to restore mystical energies, the mana of spellcasters. I planned on making them into a valuable source of income for our little homestead. Their growth looked robust.

I also checked on the Thauma roots, gently shifting the soil to expose one gnarled tuber. Faint violet light pulsed within its coarse purple flesh — a sign of latent magical essence waiting to be extracted alchemically. The roots were an integral base for my potions.

Overall, I was thrilled to see my fledgling garden of mystical crops thriving. Though still a novice cultivator, my patient efforts were manifesting results. In time, with care, these plants would yield the arcane reagents needed to advance my mystical craft.

Throughout the morning, I meticulously inspected each magical crop, employing my skills to assess their progress. After watering the thirsty plants with river water enhanced by summoned spirits, I carefully harvested specimens that were ready.

Amidst the shimmering Wispsilk, I used a small silver blade to gently cut several of the longest leaves. They pulsed faintly in my hand; innate with mystical energy. I placed the harvest in my gathering basket to later hang and slowly dry.

At the Magebread patch, I snipped ready blooms with tiny scissors, mindful not to damage precious petals. I would extract the minute traces of glowing nectar they secreted, along with seeds to propagate more. But for now, I merely collected the intact flowers.

Lastly, I harvested Thauma roots, digging up three large, gnarled tubers. Using a sharp knife, I delicately peeled away the coarse exterior to expose the valued inner flesh, still glimmering with elusive violet light. These I cleaned and stored in a covered jar.

As I worked amidst the loamy scents, I found this careful cultivation of arcane botanicals deeply satisfying. From tiny seeds and cuttings, I was coaxing forth mystical fruits through patient tending. The hours of toil were rewarding.

By mid-morning, my basket held a respectable harvest — Wispsilk leaves, Magebread blooms, and Thauma Root slices. Though they required extensive alchemical processing to become reagents, these represented the literal fruits of my labor.

After tidying my tools, I carried the basket of arcane components back to my cabin. I would devote the rest of the morning to beginning the alchemical preparations in my makeshift alchemy laboratory, but I needed to take the leaves into the cabin for drying first.

Inside, I cleared one of the sturdy worktables and laid out the harvested reagents. The Wispsilk leaves had to be dried first, being the most delicate and prone to deterioration.

I suspended lengths of twine close to the fireplace in the living room of the cabin. With great care, I draped the ethereal Wispsilk leaves over the lines to slowly desiccate in the radiant heat and dryness of the cabin without scorching.

While the Wispsilk dried, I returned to the alchemy laboratory to begin work on the Magebread blooms. I used a thin set of wooden tweezers to gently tease out the tiny black seeds concentrated at the flower’s core. These I set aside to later cultivate more crops — once I had expanded my alchemical garden. And I assumed they would fetch a good price from Leigh too, should I decide not to use them at all.

Next, I switched to a stirring rod, delicately brushing each vibrant azure petal to collect traces of the sparkling nectar they secreted. Though minute in quantity, the nectar essence was highly concentrated; only a little of the precious stuff was needed for a potion.

Next, I selected a raw and cleaned Thauma root from the covered jar and trimmed away the knobby ends that I had missed before. Next, I sliced each trimmed root into thin discs to expose more of the supple inner flesh that radiated with magical qualities. Once that was done, I bruised the slices into a viscous paste in my mortar and pestle. Finished, I decanted the root pulp into one of my mason jars.

Throughout the morning, I focused intently on these ministrations, coaxing forth the arcane potency from within each reagent through skill and patience. Their latent powers gradually manifested. It was rewarding work that required my full concentration, and the hours went fast as I derived joy from each successful step in the alchemical process.

By morning’s end, my efforts had successfully produced usable alchemical products from the harvested garden plants — drying Wispsilk fibers, a tiny vial of purified Magebread nectar, and a jar of iridescent Thauma pulp. Though my techniques still needed honing, these would be the ingredients for my next batch of mana potions.

After thoroughly cleaning all my equipment, I documented the morning’s work in my journal with detailed notes, observations, and suggestions for improving my yield and purity next time. Experience would refine my methods.

At noon, when we shared a simple but nutritious lunch of trout and bread, I proudly showed Diane the distilled reagents from the garden, describing how even limited harvested components could be amplified alchemically given sufficient mystical knowledge and practice.

She shook her head, somewhat amazed. “I swear, David, you have a talent for this! I can’t believe how quickly you took to it.”

I shot her a wink. “Well, the skillbook helped a lot.”

She rose from the table and kissed me on the cheek before she began tidying up. “I’m pretty sure,” she said as she picked up the plates, “that you would have been able to learn alchemy even without it.”

I chuckled, sitting back for a moment to admire her lithe form as she bustled around the cabin before rising to help her. “Who knows,” I said. “But it’s certainly a lot easier this way.” I gave her a pat on her shapely butt. “What about you? How’s your day been?”

She grinned. “Just making sure there’s nothing weird going on around the property: checking tracks and such! This is a peaceful and quiet part of the frontier, but strange creatures can sometimes roam around at night.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “Dangerous creatures?”

She shrugged. “Not likely, but it’s good practice when living in the Wilds to keep an eye on what creatures come close to your home, especially at night.” She grinned broadly. “So far, it’s just deer.”

I laughed. “Alright, that’s good to know.”

Chuckling, she sidled up to me, and we spent a few quiet minutes letting our lunch settle before we headed back out to work some more.
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After our quiet moment together, Diane and I headed back outside into the warm afternoon sunshine. I decided to spend more time foraging for useful plants that I could process alchemically or use for cooking. Diane mentioned she wanted to do some fishing down by the river.

I grabbed my gathering basket and hunting knife and set off into the surrounding woods and meadows. Using my Foraging skill, I was able to efficiently locate patches of herbs and edible fungi. I collected sprigs of rosemary, thyme, and sage that would flavor our dinners. From the base of trees, I harvested brown-capped porcini mushrooms. I also found wild potatoes and wild carrots.

Venturing farther out, I came upon a grove of wild ginseng plants. Carefully digging up several large roots, I brushed off the soil before placing them in my basket. Ginseng had restorative properties that I might try to exploit alchemically. Plus, it would make a nice tea. Overall, my foraging efforts were quite fruitful.

As I hiked back, I reflected on how living off this land was deeply satisfying. The wilderness provided a bounty if you knew where to look. My skills and knowledge were steadily growing along with my mystical repertoire.

Arriving back at the cabin, I set some water out back to boil while I cleaned the grit from the foraged plants. Soon I would dry them for long-term storage. But first, I sliced some porcini mushrooms to add to that evening’s trout stew.

When the water reached a rolling boil, I carefully dropped in the ginseng roots to brew a revitalizing tea. The earthy aroma as they slowly simmered was comforting. I decanted some tea into a waiting mug, eager to sample the invigorating drink.

Just then, the cabin door swung open and a grinning Diane walked in carrying a respectable string of fresh-caught trout. “Looks like you had some luck foraging,” she remarked, eying my basket of plants.

“I’d say it was a pretty productive outing,” I replied. “And clearly the fish were really biting for you today!” Diane’s impressive catch would make for a fine dinner.

“The river’s just teeming with them lately,” said Diane. She glanced at the steaming mug in my hand. “Making some tea?”

I nodded and offered her the mug to try. “Here, have a taste. It’s ginseng tea from roots I harvested.”

Diane blew across the surface before taking a tentative sip. Her eyes lit up at the earthy, complex flavor. “Mmm, that’s delicious.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m happy I found it out there in the wild. There wasn’t much, but we’ll be able to brew a few pots.”

“Ginseng?” she hummed. “Is that from Earth?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it makes for a nice tea that restores the body. Also, I’m interested to find out if some of the plants and herbs from Earth have an effect in alchemy.”

“That’s a good idea,” she said. “I haven’t heard much about people trying that!”

I grinned. “Might be a dead end, but I like experimenting with it! So anyway, let’s get started on dinner.”

We worked side by side preparing dinner, settling into our easy rhythm together. I descaled and filleted the plump trout while Diane chopped vegetables from our garden to add to the stew. Soon the cozy cabin was filled with mouthwatering scents that made my stomach rumble.

By the time we sat down across from each other to enjoy the meal, the sun was just starting to sink below the horizon. But there was still enough light illuminating our valley to see by. Over stew, we talked casually about our day’s activities and bounty.

When the food had been cleared, our talk once again turned to hopes and plans for the upcoming Aquana Festival.

“What are you most looking forward to about the festival?” I asked Diane curiously. “Besides the music,” I added with a wink, seeing as she’d already raved on about that aspect yesterday.

She laughed at that. “Oh! But I’m really excited for the music and dancing!” she said. “But I also love the elven food. They’re real magicians in the kitchen, and most of the cooking I get is my own or human these days. For elven delicacies, you have to be in the cities or deeper into the Wilds.”

I nodded enthusiastically. Elven food was a luxury in the cities. There were a couple of elven restaurants in New Springfield, and although I couldn’t really afford to go there, I’d been there two or three times on company outings. And I had to admit: elves knew their stuff when it came to cooking. It was, however, complex cooking and quite expensive as a result. Maybe it’d be different out there during the festival.

Over the next hour, our conversation lingered happily on anticipation for the Aquana Festival and the adventures it would bring. Diane described the sorts of intricate gowns and costumes we might see the elves wearing. When it was finally time to turn in for the night, I stood up from the table with a smile.

“It’s going to be quite a spectacle!” I said, clearly also looking forward to what we would experience together there. “This will really enrich our lives out here on the frontier.”

We spent the last rays of sunlight washing up and tidying up the place so we could leave in the morning without too much of a hassle. Then, as darkness fell, Diane and I lingered outside admiring the stars starting to blink into dazzling view overhead. The Milky Way splashed across the deep night sky reminded us of the scale of the cosmos.

As we stood there, I slipped an arm around Diane’s waist, pulling her slender frame against me. She nestled into my embrace contentedly as we took in the peaceful valley night. The only sounds were the faint rustling of plants in the breeze and a whispering river.

“This is perfect,” I remarked, giving Diane a gentle squeeze.

Diane smiled up at me, her eyes reflecting the glittering starlight. “I feel the very same way,” she replied softly, snuggling deeper into my arms.

We lingered a while longer before heading inside our cozy cabin to retire for the night, both at peace with our rustic existence and looking forward to what tomorrow might bring.


Chapter 5

The next morning, pale golden light filtering through the cabin’s windows roused me from a deep slumber. Beside me, Diane still dozed, her chest rising and falling rhythmically. I lay beside her for a while longer. The bed was a little too small for two, but I didn’t object to the snug fit.

After a while, she woke up, making sleepy noises as she pressed her body against mine. Laughing, I gave her a slap on her rump.

“Come on, sleepyhead,” I said. “It’s a big day, and we should be in Gladdenfield before noon.”

“Hmm,” she grumbled, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

I gave her a moment, kissing her on her forehead and giving her ears a scritch before heading downstairs myself. I prepared a simple but hearty breakfast of fried eggs — we had to finish those before we’d head out — and toasted bread. The sizzling aroma and clatter of pans soon brought Diane padding down the ladder, yawning and rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“Breakfast smells delicious,” she remarked appreciatively, giving me a peck on the lips in thanks before sitting down. We ate leisurely, neither feeling the need to rush despite our imminent departure. The valley awakened gradually around us, birdsong filtering in through the open windows.

When the food had been cleared away, we finished the last of our packing. I made sure to bring my rifle, my handgun, and hunting knife, just to be safe. Diane’s crossbow and quiver of bolts rested near the door. We did a final sweep to ensure everything was in order before loading up the Jeep.

The drive down to Gladdenfield was pleasantly uneventful. Vibrant wildflowers and shimmering streams flowed past as I navigated the winding frontier road at a careful pace. Diane hummed along to a cheerful melody, her fingers idly playing with a lock of her hair.

We speculated lightheartedly about what sights the festival might hold. Diane wondered if we’d glimpse exotic creatures or kin emerging from seclusion to join the celebrations. The world contained endless mysteries since the Upheaval joined our realms.

When the forest began giving way to open meadows and farmland, we knew Gladdenfield was close. Sure enough, the settlement’s watchtowers soon rose ahead. Even from a distance, more travelers than usual crowded the main thoroughfare.

At the gates, elven sentries waved us through with a smile, accustomed to the sight of our rugged vehicle by now. We crept along at a crawl, navigating around laden wagons and pedestrians that choked the lively streets.

The whole settlement practically overflowed with newcomers and vehicles. Every tavern and inn had been booked up for weeks in anticipation of the Aquana Festival. We were fortunate to be staying with Leigh above her shop.

After considerable effort, I managed to wedge the Jeep into the same side alley we had left it last time, hoping it would go undisturbed. There was simply nowhere left to park along the main square. We grabbed our bags and squeezed our way through the colorful chaos on foot.

My eyes roamed the incredible sights — exotic kin in tribal garb, eccentric elven mystics, loving couples, happy families, and weary pilgrims just arrived. Snatches of songs both melodic and raucous reached our ears. The mood was one of barely contained revelry. It was clear that Gladdenfield hadn’t stopped partying since last we were here.

As we navigated the crowds, a staggering patron reeking of spirits bumped into me, slurring out an apology before continuing on his erratic course. I suppressed a chuckle and stepped closer to Diane protectively.

Up ahead, a circle had formed around two buskers, an elven maiden on the violin and a dwarf accompanying her on a hand drum. The unexpected duo’s spirited melody inspired enthusiastic clapping and cheers from the audience. Diane’s eyes lit up at the impromptu concert, and we listened for a while. I could see my musical foxkin taking mental notes.

When the song ended, she tossed a few coins in their open instrument cases before I gently guided her away so others could take our place. There would be ample music and entertainment all week long during the festival.

We paused frequently to take in the sights of the crowded markets that overflowed with vendors and colorful wares of all sorts. My stomach growled as we passed tantalizing food stalls producing scents both savory and sweet.

Diane had to steer me away from the pastries and roasted meats more than once, reminding me playfully that we had weeks to sample everything. I shot her a mock wounded look at being denied the delicacies, eliciting a bright peal of laughter from her.

As we neared the town square, raucous cheers suddenly erupted ahead. Curious, we changed course and soon came upon a boisterous ring of spectators engrossed in a brawl. Two stocky, bare-chested dwarves grappled and traded blows to the crowd’s delight.

“Dwarven brawling competitions used to be tradition here,” Diane remarked over the din. “Before most of the dwarves moved deeper into the frontier on mining business.” By the slightly offended curl of her lips, I could tell Diane didn’t particularly enjoy this entertainment.

As we passed by, the larger dwarf hurled his opponent to the dusty ground, eliciting resounding applause. The atmosphere was lively, if rowdy.

Skirting the energetic audience, we continued onward, though the wrestling match could still be heard even over the surrounding festival chaos. Everywhere, people drank, laughed, and reveled as though worries ceased to exist.

Up ahead at last, Leigh’s cluttered storefront emerged from between its neighbors. I waved to get her attention through the window glass so she’d know to expect us. Soon enough, the shop door swung wide and out bustled our vivacious hostess.

“There y’all are!” Leigh enthused, immediately pulling Diane and I into fierce hugs that left me grinning “I was startin’ to wonder if you two got lost in the ruckus!”

Diane laughed musically. “The crowds certainly don’t make navigation easy, but we managed. How has the festival been so far?”

“Oh, it’s poppin’ off, alright!” Leigh exclaimed, gesturing expansively. “Folks have been pouring in from all over the frontier these past two days. Gonna be quite the spectacle!” She playfully fanned herself as if overwhelmed. “We’re getting ready for the trek to the hot springs.”

I chuckled at her exaggerated excitement. “Well, we’re looking forward to experiencing it with you.” Glancing around at the chaotic streets, I added, “Where do we even assemble? Is it just each on their own?”

Leigh slipped her arms through each of ours. “Oh, don’t you worry none. We just file in with our stuff and join the group! There’ll be plenty of folks to talk to and fun to be had. But first, we’re gonna have a nice, filling lunch!”

With that, she guided Diane and me into her shop.
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Inside Leigh’s cozy shop, she immediately led us into the kitchen and began preparing a hearty lunch for the three of us. “Now don’t y’all worry, I’ve got this covered,” she assured as she started slicing bread and assembling sandwiches. “Can’t have us marching on empty stomachs!”

Diane and I found seats at the small table near the front window of her cozy living space above the shop, where we had a view of the crowds gathering outside. Everyone seemed to be in high spirits, laughing and singing. The very air thrummed with anticipation. There was an organized chaos to it, and we were all looking forward to getting out there and joining the festivities.

“It sure is lively out there already,” I remarked, watching foxkin kits and elven and human children meander through the crowds as they gave each other chase. Their delighted laughter was audible even through the glass.

Diane smiled and nodded. “The start of the Aquana Festival is always exciting. Especially seeing so many different folks coming together in shared celebration.” Her eyes shone at the prospect of the week ahead.

Just then, Leigh breezed over, bearing a platter of delicious sandwiches and a pitcher of chilled apple cider. “Eat up! We got a long walk ahead of us,” she said, sliding into the seat across from us.

I needed no further encouragement to dig in to the mouthwatering meal. Between bites of the generously stuffed sandwich, I asked, “So when do we actually set out on the pilgrimage?”

“Real soon now,” Leigh replied after a gulp of cider. “The formal procession starts forming up in the square at high noon. We’ll join in the march out of town toward the hot springs.”

Diane’s eyes lit up. “Oh, how wonderful!” She turned to me. “You’re going to love it. The procession takes a few hours, and when it gets dark, the elves have magical lanterns that are so beautiful to see!”

I chuckled. “Well, if it’s even half as lively as what I’m seeing out on the streets already, I’m sure I’ll love it.” Based on the sheer volume of festival-goers in Gladdenfield, the procession itself promised to be quite a spectacle.

We continued eating while chatting casually about the pilgrimage route. Leigh elaborated on the destination, the hot springs. “I don’t know all the details,” she began, “but the elves celebrate the water spirits they believe reside in the hot springs of Springfield Forest. There’s also a temple — an Inner Sanctum — where regular folks aren’t allowed, but the temple itself is a sight indeed!”

Diane nodded enthusiastically. “Supposedly, the hot springs existed on Tannoris as well and were just… well, transported whole to Earth.”

“Interesting,” I mused. “A real Tannorian place.”

“As real as it gets, supposedly,” Leigh said. “There’s more places like it, but the Aquana Festival revolves mainly around the water spirits that live there and Aquana, the elven water elemental.”

I perked an eyebrow. “A water elemental? What exactly is that?”

She laughed and waved it away. “Baby, I’m just a Beastmaster. I don’t know any more than this. You gotta talk to some elves if you wanna know more! Luckily, there’s gonna be plenty of ‘em!”

I chuckled and nodded. “Alright,” I said. “I will. It sounds interesting!”

When the simple but hearty lunch had been finished, Leigh stacked our empty plates and gathered up the picnic supplies. “Best be getting ourselves together to join up,” she said. “Wouldn’t want to miss the head of the line!”

Diane stood and stretched her limbs. “I suppose I should clean up a little,” she remarked. “I’m all dusty from the trail!” Before departing upstairs, she gave me a quick peck on the lips. “Meet you both outside shortly!”

While Diane was occupied, I assisted Leigh in tidying and locking up the shop in preparation for her extended absence during the festival. She double-checked that the “Closed for Aquana Festival” sign was clearly displayed in the front window facing the street.

“There, that oughta do it,” Leigh said with a note of satisfaction once her temporary preparations were complete. She did a final visual sweep of her cozy store and nodded firmly. “All ready for a week of festivities!”

“Let the good times roll,” I agreed with a grin. Based on the lively pre-festival chaos, the next seven days promised to be quite an experience. I was also really eager to engage some elves in conversation and learn a little more about their customs and the world after the Upheaval from their perspective.

After cleaning up and checking our gear, we headed back downstairs with packs on our backs, ready to depart.

“Shall we?” I said, offering an arm ceremoniously to each of my lovely companions. Chuckling, they accepted and together we stepped out into the colorful fray packing Gladdenfield’s streets.

Navigating the crowds clustering around the town square proved challenging. But before long our efforts were rewarded as we emerged into a somewhat less densely packed corner. “There’s the meeting spot!” Leigh exclaimed, waving toward a gathering throng.

Sure enough, an assemblage of pilgrims was forming up beneath a fluttering banner embroidered with the elegant elven script. The group represented a diverse mix of frontier folk — humans, dwarves, foxkin, catkin, and of course contingents of elves.

As we made our way over, I spotted familiar faces from around Gladdenfield — homesteaders, shop owners, the friendly tavern keeper Darny who looked about as red as a beet already. Everyone was in high spirits, eagerly awaiting the signal to commence the ceremonial procession.

“Oh, there’s Waelin!” Diane whispered to me, discreetly indicating the stern elf alchemist who had given me his skillbook as a reward for retrieving the Moon Blossoms for him. I raised my hand in greeting, hoping he would impart some of his centuries-spanning wisdom about the Aquana Festival and its significance over the coming days and maybe give me a few alchemy pointers as well.

But the aloof elf merely nodded curtly at my wave before turning away, apparently absorbed in an intense discussion with several of his ilk. I shrugged — perhaps I would have a chance to glean some of his extensive knowledge as the pilgrimage progressed.

As the appointed hour drew near, I felt a swell of excitement. All around us, pilgrims were donning decorative garlands and headdresses, which elves were handing out. Leigh placed a ring of bright wildflowers atop Diane’s inky hair, eliciting an appreciative smile, and Diane returned the favor. The very air grew charged with anticipation as the crowd grew more silent.

Suddenly, a great fanfare of pipes and horns rang out, signaling the start of the procession. As one, the crowd began moving, funneling into orderly columns amidst choruses of cheering and singing. Leigh, Diane, and I joined the lively mass, allowing ourselves to be swept along on the wave of collective joy.

Clutched between my two lovely companions, I grinned into the sunshine, eager to discover what this grand celebration held.


Chapter 6

The boisterous procession finally passed through the north gates of Gladdenfield and out into the open wilderness, officially commencing the pilgrimage to the sacred hot springs. All around us, elven pilgrims sang traditional songs while others played lively melodies on pipes and lutes to set the pace.

I had to agree with Diane: there was an almost supernatural quality to the songs of the elves. While their kind was certainly not as unearthly beautiful as human myths made them out to be — in fact, most were pretty drab — they had voices and a musical sense that few could equal.

During the first hour, we did nothing but listen as song after song rolled through the procession, waxing and waning as voices picked up, joined in, or let the melody fade. It was mystical and beautiful.

After an hour, the songs faded. Apparently, this was the traditional way to begin the Aquana festival. As the songs came to an end, the elven enchantment, too, ended, and the crowd began talking and singing on their own again.

I walked alongside Diane and Leigh, threading our way through the lively crowd. The diverse mix of frontier folk — humans, elves, dwarves, and kin — were swept up in the festive spirit, laughing and chatting amiably with strangers and friends alike.

Up ahead, the path sloped gradually upward into forested hills vibrant with life. Through the treetops, I glimpsed towering, mist-wreathed mountains: the Shimmering Peaks that lay beyond Springfield Forest. Those were more dangerous, or so Caldwell had told me; goblins and kobolds roamed there, although the frontier settlement of Ironfast kept them in check.

“Oh, I’d nearly forgotten how lovely the journey is,” Diane sighed contentedly, her keen eyes roaming the vibrant wilderness surrounding us. “It’s been ages since I’ve been in these parts.”

“I can see why the Aquana Festival is popular,” I replied, inhaling the fresh, loamy scents of the forest. “Just getting out into the open frontier is rejuvenating.” Being immersed in untamed nature never failed to energize my spirit.

As the hours rolled by, we gradually left the farmed valleys around Gladdenfield farther behind. The landscape grew progressively more rugged and unspoiled by civilization. Our merry procession wound beneath towering maples and past crashing waterfalls and mossy boulders.

After a few hours, we had reached a verdant grove which marked the halfway point to the hot springs. The pilgrimage leaders signaled a halt, and the revelers broke out food and drink to refresh themselves after the first leg of the journey.

“This looks like a fine spot for a little break,” Leigh declared, deftly unslinging her backpack and removing a wineskin and a parcel of bread and fruit. She passed some to Diane and me before eagerly partaking herself. The natural provisions helped replenish my energy after the hours of walking, and the sparkling, clear wine was a delight to the palates.

As we ate, I took in the soaring emerald canopy shielding us from the afternoon sun. Slender beams of golden light pierced through in places, illuminating drifting motes of pollen. The murmur of the creek mingled with lively conversations and occasional laughter.

Diane nestled against my side contentedly. “The grove’s energy is so peaceful,” she remarked between bites of apple, her eyes gently closed.

I had to agree — there was an almost reverent silence beneath the gracefully arching tree limbs overhead. It felt like a sanctuary divorced from worldly concerns.

After an hour’s rest, the pilgrim leaders once again took up instruments and banners, signaling the trek would resume. With excited chatter and song starting anew, the sprawling party reassembled itself and continued onward into the depths of Springfield Forest.

As the procession slowly wound deeper into unspoiled wilderness, the terrain became hillier and more overgrown with tangled vines and roots. The canopy grew dense enough in places to plunge the path into shadow, though shafts of light still filtered through in hazy beams. Still, the path itself was good and broad — probably cleared in advance — and we made good time.

Every bend in the trail seemed to reveal new wonders — a curtain of silver water spilling from an escarpment shrouded by mists, or a meadow spangled with azure blossoms that glowed faintly in the gloom. Diane’s eyes were lit with childlike wonder, and I too felt enchanted by the ethereal beauty surrounding us. Leigh hummed her appreciation at the sights, and I could tell by the way she navigated the path that she was accustomed to the wild, a leftover from her life as a roaming Beastmaster before she became one of Gladdenfield’s many shopkeepers.

Around late afternoon, the call came to make camp for dinner. By now, I understood that the procession was supposed to arrive at the hot springs at night, which apparently made for a spectacular sight. The group fragmented as pilgrims broke away to build cookfires on suitable patches of level ground.

Diane and Leigh assisted me in clearing a site and gathering enough kindling and logs to keep our fire fed so we could do some cooking. Soon we had a crackling blaze going. The flickering glow lent a cozy air as daylight slowly faded.

From our vantage, we could see numerous similar fires wink into being as others set to making their meals. For those disinclined to cook, plenty of vendors went around with their carts, offering freshly cooked wares. Laughter and snatches of song echoed through the woods until one by one, the pilgrims and revelers began their dinners.

Leigh proved herself indispensable once more by producing cooking implements and ingredients from her pack seemingly by magic. Soon she had transformed them into a humble but delicious soup brimming with chicken, tubers, and wild herbs that we ate straight from the cooking pot in hungry mouthfuls.

When the soup had been reduced to scraps, Leigh passed around the wineskin, and we sipped reinvigorating sparkling wine. All around, as people finished their meals, a more reverent atmosphere descended on the group. Night was coming, and the trek to the hot springs would soon be done.

There was a mood of anticipation that kept the group alive. Adults smiled and shared stories or looked around in awe, while big-eyed children and kits reveled in the wonder of it all. People roamed between fires, talking in hushed and reverent voices, and all was in good cheer and friendliness. It was a beautiful activity.

We enjoyed the fire and watched the sun set behind the all-surrounding trees. The sunset was beautiful, and the reverent silence almost made me forget how big our group was. I drew Diane’s slender frame against me and kissed her forehead as she nuzzled into my chest.

Leigh sat close to me, resting her soft cheek on my shoulder, and I wrapped my free arm around her delicious body. Just touching her like this sent a jolt of desire through me, and when I caught her shooting me a big-eyed smile, I had a feeling we might come closer to each other during this festival.

Then, the elves began handing out paper lanterns. Most were mundane but in cheerful shades of blue, purple, and green. However, several elves — undoubtedly the richer ones — handed out lanterns that shone with a light of their own. There were no candles or other sources of light inside those. Instead, an orb of magelight shimmered at the center of each. Smiling, the elves handed most of the magical lanterns to the children and the kits, who enjoyed the most, scampering about with uncontained wonder and excitement to show their lanterns to any who would look.

Soon enough, exultant muttering at the front signaled we were getting ready to depart again. My heart quickened, imagining the wondrous sight that must await at the end of the trail.

“We’re going,” Leigh said as she rose. Even the bubbly blonde had fallen a little silent at the mood of reverie that had descended on us all.

Diane clapped her hands, rising with a nimble hop before lighting the lantern that one of the elves had given our group with a twig she held in the fire. Smiling, I rose as well and began to extinguish our fire, eager to see our destination.


Chapter 7

As twilight deepened, the lively procession of pilgrims continued its winding path ever deeper into the ancient forest. All around, the dancing lights of paper and magical lanterns lent a mystical aura to our surroundings.

It was a beautiful sight. The lights ahead were magical, like little wisps playing among the trees, and our procession threw a mysterious blue glow that roused a deep primal connection with the world and its new magics. And as we marched, the whole procession was silent — admiring the beautiful lights.

Up ahead, rapturous cheers of wonder began rolling back along the column. Apparently, those in the front had caught a glimpse of something marvelous. Excitement passed down the column as the rest of us became eager to see what the others were cheering about. In the distance, the gentle rumble of falling water began to rise. We were likely approaching some kind of waterfall.

The excited murmuring swelled as those in front crested a rise and beheld the beginnings of the sacred site. Then suddenly we saw it too — a vast, steaming pool ringed by towering, moss-covered crags and fed by a waterfall whose muted roar reached our ears. Despite the late hour, everything was illuminated by lamps and the uncanny aquamarine glow exuding from the hot springs itself.

Spellbound, I paused alongside Diane and Leigh to take in the breathtaking vista. I had never seen its like — the sheer scale and otherworldly radiance awakened a profound awe within me. This place was sanctified; its beauty poetic.

But it wasn’t just this single pool — oh no! There was a system of caves that burrowed into the crags, and steam rose from their entrances and venting holes. And here also was evidence of Tannoris, for the face of the crags had been carved into the likeness of an elven temple, reminding me somewhat of images of Petra in Jordan.

Lanterns illuminated the interiors of those temples, and already the first of the pilgrims were making their way into some of the caves, eager to explore. The largest one, however, was not open to the public. No doubt, this was the Inner Sanctum Leigh had mentioned before.

All around, fellow pilgrims slowed, their faces reflecting the mingled joy and reverence I, too, felt. This was a sight to stir the soul. Many elves knelt at the edge of the largest, central pool in wordless praise with heads bowed. The very air hummed with ancient magic and mystery, all of it amplified by the blue and purple glow of so many lanterns.

Diane slipped her hand into mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. When I glanced down, her lovely features were serene, eyes big as she took it all in. I took Leigh’s hand in my other, seeing the blonde stare at the vista with admiration as well. In reverent silence, we made our way down the gradual slope toward the ethereal lake. Its surface steamed invitingly in the cool night air.

At the water’s edge, elven musicians began playing a beautiful melody on harps and woodwinds. The mood grew hushed as robed elven priests waded into the glowing shallows, canticles ringing in the elven tongue. Their ritual had commenced. In elven fashion, all were allowed to watch, even if they didn’t care much for the elven religion, so long as they were respectful.

As elves continued filtering down, Leigh whispered that we should find a spot to make camp before they were all claimed. Diane and I reluctantly tore our gazes from the rising music and followed her around the spring’s perimeter. Everywhere, pilgrims were setting up their tents. Much preparation had gone into it all, for elves went around to pass out firewood, thus ensuring that the surrounding trees would not be molested.

We selected a suitable patch of soft moss beneath swaying boughs that would provide shade during the coming days; I didn’t want a greenhouse for a tent. While I assembled our canvas tent, Leigh and Diane collected firewood from the elves for a campfire.

Soon we had a modest camp established. Around us, countless fires kindled into being as other pilgrims settled in. Slowly, the reverent mood faded, and people began talking again. In the background, the elves still continued their religious song.

“I’ll get us some supper cooked up,” Leigh said, already laying out pots. The day’s hike had left us drained and ravenous. As tempting aromas arose, my stomach rumbled appreciatively. I sighed contentedly, the beauty of this place still stirring my spirit. Diane nestled against me on a shared blanket, tail curling around me.

Despite the late hour, few pilgrims seemed inclined yet to sleep. The elven songs and ritual continued, audible even at a distance. Diane hummed along to one familiar hymn, eyes dreamy. Leigh prepared several skewers of venison, onions, potatoes, and other vegetables. They were delicious, another staple frontier food.

Over dinner, I asked Diane about the meaning of the elaborate elven ceremony we were witnessing around the hot spring. She furrowed her brow in thought before replying carefully.

“As I understand it, they are honoring Aquana, the ancient elemental being that resides in and protects these waters,” Diane explained between bites. “By singing his praises in the old tongue, they hope to earn his blessings of bountiful rains and harvests in the coming seasons.”

I listened, fascinated as always by glimpses into Tannorian culture. The interweaving songs certainly seemed imbued with significance, even if their exact meaning eluded me. I hoped to glean more knowledge over the week ahead.

When the tasty skewers had been finished off, we leaned back against a mossy log and gazed contentedly into the dancing flames. Our secluded camp afforded an excellent vantage on the ongoing elven rituals at the water’s edge.

Small groups of elven women knelt along the shore, azure and white robes swirling as they scooped up glowing mineral-rich mud in unison before anointing one another’s faces and arms in intricate patterns. Their soft chanting blended beautifully with the harpists and choristers.

“They sure take this all mighty serious,” Leigh remarked, though not unkindly. She gave a sleepy stretch as fatigue visibly settled on her pretty features.

Nearby, other pilgrims were similarly surrendering to exhaustion after the long hike. A hushed calm gradually descended, broken only by snaps and pops from dying fires as people began drifting off to their tents for the night.

“Tomorrow,” Leigh said. “The festivities begin for real. The first night is always ritual, song, and beauty.”

I nodded. I was certainly looking forward to the festivities, but this part of the whole affair was interesting to me as well.

When Leigh could no longer stifle her yawns, I chuckled softly and sent her off to our tent to get some rest. There would be plenty of time for nighttime revelry. As Leigh crawled into her sleeping bag, Diane’s eyes were still bright with interest in the elven rituals even as weariness slowed her responses.

I wrapped a spare blanket around our shoulders as we sat listening to the ethereal strains of music over the low flames.

Much later, once the choir had reached its crescendo and faded, I gently roused a drowsy Diane and drew her to her feet. Arm in arm, we made our way through flickering firelight to the seclusion of our tent where Leigh was already breathing lightly in her sleep. I could scarcely fathom this was only our first night in this wondrous place.

Diane’s fox ears twitched adorably as I tucked a windswept lock of hair behind one before giving her a tender goodnight kiss. Safe in my arms, she was soon sleeping soundly. But I lay awake yet, thoughts swirling with all we had witnessed. I felt sure this would be a week of profound experiences.


Chapter 8

When pale, mist-diffused light eventually filtered into our shelter, I carefully extricated myself from beside the still-slumbering Diane. Next to us, Leigh was also breathing gently. It was just past dawn, but the sounds of the site stirring to life were audible. There were plenty of early risers like myself. I stretched my limbs and ducked outside into the fresh morning air.

All was tranquil — the early risers moved silently about rekindling campfires for breakfast. Birdsong and the ever-present roar of falling water were the only sounds. I took a moment just to appreciate the serenity.

As I watched, an elderly elf woman emerged from her small tent and began a series of graceful, flowing movements along the shoreline that almost resembled a dance. They reminded me of meditative Eastern practices I had seen. Her motions flowed seamlessly for long minutes as she faced the hot spring reverently.

When she eventually ceased, I raised a hand in greeting as she glanced my way. The ageless woman simply nodded serenely before returning to her tent. I resolved to ask Diane later if she knew anything about elven movement rituals. Perhaps I could learn the significance behind what I had witnessed. As the early morning progressed, several more elves engaged in that morning ritual.

Hearing stirring from within my own tent, I turned as Diane poked her head out, yawning. “Good morning,” she murmured drowsily. “You’re up early.”

“Just getting a feel for the place at dawn,” I replied, caressing her cheek. “Did you sleep alright?”

She nodded, emerging to stand and stretch her nimble body beside me. “Better than ever. This place has such calming energy.” Together we gazed out over the now softly-illuminated hot spring as more pilgrims began to wake and start preparing morning meals.

A few moments later, Leigh emerged as well, stretching her voluptuous self with lazy ease that I found appealing. She had slipped into shorts and a tank top, and the garments hugged her ample curves in a way that made me regret her going to sleep so early last night. Diane gave me a playful bump with her hip when she caught me looking.

Leigh winked at me when she saw. “Mornin’,” she said, her voice even huskier from sleep. “Time for breakfast, right?”

“Oh, I agree,” I said. At that, the girls went to work preparing the last of the supplies we had brought ourselves. For the remainder of the festival, we’d be sampling the local cuisine and expanding our culinary experiences, and we had brought plenty of coin to indulge a little — it was a festival, after all.

After a simple breakfast, the day’s festivities commenced. Musicians and dancers gathered in the main clearing, soon drawing an audience of folks who bathed in the morning sun’s rays as they calmly enjoyed their breakfast. The gentle elven reels — an easy start to the day — filled the morning air.

With that easy music as a gentle background, we walked around the grounds leisurely taking in the sights. Vendors were beginning to set up colorful booths and carts laden with exotic foods and wares along the periphery.

At one stall, an elderly elf woman displayed intricate hair accessories such as combs and pins carved from bone and inlaid with gemstones. Though beautiful, they were outside our budget. But the woman graciously allowed Diane to try on a lovely comb adorned with moonstone flowers. It looked exquisite nestled in her dark tresses. But Diane returned the comb with an easy smile, and Leigh didn’t care much either. I had expected no less from a Scout and a Beastmaster.

We paused to watch a pair of foxkin kits playfully scampering about, tumbling and play fighting. Their energetic antics brought smiles to our faces. Nearby, their mother kept one watchful eye on them as she conversed with another foxkin.

Diane’s gaze followed the frolicking kits wistfully. I gave her hand a gentle, knowing squeeze. One day, when the time was right, our own little ones could join in such games. For now, being here together was enough.

It was interesting to see that most of the kin stuck together — foxkin with foxkin and catkin with catkin. Humans and elves mingled plenty, but the elves always seemed reserved in their dealings with those of another kind.

At a clothier’s booth, I encouraged Diane to feel some of the impossibly soft furs and silks brought from silk farms that still produced Tannorian silks. She caressed a glossy strip of emerald samite, marveling at how the fabric rippled like water. The merchant demonstrated its durability by tugging hard, unable to tear it. The fabrics were incredible, and I listened with rapt attention as the clothier explained he acquired the fabrics from traders that bought from silk farms, far to the south.

“They bring the silk here by ship,” he said, then smiled as he guessed where my mind went next. “Not the old container ships, but rather vessels powered by elven magic. Due to the energies of Tannoris, we cannot rely on the old methods of transportation.”

I nodded as I thoughtfully studied the fabric that had traveled so far. “That explains why it’s so expensive.”

“Well, my wares are still a lot more affordable than many others,” he said, his commercial instincts kicking in. “And it’s better quality than the Silk Beans the elves use.”

We moved on, leisurely strolling by the stalls. When Diane paused to listen to an elven bard plucking out a melancholy tune on his lute, we took a short break and sat on the grass to listen. Leigh leaned on me while Diane swayed to the music, and an easy breeze set in from the east, bringing cool on this warm morning.

We continued our stroll, hand in hand, simply enjoying being present and taking in the sights. The peaceful energy of the site permeated us with a sense of calm. When we passed a booth giving artisanal soap demonstrations, Leigh insisted we stop to watch.

The elven maiden running the stall waved us close to observe as she mixed fragrant oils and botanicals into a deep green soap base. Soon the chunky batter emitted a fresh herbal aroma.

Leigh’s eyes were round with interest during the explanation of ingredients and technique. It was a very slippery, oily soap, and the deft craftswoman assured the onlookers that it used alchemical reagents to ensure that it was soft on the body and could be used as an oil as well. Totally sold, Leigh bought a few slender vials of the stuff. It wasn’t cheap, but she was cooing with pleasure and taking the lids off to smell them for the next ten minutes.

My stomach rumbled as we passed the first food vendors beginning their prep work, reminding me it had been some time since breakfast. Leigh insisted on treating us all to an early round of festival delicacies “to get a taste of what’s in store!”

From a wrinkly dwarven vendor, she procured three apple beignets with bright and fruity flavors. At another stall, we sampled squares of creamy pumpkin fudge studded with roasted nuts that were absolutely decadent. But Leigh’s favorite was the golden amber honey mead we sipped from flower-etched mugs, judging by her enraptured expression after the first sip.

Once our appetites were sated, we continued exploring the grounds at a leisurely pace. Everywhere we turned, wondrous little scenes met our eyes. A dwarven tinker demonstrated his whimsical and magically imbued woodland creatures crafted from scrap metal that lumbered and scurried. Children and kits flocked to his stand by the dozens.

At a face-painting stand, laughing elven children ran about decorated like fantastical beasts. I was entertained to see that elves had apparently taken a great liking to monkeys and apes. Diane clarified there were no creatures like them on Tannoris, and their antics were a huge source of entertainment to the elves, who normally seemed so serious. Foxkin, catkin, and dwarves loved them too.

The light crowd and slow pace of the morning allowed us to meander in a pleasantly aimless fashion, lingering anywhere something caught our fancy with no particular destination in mind. There was no rush, and we sought only to pass the peaceful hours in each other’s pleasant company.

When the call came at last announcing the commencement of the midday feast, we were contentedly tired from our morning’s leisurely rambling. With the tantalizing scents rising from the central banquet area, we made our way over, eager to sample the sumptuous fare.


Chapter 9

The central feasting area was a sight to behold. Long wooden tables were laden with platters, tureens, and baskets overflowing with the most mouthwatering fare. My eyes roamed over fragrant loaves of elven white bread, wheels of soft cheese, bowls of plump berries, and steaming platters of roasted fowl glazed with honey and herbs. Elven servers in crisp uniforms of elven-made silk stood ready to keep the tables stocked.

The banquet was organized by a coalition of the food vendors and had a simple formula: you paid a few coins for entry, and you could get as many servings as you liked. We paid the coins — it was a more than fair rate, especially considering the delicacies on display — and headed into the feasting area.

“Oh my, just look at all this!” Diane exclaimed, clasping her hands together in delight. Beside her, Leigh’s eyes were equally round with anticipation.

We found three empty seats at a table already half-filled with both elves and humans. Servers immediately approached offering crystal goblets of sparkling peach nectar which was non-alcoholic. I took an appreciative sip of the refreshing beverage before glancing at my neighbors.

To my left sat an elderly elf woman with hair like starlight arranged in intricate braids. Her lined face and bright silver eyes marked her as an elf despite her stooped posture. I decided here was my chance to learn more about the pilgrimage from one who likely had many decades of experience attending.

“Greetings,” I began politely with a respectful half-bow. “I’m David.”

She answered with a courteous nod, the usual elven reservedness shining through. “I am called Brynneth,” she said, her voice melodic. “Well met, young human.”

“Nice to meet you too,” I said. I had spoken with my fair share of elves back in the city, and they almost always had this haughty quality about them. It took some getting used to at first, but I wasn’t fazed by it these days as I had been in the beginning.

“So I was wondering if you could help me,” I began, “I am a newcomer to the festival. You seem quite knowledgeable — would you share some of your wisdom about these celebrations with me?”

I saw Leigh and Diane lean in with interest as well. They knew a thing or two about the Aquana Festival — certainly more than I did — but they were obviously interested in learning more.

The elf woman studied me a moment before replying in a musical voice. “I have indeed attended forty-seven of these pilgrimages in my years. Most of them still on Tannoris, of course,” she added with a chuckle. “What is it you wish to know about our ways?”

I considered how to phrase my question. “Well, I’m quite intrigued by the rituals honoring the water spirit Aquana. Might you tell me who or what he is exactly and why he’s so revered?”

Brynneth nodded. “You ask an astute question. Aquana is an elemental being of great antiquity in our lore, a guardian spirit who resides within the sacred waters of these hot springs. He brings cleansing and renewal when called upon.”

As she spoke, servers appeared bearing heaping platters of roasted venison, glazed vegetables, and fragrant rice. I gave the aromatic spread an appreciative look as I continued listening intently to Brynneth’s measured words between bites.

“Our songs of praise ask Aquana for his cleansing and honor his existence,” the elf woman continued. “We bathe in the water to become so cleansed. There are… other rituals as well, but only the priestesses engage in them to acquire Aquana’s blessing.”

There was something interesting here, but I could see from Brynneth’s expression that she wasn’t interested in elaborating on those ‘other rituals’.

Diane chimed in eagerly. “So the water itself bears Aquana’s magic?”

“Just so,” confirmed Brynneth with an approving look at Diane. “These waters hold a portion of his life essence. As we honor Aquana through our rites, his healing energy infuses the pools and caverns.”

I took a thoughtful bite of the succulent venison, letting this information turn over in my mind. Tannorian elementals were clearly powerful beings tied to the fabric of that realm. Their magic lingered here, shaping the merged world.

Leigh piped up next. “So is Aquana always here in the water then?”

Brynneth shook her starry head. “Few can perceive him clearly, even during the height of our rituals when his presence grows strongest. But those few describe him as a being of living water. He speaks only through intuition.”

“Interesting,” I mused. “And are there many more like him in your religion?”

The elven woman offered a smile. “Hmm, indeed,” she hummed. “You could best liken the elemental spirits to saints in the Christian faith that many humans espouse. However, instead of championing, say, a certain profession or virtue, they fulfill varied roles. Many elementals and spirits guard groves, lakes, forests, even cities or houses. Some take on special roles in our lives, like Aquana.”

“What makes Aquana more important?” Leigh asked.

“Ah,” she hummed after taking in Leigh for a moment. “Aquana plays a part in an elven myth. Supposedly, many centuries ago, an elven princess was denied her love when war with the orcs came. Her prince fell in battle, and the princess roamed the land, destitute and grief-stricken. She came to rest here, finally, and her tears flowed freely. It is said those tears were cold as ice, for all life had flown from the princess. The earth itself — the goddess Hantara — took pity and warmed the poor princess’s tears. And so, these springs came to be, and Aquana was born of the tears of a princess. For a long time after, it was customary for warriors and mages — especially when they were in love — to bathe in these springs before battle, hoping Aquana would protect them and bring them home safely so they would not suffer the fate of the princess’s mate.”

We were silent for a moment, turning the story over in our heads. Leigh spoke first. “That is beautiful,” she said.

“And a little sad,” Diane put in.

Brynneth laughed at that — a pleasant tinkle. “Worry not, young ones. Many tears were shed in the years before us. Many shall be shed in the years to come. Lamenting them changes nothing. Live with vigor; that is how we honor those who were lost.”

I smiled and nodded. “That sounds about right,” I agreed.

At that, Brynneth gave me a wink and returned to her meal, signaling that she wanted to eat. Our curiosity satisfied for the moment, we followed her example and tucked into the lavish meal with relish.

The roast venison practically melted on my tongue, perfectly seasoned with garlic and herbs. Diane made delighted sounds across from me over the delicate flower-shaped pastries drizzled with honey. Even Leigh was momentarily rendered silent by the sheer deliciousness of the elven cooking.

When the grand meal finally concluded sometime later and the tables were cleared, musicians struck up a lively melody nearby. Some pilgrims rose immediately to spectate and enjoy while others lingered over tea and conversation.

Having concluded her meal, Brynneth turned to me again. “I hope I was able to provide satisfactory answers about our Aquana. But there are yet many mysteries we may never fully grasp.” She inclined her head politely to take her leave.

I returned the gesture gratefully. “It was very interesting to learn more about the festival. Thank you again for taking the time.”

The elegant elf glided away, soon disappearing into the dispersing crowds drifting toward the music and festivities.

Leigh let out a gusty, satisfied breath, patting her stomach. “Whew! That was truly spectacular. Those elves sure know how to put on a spread!” Diane and I heartily concurred.

When we had recovered sufficiently from the veritable feast, the three of us rose and ambled toward the colorful commotion. Everywhere, revelers were indulging in games, drinks, dancing, and carefree fun beneath the sun.
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After indulging in the midday feast, Diane, Leigh, and I followed the cheerful crowds making their way toward the central fairgrounds where the afternoon’s festivities and competitions were set to commence.

All around us, revelers sipped summer wines and nibbled leftover tidbits from baskets, already lively and eager for fun beneath the warm sunshine. The atmosphere was one of laid-back revelry and excitement for the upcoming activities.

We strolled unhurriedly past colorful booths and pavilions where artisans were arranging displays of their handicrafts and preparing to give demonstrations of their skills for fascinated onlookers.

At one booth, an elf artisan was carefully laying out an array of delicate glass ornaments, as well as various metal tools and blocks of colored glass. He explained to the gathering crowd that he would demonstrate his mastery of molten glass shaping.

Diane, Leigh, and I lingered to observe as the elf donned thick leather gloves and glasses to protect himself before firing up a small furnace. The three of us watched, rapt, as he gathered up a glowing lump of viscous golden glass with a long metal rod, deftly rolling and shaping it between tools. With graceful movements honed by decades of practice, the artisan gently blew into a tube to inflate the molten glass into a shimmering orb. The intricate process looked almost effortless in his skilled hands.

“Just marvelous!” Diane exclaimed as we admired the finished piece — a flawless orb of golden glass that glimmered beautifully in the sunlight. The elf artisan flashed her a bright smile of thanks as he laid the still-warm bauble aside to cool and harden.

Farther down the row of booths, we came upon a wide, grassy area where two grinning dwarves were loudly challenging passing revelers to tests of strength and skill. An enthusiastic crowd had gathered to observe or try their luck at the games.

The elder dwarf, bushy red beard bristling, was proclaiming in a booming voice, “Test your mettle in contests of power and precision! Win yourselves some fine prizes for your efforts!”

His younger companion held aloft an array of trophies — ornate daggers, jeweled rings, colorful sashes, and more. “Step on up and show us what you’ve got!” the younger dwarf added with a grin.

Leigh’s eyes lit up impishly at the sight. She shot me a playful nudge with her shapely hip. “Say now, why don’t you try your luck, David?” she suggested, blue eyes twinkling. “Win us somethin’ nice!”

Chuckling at her enthusiasm, I flashed her a wink. “Well, it looks fun… and I never back down from a friendly wager.” I had always enjoyed games of skill and competition. Eager to test myself against the dwarves, I strode up and announced I would take the challenge.

The elder dwarf looked me over appraisingly, stroking his braided beard. Then he grinned and extended a meaty hand to shake. “Good on ya, lad! Let’s see whatcha got.”

He went on to explain the rules of the competition while his younger companion drew a line in the dirt as the throwing mark. The game was simple — hurl one of the heavy rounded throwing stones down the grassy lane marked with colored flags. The competitor who tossed their stone the farthest would take the prize.

“It’s called a dwarf toss, aye,” the red-bearded elder said. “We used to toss actual dwarves, but it got a little too rowdy so now we just toss stones…”

Chuckling, I stepped up to the line, rolling my shoulders and stretching my arms to limber up as the small crowd looked on excitedly. I noticed Leigh and Diane on the sidelines, watching me with expectant smiles. Then I decided to make it into a little show. I removed my shirt, earning some whistles and cheers from them and the onlookers. I shot Leigh and Diane a cocky wink before turning my focus back to the task at hand.

Hefting the sizable throwing stone, I gauged its weight, shifting my grip until it felt balanced. The smooth, cool surface was pleasant against my calloused palms. Letting out a slow breath, I began a quick crow-hop step sequence to build momentum before hurtling the heavy rounded stone down the grassy lane with every ounce of power in my frame.

The stone left my grip with a mighty two-handed throw, spinning through the air in a flat arc before impacting the soft earth with a weighty thud. I watched as it bounced and rolled, finally coming to rest a significant distance down the lane past the red flag marker. Based on the murmurs and clapping from the crowd, it was clearly an impressive toss.

Grinning, I turned to the elder dwarf judge, wiping my palms off on my trousers.

He nodded approvingly, thick beard twitching with his smile. “A fine effort, lad. Let’s just see how it measures, though. Can’t be declarin’ winners before we check the results proper-like.”

Together we paced the distance from the throwing line. When we reached the stone, the grizzled dwarf pulled a knotted cord from his belt and carefully measured the full distance as he walked back toward the starting line.

He let out an impressed grunt at the final tally before announcing in his booming voice, “Twenty-three lengths it is! Our challenger has set the mark to beat!”

The crowd whooped and applauded as I returned to Leigh and Diane, chest swelling with pride. Both were giggling and cheering enthusiastically over my dominant showing.

“Look at you!” Leigh exclaimed, giving my bare bicep an admiring squeeze. “Sure didn’t waste any time showing off those muscles, did ya?”

Diane nodded, fox eyes bright. “I don’t think that old dwarf was expecting you to throw it quite so far on the first try!” she added with an impish grin.

Their effusive praise sent a thrill through me. I laughed and gave a playful shrug. “Thanks, girls. We’ll see how it holds up, though!”

Behind me, the elder dwarf called the challenge, “A’right, who of ye lot be brave enough to challenge this here lad’s mark?”

When no one from the crowd came forward, it was up to the dwarves themselves. The younger one stepped forward with a grunt. “A’right then! I’ll see if I can outdo ya, lad.”

He removed his leather jerkin and tossed it aside before taking up a stone and stepping to the line, limbering his thickly-muscled frame. I had to admit, his stocky build seemed ideal for throwing. With a grunt of effort, he put his whole body into the toss.

The heavy stone whizzed through the air, landing solidly before rolling to a stop just shy of my own mark. The dwarf grimaced and snapped his fingers in disappointment at falling short. But he took the result in good humor, laughing when I gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

Then the elder dwarf stepped up, stroking his braided beard. “Right lads, let’s make this interestin’. Double or nothing on the next throws — what say you?”

I gave it some thought, but the challenge appealed to my competitive side. Meeting his eyes steadily, I nodded. “You’re on!”
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The elder dwarf sized me up with a grin. “A’right, lad. Let’s see how this goes, aye?” He let out a booming belly laugh and took up a stone.

He began a measured approach, swinging his thick arms in wide circles. The crowd tensed in anticipation.

With a mighty heave, he launched the projectile down the lane. It hurtled impressively far, bouncing and rolling before finally grinding to a halt just inches beyond my own mark.

The onlookers exploded into raucous applause at the new record. For a moment, it seemed the older dwarf had clinched victory. But I still had one toss remaining…

As the elder dwarf’s success was measured and marked, I took a moment to slow my breathing and visualize my throw. The competitive fire in my belly burned hot, but I knew haste would only cost me accuracy. I needed to be swift yet controlled.

Once the stone was again placed in my grip, I closed my eyes and took one last calming breath. In my mind’s eye, I pictured the trajectory of the throw even before making it. Each step of the approach and whip-crack release resonated in my muscles’ memory through long practice.

When I opened my eyes, they were steely with focus. I began my crow-hop approach, building momentum with each bounding step. At the line, I coiled my body like a spring and unleashed with explosive power. The stone shot from my palms, hurtling end over end in a flat, swift blur. I tracked its flight as the crowd gasped. With a heavy thud, it struck the earth and tumbled on past the elder dwarf’s mark by nearly three full lengths!

For a breathless moment, stunned silence reigned. Then the onlookers erupted into raucous applause and cheers at my come-from-behind victory. Beaming, I turned to accept firm handshakes from the impressed dwarves. Even the grizzled elder laughed and clapped my elbow in good sportsmanship as he shook my hand.

Leigh let out a shrill whistle, applauding wildly. “Yee-haw! That’s the way to show ‘em, sugar!”

Beside her, Diane was giggling and clapping enthusiastically, clearly wowed by my clutch performance under pressure.

I shot them both a grin, chest swelling with pride at having put on such a show.

As the winner, I was presented with two colorful woven sashes I chose from the prize offerings. I waved them overhead like a champion’s banner to the crowd’s approval before tying one vibrant garment around Leigh’s supple waist and the other around Diane’s. Both girls cooed with appreciation at the little trophies I’d won them.

It felt good to emerge victorious from the impromptu competition. And having an audience of enthusiastic onlookers made the experience even more exhilarating.

We lingered awhile longer, trying our skills at some of the other games of strength, aim, and reflexes set up on the sprawling festival grounds. At a topple-the-milk-jugs booth, Diane impressed everyone with her unerring aim using soft leather balls. Her natural foxkin finesse gave her superior hand-eye coordination that allowed her to easily best all challengers. Diane accepted the resulting prize — a bottle of fine elven wine — with playful modesty.

I tried my own luck at the ring toss game, focused on earning another prize for Leigh. Though it took a few attempts, I finally succeeded in landing one ring around a bottle neck to win a blown glass rose for her. Leigh flashed me a flirty wink as she pinned the ornate flower into her cascading golden locks. Together, we were thoroughly dominating the competition!

When Leigh took her turn, she hilariously managed to get a hoop snagged on an elf’s extravagant antlered headpiece as he was passing by. The sight of the flustered elf trying to untangle it left us in stitches. He took the mishap in good humor, thankfully. Leigh’s lack of restraint when playing could apparently create chaos!

By late afternoon, pleasant fatigue was setting in after a long day of walking, feasting, and frivolity. We snagged refreshing fruit juices from a passing vendor and sought out a grassy hill beneath a towering oak to rest for a spell.

Settling on the soft grass with Diane nestled against one side and Leigh on the other, I let out a deeply contented sigh. Both girls hummed with pleasure at the chance to take a breather. For a time, we simply soaked up the afternoon sunshine filtering through the emerald leaves overhead, bodies pressed cozily together.

As we reclined, I idly traced looping patterns on Diane’s arm, eliciting a soft purr of pleasure from her. On my other side, Leigh traced her fingertips teasingly along my bare thigh. Their presence and touches were equally captivating. I felt profoundly lucky to be sharing this moment with these two incredible women.

After a while, Daine produced the bottle of elven wine she had won from her pack, and we passed it lazily between us, enjoying the sparkling beverage within as we lazed in the sun. Before long, lively music reached our ears from a nearby square — vibrant fiddle melodies accompanied by energetic drums and pipes.

Diane’s eyes lit up at the sound. “Those are traditional circle dances!” she exclaimed. “We should go watch.” Her foxkin love of music made it impossible to refuse.

Chuckling, I allowed the girls to pull me to my feet. Arm in arm once more, we headed in the direction of the rollicking tunes.


Chapter 10

The last brushes of amber sunlight slowly faded from the sky, plunging the forested site into hazy twilight. All around, attendants moved methodically among the clustered camps and pilgrims, lighting sturdy torches staked into the earth which soon cast flickering spheres of firelight. The cheery glow lent a cozy ambiance to the temporary dwellings.

Soon, fragrant tendrils of wood smoke mingled with the sizzling scents wafting from the rows of vendors eagerly firing up grills and bustling to prepare the evening’s meals after a day of leisure. I perked up at the tantalizing aromas, reminding me it had been hours since we indulged in the midday feast.

Turning to my lovely companions, I said, “Supper sure smells delicious. Shall we go see what’s on offer tonight and find ourselves a good spot?”

“Now you’re speaking my language, sugar!” Leigh enthused, already linking her arm through mine eagerly. “I’m so hungry I could eat an entire boar hog!”

I laughed at that. “I bet you could,” I said. “And I’d be right there beside you.”

Diane nodded earnestly in agreement, her brilliant sapphire eyes twinkling in the firelight. “Oh yes, all of today’s exploring and excitement seems to have awakened quite an appetite,” she laughed.

Together, the three of us rose and leisurely began making our way through the sprawling site toward the rows of bustling food vendors, following our hungry noses. Around us, other pilgrims and travelers did the same, merging into a steady stream all flowing toward the banquet area.

The banquet was organized in the same manner as the lunch had been: for a few coins, you could eat to your heart’s content. By the looks of things, there were elven, human, and kin dishes, as well as some dwarven food and drink.

As we walked, I turned an inquisitive glance toward Leigh. “So tell me,” I began casually, “is attending this pilgrimage every year just a pleasant custom for you, or do you feel a deeper personal connection to this affair like many elves seem to?”

Though I knew Leigh reasonably well by now, I was always curious to expand my understanding of what drew her — and others — to partake in these rituals and celebrations each time they occurred.

Leigh pursed her lips thoughtfully as she considered her response before answering, “Well now, I suppose I’d say it’s a little bit of both.” She went on to explain, “I’ve been partaking ever since I found my way to Gladdenfield Outpost. Now you know I have nothing with the whole religious aspect of it, but these hot springs are nice and relaxin’. Coming here is a pampering that I crave, and I supposed there’s a… spiritual aspect to it as well. I mean, we drink and revel, for sure, but there are moments of peace and quiet that allow me to think back on the year.”

She gave a small nod, a little more shy than what I was used to seeing from her. “Well, maybe that all sounds a little weird, but that’s the way it is, I suppose.” Her sky-blue eyes took on a wistful look. With a small smile playing about her lips, she continued, “There’s just this… I dunno, this special feelin’ in the air that takes hold during the Aquana days. It’s a break from everyday worries, a chance for the frontier folk to all come together in celebration. We forget our troubles, and we have fun.”

Glancing my way, she gave my arm an affectionate squeeze as we walked. “Of course, having charming company along makes it even better!

I laughed before returning her smile warmly, always appreciating these glimpses into what this communal tradition meant on a personal level to someone like Leigh. “Well, it doesn’t sound weird at all. Annual rituals like these are perfect for reflection.”

Turning to include Diane next, I added, “What about you, Diane? What brings you back to partake each year?” Though I already had an inkling, based on her people’s close ties to nature and tradition, I was interested to learn her unique perspective.

Diane tipped her head, considering. After a moment she answered in her lilting voice, “My mother brought me as a young kit each year without fail, along with my siblings.” She smiled softly. “Back on Tannoris, it was a good place to sell game, pelts, and furs.”

Her expressive sapphire eyes drifted upward in remembrance before she continued, “After we became… separated, it was years before I returned. But being here now stirs those childhood joys, makes me feel close to her again.”

Diane gave a small, bittersweet smile. “And sharing those same songs and rituals with a new generation makes the tradition live on, even transformed.”

I gave her hand an understanding squeeze, moved by this insight into her poignant personal connection to the Aquana rites. As expected, it wasn’t religious, but it had much to do with her family rather than nature. By now, it was clear to me that she valued family above all else, much like I did. I wondered if that was a foxkin trait or just something specific to Diane.

“I’m glad being here together now allows you to reconnect with those cherished memories,” I said gently.

Diane gifted me with a look of quiet gratitude, her hand remaining securely clasped in my larger one. I felt closer to both girls after this brief but heartfelt sharing.

Our conversation lapsed into a pleasant silence then, each of us reflecting inwardly for a moment. As we ventured deeper into the mouthwatering banquet area, I gave myself a mental shake, refocusing my attention on the enticing spread of food options before us…
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The banquet area was packed with pilgrims eagerly filling their plates from the laden buffet tables. My eyes roamed hungrily over the spread. From the cuisine of the catkin came platters of golden roasted fowl glazed with honeyed juices. Elven cooks had prepared loaves of braided bread still steaming from the ovens, jewel-colored fruits piled high, and fragrant rice pilafs dotted with plump raisins. The foxkin dishes featured savory pastries stuffed with spiced meats and sharp cheeses, bowls of mixed forest nuts drizzled with honey, and delicate flower-shaped tarts filled with tart berries.

In addition, hearty stews filled with chunks of meat and tubers bubbled invitingly, courtesy of the dwarven clans. I saw piles of charred dragonhide crackers, spiced mountain hash made with wild boar, and roasted haunches of beast coated in glistening herbs and oils. My mouth watered taking in the variety of delectable cuisine from all the cultures represented.

“Where should we even start?” I mused aloud, overwhelmed by the sheer variety and abundance.

Beside me, Leigh was already scooping generous spoonfuls of creamy potato gratin onto her plate. “I’m gonna grab me a taste of everything that looks delicious!” she declared.

Chuckling at her enthusiasm, I began filling my own plate with slices of herbed meat, roasted vegetables, and fluffy biscuits dripping with butter. Diane carefully chose more delicate morsels — stuffed grape leaves, flower-shaped tarts from her kinsmen, and poached apricots drizzled with honey.

We found space at a long table occupied by convivial dwarves who cheerily made room, urging us to eat heartily. I tore into a juicy leg of pheasant, the tender meat imbued with the smoky flavors of the fire. Across from me, Leigh hummed blissfully around mouthfuls of potato gratin.

As we ate, one of the dwarves refilled our mugs from a seemingly bottomless pitcher of refreshing apple cider. I smiled in thanks, letting the crisp sweetness wash over my palate between bites. Voices and laughter rang all around us as pilgrims indulged in the feast.

When our appetites were finally sated, we lingered over steaming mugs of spice-laced tea poured from ornate pots into dainty cups. The hot liquid’s gentle heat seeped into my palms and down my throat, warming me from within.

Diane smiled over the rim of her cup. “This is absolutely lovely,” she remarked contentedly. “The food, the company, the atmosphere… perfect.”

“Couldn’t agree more, sugar,” Leigh said. She flashed me a coy sideways glance through her lashes. “And the view ain’t too bad either, if you ask me.” Under the table, her boot nudged against mine teasingly.

I felt my cheeks flush but laughed. “Well, I’m certainly not complaining. You girls are radiant as always.” It was true — the warm firelight only seemed to enhance Diane and Leigh’s natural beauty. I felt profoundly lucky to be sharing this night with them.

When the tea was drained, Leigh rose and extended a hand toward me gallantly. “How’s about a turn around the grounds with us?” Her eyes twinkled invitingly, first to me, and then to Diane. Diane blushed a little and giggled; she seemed interested enough.

I accepted readily, allowing Leigh to draw me to my feet. Together, the three of us began to lazily circle the area, weaving between scattered campfires and clusters of revelers after saying goodnight to our genial dwarven dining companions. Ambling around, we saw the atmosphere around the camp was turning a little cozier. People had finished their food and were relaxing.

As we strolled, Leigh slipped her arm casually through mine. I couldn’t help but admire how the firelight played enticingly over her shapely figure and waves of golden hair. Sensing my gaze, she met my eyes with a knowing smile that brought warmth to my cheeks. On my other side, Diane ambled along and peered at the fires and what the other pilgrims were doing. When she bumped into me, our fingers entwined, and she shot me a happy smile.

We paused near a towering oak tree garlanded with strings of glowing lanterns that lent a fantastical aura. Turning to face me directly, Leigh slowly ran her palms up my chest. “You’re looking awfully handsome tonight, David,” she practically purred.

Diane giggled and waved her flirty friend’s comment away. “Oh, Leigh!” she hummed.

My pulse quickened at Leigh’s sultry tone and sudden nearness, the way her full bosom pressed up against me. I grinned, leaning into the touch a little as I pulled Diane closer, feeling her softness against me. “Well, so do you girls,” I said. “I think I’m the luckiest guy at the festival.”

Leigh bit her lip, looking up at me coyly through her lashes once more. I was struck by her incredible allure and had to resist the urge to kiss her right then and there. She sighed with delight as she traced my forearm with a slender finger.

“Ya know, I really enjoyed what we did the other night,” she said, shooting Diane a naughty glance as well.

I grinned from ear to ear at the memory of that steamy night in Leigh’s apartment when she and Diane had held their little… competition in, shall we say, oral skills. It was easily the hottest night of my entire life so far, and it had driven home the point that both girls were comfortable sharing me.

I had had little doubt about that when it came to Diane — after all, she had made it abundantly clear that the foxkin often shared mates. However, when it came to Leigh — who was human like me — I had been less sure.

That night had taken away all the doubt. However, I was still unsure of the romantic significance of what had happened. Leigh had been playful and flirty with me, and she had not demonstrated that kind of behavior with other males — she was very interested in me and only in me, it seemed.

And the way she looked didn’t make it easy to resist her. So curvy and soft; she was almost like a goddess of lust herself.

Leigh seemed to read the desire in my expression. Still pressed close, she leaned up on her tiptoes, lips parted enticingly as she leaned closer.

“You know,” she whispered. “I think we should head back to our little tent.”

Diane overheard and shook her head, laughing. “It’ll be a tight fit, the three of us.”

Leigh’s eyes shot lustful fire. “Oh, I think David can manage a tight fit.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that one — Leigh and her dirty jokes. But at the same time, desire pulsed in my loins. I had shared myself with Leigh, but not yet fully, and I really, really, really wanted to.

I wanted to have her.

I swallowed; my throat dry. “Alright,” I said, grabbing each of my beauties by the curvy hips. “Let’s head back…”

Diane and Leigh both readily agreed to that suggestion. Together, we began the meandering stroll back to our cozy tent beneath the stars, following the wavering firelight.


Chapter 11

Laughing, our hands already roaming, we made our way to the tent by the light of the many fires of the festivalgoers. I felt like a king as I had a hand on each of my pretty girls’ butts — Diane’s toned behind, and Leigh’s curvy ass.

We stumbled into the tent; a chorus of giggles echoed in the small space. The tight quarters only heightened the tension as our bodies pressed together in a tangle of limbs while we made our way inside.

“Watch it, David!” Leigh said, giving me a nudge with her ample hips as we bumped into each other.

Grinning, I tickled her, relishing the way her curves jiggled as she laughed and swatted at my hand. “Or what?”

“Or this!” she called out and pushed me over. Diane’s sapphire eyes twinkled with excitement as Leigh jokingly tried to wrestle me to the ground.

“Come help me!” Leigh called out, and Diane gave a cute mewl as she, too, pounced on me.

Their playful struggle only served to amplify my arousal, the proximity of their bodies a promise of what was to come. My struggle was superficial — more focused on keeping them close, hearing them pant with the desire I echoed.

Soon, the wrestling turned to kissing. I felt the heat of their bodies, their chests heaving against mine. Diane’s lips were soft against my neck, while Leigh’s mouth met mine in a fiery kiss. Her soft lips sent a jolt of need down my body, and my cock rose to firm attention.

When Leigh pulled away, her hazy blue eyes settled on me, and she whispered in my ear, her accent thick with desire, “I need to feel you inside me tonight, David.” Her words were a spark igniting a fire within me, my cock twitching at the thought of finally claiming Leigh.

Our clothes were quickly discarded, the space becoming a flurry of fabric and skin. It was awkward undressing in the cramped space, but none of us cared. We grinned and laughed as we helped each other get out of our clothes, the girls pulling off my shirt and my pants. Luckily, the girls were dressed light and braless.

I first pulled off Leigh’s tank top, and I ran a hand over her large tits with a growl of desire as she lustily writhed for my pleasure. I practically tore away her shorts, pleased to see that she wore a tight thong, hugging her pussy lips into a cute camel toe.

Diane was next, and I undid her dress with great hunger, revealing her cute lace panties with a bow on them. With my girls in their sexy lingerie, I leaned back to admire their naked bodies next to each other, my gaze lingering on Diane’s athletic build and Leigh’s voluptuous curves.

Diane’s fox tail twitched with anticipation, adding an exotic allure to the scene. I couldn’t help but reach out, running my fingers through the bushy fur, eliciting a soft moan from her.

Leigh’s freckles were a constellation against her fair skin, trailing from her face down to her ample breasts. I traced the pattern with my fingers as I stroked Diane’s tail, lost in the beauty of their bodies.

But I had a mind of dirtier things than just some heavy petting…

With a playful smirk, I bent forward for Leigh’s thong, pulling it down with my teeth. Her giggles filled the tent, her body squirming in anticipation.

As I discarded her thong, revealing her glistening and tight pussy with its cute strip of pubic hair, Leigh purred with desire. Her blue eyes locked onto mine, the heat in her gaze enough to make me lose all control.

“That’s it, baby,” she hummed. “I’m all yours.”

Diane watched us with wide eyes, her hand absentmindedly tracing circles on her own body, gently pulling at her cute, pink nipples. Her black hair shimmered in the dim light, beautiful and rich.

I moved my attention back to Leigh, my hands exploring her body. I could feel her arousal, her skin hot to the touch as she arched her back to meet my finger, humming her delight at my touch.

My fingers danced across her soft belly, skimming the edge of her mound. I could feel her desire pooling, her body responding to my touch.

Diane moved closer, her body pressing against my back. Her hands roamed over my chest, making my skin tingle with desire. I turned to her, capturing her lips in a passionate kiss. Her taste was intoxicating, a mix of sweet and salty that had me wanting more.

Leigh watched us, her breath hitching as she massaged her big breasts. Her hand moved rhythmically as she watched us kiss, mewling her approval.

And as I kissed Diane, I moved my hand down Leigh’s delicious body, fingers teasing Leigh’s wet pussy lips. Her body arched, a soft moan escaping her lips. She was more than ready for me, but I was going to make this last.

“Touch me, David,” Diane whispered, her voice husky with desire. “I want it, too.”

I obliged, my hand sliding down her toned body and down her cute panties, fingers dipping into her wetness.

Diane gasped, her body shuddering under my touch. I could feel her warmth, her arousal coating my fingers as I kept fingering Leigh. A beauty on each hand — it was a dream come true.

“God…” Leigh moaned as she watched my fingers work in Diane’s cute panties. “Ahhn… that’s so… so hot!”

I watched as they both moaned with delight, my cock throbbing with need. I wanted to be inside them, to feel their warmth surrounding me, but not yet… I was going to wear these girls out tonight.

Diane’s eyes fluttered closed, her body trembling. I could see her on the edge, her release just out of reach, and I moved away, my gaze taking in the sight of them as they both gave a frustrated purr, fixing their hungry eyes on me. Their bodies were a vision of beauty, their eyes filled with desire. I knew then that I was never going to forget this night.

Leigh rose, sitting up, reaching for my cock, but I pushed her back down on the sleeping bag, her blue eyes wide.

“Not yet,” I growled. “First, I’m going to eat that delicious pussy of yours.”
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Leigh sprawled before me, her back arched, her full breasts on display, topped by those delicious nipples, moaning and writhing, eager for me to eat her sweet pussy. It was a view straight from heaven!

The tent around us was warm, filled with the scent of our shared arousal. I could hear the distant sounds of revelry from the Aquana Festival as I leaned forward.

“David,” Leigh breathed, her southern accent thick with desire. “I need your mouth on me, darlin’. I’ve been dreaming of your touch.”

I grinned at her, my heart hammering in my chest. “Are you sure about that, Leigh?” I asked, my voice teasing. “Because I’m planning on making you lose your mind.”

Leigh’s lips twisted into a lustful smile as she spread her legs wider. “I want to lose my mind,” she responded, her voice husky. “I want you.”

I took a moment to admire her, the soft curves of her body, the freckles on her skin, the cute little strip of pubic hair.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmured, my gaze drifting over her. I could feel Diane’s hand on my cock, stroking me slowly through the fabric of my boxers, and my arousal mounted even more, my desire to pound these girls rising. But for now, my focus was on Leigh’s delicious pussy.

I lowered my head, kissing the inside of Leigh’s thigh. Her skin was soft, warm, a contrast to the cool night air outside our tent.

Her moan echoed in the small space as my lips moved higher, my tongue tracing the crease where her thigh met her lower body. As I did so, Diane’s hand slipped behind the elastic waistband of my boxer shorts, and she gave my cock a playful squeeze that made it buck in her soft hands.

I stalled for a moment, looking up at Leigh, her blue eyes heavy-lidded, mouth parted in anticipation. I saw my desire mirrored in her gaze.

I leaned in, my lips brushing against her wet folds, her taste sweet and intoxicating. Leigh gasped, her hands gripping the sleeping bag beneath her.

“Oh God, yes, David,” she moaned, her hips bucking slightly. I slid my hands under her round ass, holding her steady and squeezing the ample flesh.

“That looks so beautiful,” Diane moaned in my ear.

I explored Leigh with my tongue, licking and sucking, lost in the taste of her. Leigh writhed beneath me, moaning and gasping as her fingers dug into my hair.

I glanced up at one point, letting my fingers massage Leigh’s clit, to see Diane watching us, her sapphire eyes dark with lust, her fingers working on her own pussy behind her panties.

“Enjoying it, aren’t you?” I said, my voice low and husky.

She nodded, her fox ears twitching slightly. “I love watching you two,” she admitted, her voice barely a whisper.

I turned my attention back to Leigh, her body trembling as I teased her clit with my tongue. I could feel her getting closer, her body tightening.

I used my fingers to spread her open, giving my tongue better access. Leigh whimpered, her fingers positively pulling on my hair.

“Oh, yes! David! Ahnn… Fuck! That is so good!”

I sucked her clit into my mouth, my tongue flicking over it, sending jolts of pleasure through her. Leigh cried out, her body arching off the sleeping bag.

I could feel her pussy clenching, her thighs trembling. I knew she was close.

“Cum for me, Leigh,” I urged between licks, increasing my pace, my fingers digging into her soft flesh.

I felt her orgasm approaching; her body tensing; her breath hitching. I redoubled my efforts, wanting to give her the pleasure she craved. I needed to make her cum — I needed to see it and feel it!

“Ahn!” she cried out. “David! I’m… ahh! I’m cumming!”

Her orgasm hit her like a wave, her body jerking, her scream echoing in the tent. I held her through it, my tongue still working her, drawing out her pleasure without the slightest mercy.

I could taste her as she came, her juices sweet and warm. I kept lapping her wet pussy, my cock hard and throbbing, pulsing with a primal need to claim this voluptuous blonde and fill her with my cum. It didn’t help that Diane was still stroking me, her touch featherlight and soft as her breasts pressed against my bare arm.

Leigh’s body was shaking, her breath coming in gasps. I slowly pulled away, licking my lips, savoring her taste. As if on cue, Diane slowed her strokes down, kissing my shoulder as she watched her harem sister with a broad smile.

“Fuck, David,” Leigh rasped, her voice hoarse, her body still. “That was incredible.”

Several more spasms shot through Leigh’s delicious body, making her ample curves jiggle and bounce, as her orgasm abated before her arched back finally relaxed.

I grinned broadly, feeling my thick arousal ready to claim her. And she was ready for it, too; her smoky blue eyes told the tale.

“I need you to fuck me, David,” she muttered in her hoarse voice. “Please, baby… Fuck my brains out.”
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Leigh’s bold words echoed in my mind as I hunched in the cramped confines of our tent. Her lips were curled in a naughty smile as her blue eyes blazed with desire, dipping down from my eyes to my cock, primed and ready for her.

“Do it, David,” Diane urged, her soft hand still on my cock. “Show her.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. Wordlessly, I allowed my gaze to roam over Leigh’s voluptuous body, my cock twitching in anticipation. Her breasts heaved with excitement, her nipples hardening under my heated gaze.

I positioned myself over her, my hardened length pressed against her entrance, and feeling her slick folds against me was bliss.

Her pussy was still tight and wet from the orgasm I’d given her minutes ago, and she gasped with pleasure as Diane pressed the tip against her and urged me to claim her harem sister.

I pushed the head of my cock into Leigh, feeling her walls stretch around me. I groaned with pleasure, and she gasped, her hands finding purchase on my muscular back.

“Hmmm…” she moaned. “That’s it, David. Take me!”

Her dirty talk fired me up even more, and with a possessive growl, I pushed deeper, my cock disappearing into her inch by inch. I could feel her pussy pulsating around me, her body trembling as I filled her. I began to move, my hips rocking against hers, her soft moans filling the tent.

Diane, her fox ears perked with interest, watched us with a deep purr of arousal. Her hand slipped under her cute panties and between her thighs, her fingers teasing her pussy as her sapphire eyes remained locked on our bodies. She bit her lip, her other hand playing with her fox tail as she watched us.

I began fucking Leigh harder, her breasts bouncing with each thrust. Her moans grew louder, her body writhing beneath me.

“Oh, David,” she sighed, voice thick with lust. “Fuck me, baby. Ahn… Just like that.”

I felt my orgasm building; all this teasing and playing had me ready to pop inside her. But I wanted to prolong the moment. I withdrew from her, my cock wet with her arousal.

Leigh’s eyes were wide, and she was about to mewl a protest, but I didn’t give her the time to speak. I flipped her onto her stomach, her round ass up in the air as I positioned myself behind her, feeling the tent fabric against the top of my head.

“Oh, yes! David!” she crooned. “Like that! Fuck me from behind, baby!”

With a sigh of pleasure, I entered her tight pussy from behind, my hands gripping her hips as I pounded into her, sending a ripple down her ample ass cheeks with their cute dimples.

Leigh let out a cry of pleasure, her body shaking with each thrust as I laid my claim to her. She reached behind her, her fingers digging into my thighs as I fucked her.

Diane moved and gave a happy purr as she lowered herself, and pleasure shot through me as she slipped under us and her tongue found my balls, licking and sucking as I continued to fuck Leigh. The sensation almost made me cum, but I held myself back, groaning with pleasure as my hand reached down to tangle in Diane’s black hair as she pleasured me.

Leigh’s dirty talk filled the tent, her words punctuated by my thrusts. “Oh, David,” she moaned. “Your cock feels so good. Ahn… Don’t stop! Please, don’t stop. Fuck my brains out, baby!”

Her words spurred me on, my pace quickening. I could feel her pussy clenching around me, her second orgasm of the night approaching. I pounded into her, my cock hitting her sweet spot with each thrust.

At the same time, Diane was squirming under us — the little vixen was still fingering her pussy as she licked my balls, and she gave a mewl of surrender as she came under me, her body lashed with tremors.

“David,” Leigh gasped, her body trembling beneath me. “I’m… I’m…” Her words were cut off by a moan, her body convulsing as her orgasm hit her.

Diane’s moans echoed Leigh’s, her fingers moving faster on her pussy. She was watching us, her sapphire eyes glazed with lust as she surrendered to her own orgasm. But even in her own pleasure, she continued licking my balls, her tongue teasing me as my orgasm approached.

At the same time, Leigh’s pussy squeezed on my cock, her wetness coating me. I could hear her heavy breaths, her body shaking under me, and I was close to filling her delicious pussy with my hot cum.

Leigh’s moans grew louder, her body still trembling from her orgasm. “David,” she panted, her voice hoarse with pleasure. “Cum in me! Please…”

Diane echoed her words, her voice muffled by my balls. “Yes, David,” she moaned. “Cum for us. Fill her up!”

Their words hit me like a wave, my body tensing as my orgasm approached. I quickened my pace, my cock throbbing inside Leigh. I gripped her hips, my thrusts growing more erratic as I neared my climax, pounding her with great vigor.

“I’m… I’m…” I grunted, my body shaking as I came close to my climax.

Then, with a gasp, I released inside Leigh, a thick rope of my cum filling her. I groaned with pleasure, my body trembling as I rode out my orgasm.

“Yes!” Leigh cried. “That’s… Ah! That’s it, baby! Cum in my pussy! Fill me up!”

I roared as I slammed into her again, spurting another thick rope of seed into her welcoming womb, giving her exactly what she so craved. She trembled and moaned unintelligibly as she received that hot load, and I gave her no mercy, pounding until my balls were empty even as Diane still licked them.

And only when I had given my all did I slow down. I stayed inside Leigh as I took a moment to enjoy the view of her on her hands and knees, her round ass still jiggling as she quivered under the violence of my love.

Under us, Diane mewled with pleasure as she lapped up some of the cum that trickled down Leigh’s thigh, and I groaned with lust at the hot sight.

These girls were crazy — in a very good way. I was really warming up to the concept of an Elven marriage.

Our naked bodies were sweating, and I grinned as I became aware of the tent’s fabric against my naked back. “I think we made the best of the cramped space,” I joked, my voice still raspy from the exertion.

Leigh laughed. “That we did, sugar,” she moaned, looking at me over her shoulder. Her face was flushed, her blue eyes sparkling with satisfaction.

I pulled out and leaned back, letting both girls recover. Diane’s sapphire eyes were blazing with a naughty light, and her fox ears twitched slightly. The silver highlights around her ears shimmered in the firelight seeping into the tent. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes spoke volumes.

“Did you enjoy it?” I asked her, my eyes trailing down her athletic body.

Diane smiled, her cheeks flushing a delightful pink. “I did,” she murmured, her fox tail curling around my waist in a possessive gesture as she sidled up to me. “I loved it.”

The admission brought a smile to my lips. I pulled her closer to me, her body fitting perfectly against mine. I could feel her heart pounding against my chest, echoing my own.

“I’m glad,” I said softly, my hand running down her back, tracing the curve of her spine. “I enjoyed it too. A lot.”

She chuckled and nuzzled her face into my neck, her breath against my skin sending shivers down my spine. I could feel the warmth of her body seeping into mine, a comforting presence in the cool night air.

Leigh’s hand on my chest brought my attention back to her. Her fingers trailed lower, her touch teasing. “I reckon we all had good fun, darlin’,” she whispered, her voice low and sultry.

I grinned, my hand finding hers to pull her in. “You’re something, Leigh,” I said, my thumb rubbing circles on the back of her hand as she, too, snuggled up against me. “I was looking forward to this moment for a while now…”

Leigh’s laughter was pure music. “Me too, baby,” she shot back, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “And there’s gonna be many more moments like it.”

I had no problem with that. I pulled her closer, our bodies molding together. I kissed her deeply, my hand tangling in her blonde hair.

Diane shifted against me, her body pressing closer. Her tail wrapped around my waist, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my chest.

I held them close as we lay down, letting the heat of our lovemaking siphon away. Their bodies were warm against mine.

We drifted off like that, entwined and completely relaxed.


Chapter 12

I gradually awakened as soft sunlight filtered into our cozy shared tent, illuminating the space in a warm glow. For a moment, I simply lay there, eyes closed, focusing on the sounds of steady breathing on either side of me as Leigh and Diane still slept peacefully, exhausted from our passionate exertions the night before.

A smile spread across my face as I cherished the memories replaying in my mind — the tender caresses, desperate kisses, and cries of pleasure in our little tent beneath the stars. Though rather cramped for three, the close quarters had only amplified the intoxicating intimacy. I would not soon forget the vision of their ecstasy.

But more so, what had happened had solidified our relationship and showed us what part Leigh wanted to play. The passions we had shared left very few illusions in my mind as to her intentions; she wanted more than just a fling.

Of course, part of me had already expected that. Her behavior and intensity around me and Diane had given that away. Still, we would have to talk about it. I was not one for leaving things unsaid or unspoken. In an arrangement such as ours, communication would be vital.

Ever so carefully, trying my best not to disturb the two beauties, I extricated myself inch by inch from between their softly slumbering forms. Despite my efforts, they still murmured drowsily at the movements, delicate limbs shifting beneath the quilts. But neither woke fully as I eased myself up, pausing to lovingly tuck the blankets snugly around their alluring figures.

I lingered a moment longer simply to admire Diane’s serene porcelain features and Leigh’s tumbling golden locks, illuminated in dawn’s gentle glow. They looked so sweet and content nestled together. With great reluctance, I finally tore my gaze away and ducked outside into the crisp morning air and muted sounds of the camp stirring awake.

It was time to start the day, after all.

After washing up briskly in a secluded nearby stream, I returned lighthearted to our tent, my pulse already quickening again in anticipation of their waking. My mind replayed tantalizing images from the passionate encounters of last night — Diane’s smoldering kisses on my skin, Leigh’s cries of pleasure as I had finally claimed her and given her what she and I had both craved.

Truth be told, I wanted nothing more than to indulge again, but it wouldn’t do to spend the entire Aquana Festival mating in our tent. And even if that was what we ended up doing, breakfast was due at some point.

As if on cue, movement within signaled both girls were beginning to finally rouse, yawning and stretching their lithe, shapely bodies enticingly beneath the covers. When at last they emerged from the tent, heads still tousled from sleep, I could not resist drawing them near, enfolding them in my arms beneath the brightening sky. With sleepy eyes and husky voices, they were just too cute.

“Good morning, my darlings,” I murmured, nuzzling into Diane’s velvety ears as Leigh eagerly pressed her full bosom up against me. Their feminine scents mingling with traces of last night’s passion stirred my desire anew, and I had to steady my breathing. How I wished to take them again right then and there!

“As tempting as it is to ravish you gorgeous creatures again this instant, I suppose we really should grab some breakfast,” I managed to suggest, though my tone betrayed my regret.

The girls giggled at that. Diane playfully swatted my shoulder, but Leigh cocked a hip, raised an eyebrow, and bit her bottom lip as she gave me that once-over that made my heart — and other parts of me, too — flutter.

“Well now, I certainly can’t claim I’d object to another round of vigorous lovemakin’ after the absolute magic you worked on me last night, baby,” Leigh replied in a breezy, coy tone coupled with an exaggerated wink. “I confess you’ve awakened quite the appetite in me, darlin’.”

I grinned. “Well, I’m happy to hear that,” I said. “Because you do the same to me.”

Beside her, Diane nodded enthusiastically, eyes dancing. “Mmm, yes,” she purred in agreement, a hint of a blush highlighting her porcelain cheeks. “I’m feeling rather…” Her foxkin ears twitched, and she swished her tail slowly behind her as she giggled. “Well, it wouldn’t do to show how I feel in public like this.”

Chuckling hoarsely at their shared lust, I reluctantly pried my hungry gaze from their tempting figures, pulse thundering. There would be ample time and opportunity to indulge further. And we would also need to talk a little about what had happened. But I was in no hurry to do that; the words would come when they were needed.

After freshening up, we ambled hand in hand toward the bustling rows of vendors, already firing up grills and setting out their wares, eager to meet the morning demand for filling repasts.

Delicious scents greeted my nose — fatty sizzling meats, fragrant steaming porridges, and nutty baking bread. My empty stomach rumbled insistently, reminding me just how ravenous our vigorous lovemaking had left me. The girls wore similarly hungry expressions.

At a booth proclaiming, ‘Wholesome Breakfasts!’, we each purchased a generous wooden bowl brimming with creamy, buttery oatmeal ladled fresh from an enormous iron pot simmering over a fire. The smiling proprietor assured us her nutritious oats would “stick to your bones!”

Seeking space on a low carved log bench, we dug in eagerly, savoring the fortifying meal between chilly swigs of almond milk from leather flagons.

Around us, fellow sleepy-eyed yet cheerful pilgrims also broke their fasts, bits of lively conversation and story swapping drifting over between satisfied slurps. Some sported bright garlands of wildflowers purchased from a nearby booth, the vivid blossoms almost seeming to glow in the warm early morning sunshine.

Despite the crowd, a languid air of relaxation still pervaded the site after the previous day’s adventures. No one seemed inclined to rush the start of new revelries just yet.
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After finishing up our hearty oatmeal breakfast, Diane, Leigh, and I slowly meandered among the scattered campsites and vendors, simply enjoying the relaxed morning atmosphere. All around us, pilgrims were shaking off the last vestiges of sleep as they emerged from tents, some stopping to splash their faces in buckets or neaten mussed hair. Children scampered about, playing lively games or hanging around the stands, ogling the food.

At one campfire, a trio of dwarves was passing around a wineskin and regaling one another with tales of past pilgrimages punctuated by peals of sincere and raucous laughter. Farther off, wisps of some herbaceous smoke drifted from where a circle of robed elves sat cross-legged, eyes closed in meditation.

Pausing to stretch, I turned my gaze upward through the soaring emerald canopy overhead. Slender beams of buttery sunlight streamed down, speckling the leafy ground. The very air seemed imbued with sylvan magic. Diane slipped her hand into mine contentedly.

We continued onward at an idle pace with no destination in mind, simply ambling from one curiosity to the next. At a weaver’s stall, I watched in fascination as an elf woman’s deft fingers swiftly braided lengths of vibrantly dyed threads into intricate patterns.

When Leigh paused to chat with the weaver — the blonde had a fascination for soft and frilly fabrics, it seemed — Diane leaned close, voice low.

“Last night was absolutely wonderful,” she murmured, a rosy blush tinting her cheeks. “It filled me with more joy than I can express that you wanted to… well, share what we have with my best friend.” Her shining eyes conveyed her sincerity.

I drew her into my arms, kissing her tenderly. “I feel the very same way,” I whispered against her velvet ear. “You are both incredible, captivating women. I’m a lucky man.”

Diane sighed happily, nuzzling into me. After a long moment simply holding one another, Leigh caught on and shot me a wink, visibly endeared by the display of affection between myself and Diane.

We moved on, walking past stalls and stands with interest. There was a vendor selling carved walking sticks, and Diane eagerly demonstrated her natural agility and poise by deftly twirling and spinning one of the sturdy wooden staffs between nimble fingers, almost like a baton. I watched, impressed by her finesse. Laughing gaily, she took a graceful bow at the end of her impromptu routine, to applause from onlookers.

When Leigh paused to watch a juggling street performer, I came up behind her, hands settling on the swell of her generous hips. Leigh leaned back into me with a soft sigh, giving my thigh a teasing squeeze that stirred my desire. But mindful of propriety, I merely whispered a promise of passion to come before guiding her onward.

We shared amusing commentary in low voices as we people-watched, inventing colorful backstories for some of the more eccentrically-garbed individuals milling around. Though light-hearted, keeping one another laughing made the day only better.

Around mid-morning, we came upon a grassy clearing where pilgrims were gathering to partake in yoga-like stretches and flowing movements led by several lithe elf instructors. The movements were very similar to what I had seen the elder elven lady do yesterday.

Intrigued, the three of us joined the class, dutifully mirroring each gracefully athletic pose and sequence. I relished watching Diane and Leigh’s alluring figures bending and flexing. The exercises were calming and centering, focused on keeping the body agile. The elven instructor spoke in a meditative voice, speaking of channels and cores and centers — things I did not fully grasp but took mental note of to study later.

Pleasantly fatigued after the invigorating open-air exercise session, we indulged in refreshing iced teas poured from gurgling brass urns into frosted glass mugs at a nearby refreshment stand. The tangy peach-flavored elixir cooled and rejuvenated me as we paused in the shade of a towering oak to sip our chilled drinks.

When we continued on some time later, the grounds were growing more crowded as late risers finally stirred. Upbeat fiddle tunes and cheerful laughter carried over the constant hum of lively conversation. My steps felt lighter as I walked between my two gorgeous companions, cheeks flushed with simple joy. This leisurely morning was absolutely perfect.

Seeking a brief respite from the colorful fray, we sought out a quiet, shaded knoll to recline for a spell, pleasantly drained from an already eventful morning of leisurely meandering. Settling onto the soft grass with the girls tucked cozily against me, I let out a sigh and basked in the day’s warmth.

As we lounged, voices raised in lively discourse carried over from nearby. Curious, I glanced up to see a crowd gathering around a makeshift stage outfitted with a colorful backdrop depicting a fantastical forest scene. An elf man in a harlequin costume was loudly inviting attendees to witness a comical theatrical performance.

I exchanged an inquisitive look with my women. “How about we go check that out next?” I proposed.

The girls both nodded enthusiastically at that, and we hopped to our feet and made our way to the stage.


Chapter 13

As we drew closer to the makeshift stage, raucous laughter rang out from the enthralled crowd. Onstage, a pair of elf actors were engaged in an amusing exchange playing a husband and wife.

We quickly settled down on the benches; I was curious to learn a little more about elven culture through the entertainment they enjoyed.

“Preposterous!” declared the elf woman, hands on her hips as she glared at her fellow actor. “I refuse to believe you spent all of last night at the tavern only drinking water and discussing politics with the barkeep!”

“But my petal, it’s true!” protested the male elf with exaggerated wide-eyed innocence. “We talked late into the night about controversial new taxation policies for hours on end!” After he spoke, he burped loudly and covered his mouth as if he were close to retching.

The wife shook her head and produced a coin purse as evidence, displaying its tellingly light weight. She then turned it upside down, and whether it was a trick or magic, a few moths actually flew out of the purse.

“Ah-ha!” she exclaimed. “Unless you drank on a line of credit, clearly you frittered away our hard-earned gold on spirits and games of chance!”

“Ah!” the husband tried, sidling up to his wife as he took on a philosophical air and gazed up at the sky, sweeping theatrically. “What is life if not a game of chance, my blossom?”

His answer was a slap against the back of his head. The crowd roared with laughter and applause at this slapstick comedy. Beside me, Leigh was giggling uncontrollably, already utterly delighted by the production’s humor and exaggerated antics. Even Diane, usually more reserved in her amusement, had a hand pressed to her mouth to muffle her chuckle.

The wife stomped over to a petticoat discarded haphazardly over the back of a chair and reached into its pocket.

“No!” the husband exclaimed, following her. “Don’t! It’s… uh… spiders! Full of spiders!”

“Spiders,” the wife scoffed. She reached in and retrieved a dice set. “Spiders, is it?” she exclaimed, holding the set of dice up. “The only spiders in this room are here!” She jabbed his forehead with her slender finger. “Where your brain should be!”

The crowd laughed, and the husband nearly fell over himself with desperate excuses, trying to claim he had simply been teaching mathematics to impoverished urchins and orphans using the dice as counting aids. But his paper-thin story only collapsed further under his wife’s continued interrogations.

I found myself just as caught up in the unfolding comedy as Leigh and Diane, chuckling nonstop at the absurd unfolding scenarios and the husband’s increasingly ridiculous cover stories as he vainly tried to conceal his supposed night of overindulgence and leisure.

It was certainly interesting to see that the elves had a form of comedy. The elves I had met so far usually seemed either ethereal or outright boring. They hadn’t struck me as appreciators of comedy. Admittedly, this wasn’t a very complex showing, but it was surprising all the same.

After considerable back-and-forth, the hapless husband finally confessed to staying out late drinking, gaming with his friends, and losing all of the household’s money. But he weakly tried to justify it by claiming he won a significant amount rather than losing their precious savings. However, when pressed by his wife, he was forced to turn out his pockets, revealing only a few copper coins and crumbs of food.

However, the clever wife soon revealed that she had stashed away some of the coins before her man had set out for the night, and the crowd burst out laughing once again when the husband — his previous sin already forgotten — suggested he could easily double the coin by calling on his friends for a dice game.

By the time the production at last concluded an hour later with the contrite husband promising to reform his ways forevermore, we had laughed our fair share. Leigh actually had to wipe away tears of hilarity more than once, doubled over against me. Diane’s eyes sparkled with lingering amusement as well at the uproarious finale.

As we all caught our breath, the husband and wife took their elaborate bows as the rapt crowd showered them with thunderous cheers and applause. Their comic timing and showmanship had been entertaining, and the crowd was lavish when little catkin scamps went around with platters to collect coins. We placed a few coins of our own, winning profound thanks from the children.

However, gradually a hush descended over the gathered spectators. I soon saw why — a powerfully-built dwarf in ornate armor was ascending the creaking stage, his rich garb marking him as someone of great importance. When he spoke in a booming voice, all grew silent and still.

“Hear me, pilgrims! The hour is nigh for the commencement of the Gauntlet Run!”

At once, excited whispers rippled through the now attentive audience. Clearly, this event held great significance. The herald continued authoritatively.

“Let any who dare test themselves gather at the vale at high noon! Victory, glory, and a masterful prize await anyone brave and cunning enough to elude the maze’s perilous traps and obstacles. The Gauntlet awaits!”

With that, the dwarf departed to enthusiastic cheers. All around us, travelers were rising from benches, chattering eagerly about participating in or spectating this Gauntlet Run competition.

I exchanged an intrigued look with Diane and Leigh. It seemed our next form of entertainment had just presented itself!


Chapter 14

As the crowd began to disperse after the dwarf’s announcement, I turned to Diane and Leigh. “A gauntlet run? That sounds intriguing,” I remarked. “What do you two know about it?”

Leigh pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Well, the dwarves hold a couple competitions each year. First among them is the tournament, but the Gauntlet Run is a big one, too. It's a kind of obstacle course challenge. Folks compete to get through it the fastest while avoiding traps and tricks.”

Diane nodded eagerly. “Oh yes, it’s quite exciting to watch! There’s a maze-like course in one of the caves, and they fill it with all manner of hindrances — muddy pits, swinging logs, even magical illusions or creatures. The runners must rely on agility and cunning to reach the finish swiftly.”

I listened with great interest, picturing the scenario. A test of dexterity and quick-thinking appealed to my competitive spirit. “That does sound exciting. And he mentioned prizes for the winner?”

“Mmhmm,” Leigh confirmed. “Usually it’s something real nice like somethin’ artsy or a magical item. They want to motivate bold folks to take the challenge.”

“Have either of you ever competed?” I asked curiously.

Leigh shook her head. “Oh no, I’d surely get myself all tangled up in a net!”

Diane gave a small shrug, her fox ears twitching. “I gave it a go a few years back just to see if I could do it. But I wound up tripping into the first muddy hole and had to drop out covered head to toe in muck!” She laughed good-naturedly at the memory.

I grinned, picturing Diane’s lithe form slipping into the mud. “Well, it certainly sounds exciting to attempt. We should go watch the run together at least. When did he say it starts?”

“High noon,” Leigh replied. “Which ain’t far off now. We best start moseying on over to the valley if we want a good view!”

Together we navigated through the colorful crowds toward the crags where crowds of people were already assembling at a wide, yawning cavern. I had wondered how the spectators would be able to view, but my question was quickly answered. An elder elven mage and several novices in his service were setting up large orbs of crystal that would display the ordeals.

“That’s some powerful magic,” I said.

Leigh nodded. “It takes a Diviner class to set up somethin’ like that. The elven master’s name is Ulain, and I do believe he is about level ten or some such. Best Diviner this side of the Shattered Peaks.”

As we sought a clear vantage point, I studied the setup speculatively. “You know, the more I consider it, the more I’m tempted to throw my hat in the ring and give this gauntlet run a try myself,” I mused.

Leigh cocked her curvy hips to one side as she gave me an appraising once-over, her full lips curling. “Hmm, look at you all rarin’ to go already!” she teased. “Can’t say I’d mind watching that muscular body of yours scamper and leap through that maze one bit.” Her smile and sideways glance conveyed her approval of the idea.

Diane bit her lip, looking me over with an anxious expression. “Just promise you’ll be careful!” she entreated. “Some of those obstacles can be awfully tricky.”

I drew her into a quick reassuring hug. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep alert,” I promised. Releasing her, I bounced lightly on the balls of my feet, already feeling adrenaline stir at the thought of competing. Diane still looked uncertain but kept her worries to herself for now.

Leigh, however, was fully enthusiastic. “You’re gonna do just great, sugar!” she enthused, giving my arm an encouraging nudge. “With them cat-like reflexes of yours, you’ll be leavin’ them other competitors in the dust in no time!”

I had to grin at her confidence in my athletic abilities. “Well, we’ll see how it goes. I’m sure some of the elves have a few tricks up their sleeves.” Glancing around, I did notice more than a few lithe, nimble elves among the milling prospective competitors at the starting line. They would likely prove challenging opponents.

“You’ll do fine, baby,” she said. “And it ain’t really dangerous. As far as I heard, nobody ever got seriously hurt runnin’ the gauntlet.”

I chuckled. “Well, I’ll watch myself all the same.”

Still, like her, I had faith in my own skills and reflexes honed from years of training and outdoor activity. With focus and agility, victory seemed possible. As I took stock of the other competitors and the good-natured jibing going on between some of them, I grew more sure of wanting to partake.

“Why don’t you girls find a scrying orb somewhere to watch,” I said. “I’ll register and join in. It’ll be fun!”

“Sounds good!” Leigh agreed, and Diane nodded as well.

They both wished me luck with a soft kiss on each cheek before moving off to claim ideal spectator spots with a clear view of the winding gauntlet course. I lingered among the other waiting runners, feeling adrenaline pump through my veins as I took stock of those who would soon be my opponents in the Gauntlet Run. When I looked over at the girls, they had already found a good spot.

“Don’t you worry none, honey,” Leigh called over. “You’re gonna leave them other boys in the dust!” She shot me a playful wink.

Diane clasped her hands, her fox eyes anxious but supportive. “I know you can do it, David!” she added earnestly. “Just watch your step in that crazy maze!”

Their encouragement bolstered my confidence and excitement. Sizing up my competition, I resolved to give the gauntlet my all and try to emerge victorious. And if not… well, it looked fun too.
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As the appointed start time for the Gauntlet Run drew near, I once again eyed my competition gathering at the starting line. Several lithe, nimble elves stretched and bounced on their toes, exuding readiness. A few stocky dwarves rotated their thick arms, psyching themselves up. There were a few human hopefuls as well, including one guy who was a far cry from fit but seemed a little inebriated — maybe he’d lost a bet.

I was mentally sizing up the others when suddenly a familiar face shouldered brusquely past — the spiteful foxkin Anwick who had accosted me back in Gladdenfield over my courtship of Diane. His orange ears were pinned back aggressively as he shot me a sneer.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the human who steals women from the foxkin,” Anwick remarked, voice dripping condescension. “Come to make a fool of yourself for the crowd’s amusement?”

I met his gleaming eyes steadily. I was far from scared of the little rat, and I wasn’t interested in making a scene either. “I’ve come to participate, same as anyone,” I replied evenly. “May the best competitor win.”

Anwick scoffed. “Please. We both know you don’t stand a chance against me.” He thumped his chest arrogantly. “My kind excel at feats requiring speed and cunning. I’ll leave you in the dust, just wait and see.”

I had to chuckle at his brash overconfidence. “Well, one of us is certainly going to end up looking the fool before this is over,” I said lightly. “But I don’t intend for it to be me.” I grinned broadly. “And I remember who ended up looking like an idiot last time you tried something with me.”

“Ha! I simply allowed you to escort me, not wanting to escalate things for Darny’s sake. But in the gauntlet, strength does not matter. Humans do not stand a chance.” He tapped his temple. “It is all about cunning and intelligence. And of course speed.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Well, you certainly flew fast enough when I threw you out of the tavern.”

Anwick’s eyes narrowed, but just then the officious dwarf herald barked for participants to register before taking their positions at the starting line. Shooting me one last contemptuous look, the cocky foxkin swaggered up to take his place.

Shaking my head at the angry little runt, I headed over to a table where a grizzled, bearded dwarf sat with a heavy ledger, quill in hand.

“Name?” he grunted without glancing up.

“David Wilson,” I replied.

Scribbling slowly in his kind’s angular runes, the dwarf added my name to the roster of entrants. “Right then. The course begins just inside the cavern entrance. Traps and obstacles throughout. Finish line’s at the other end.”

I nodded my understanding. “Sounds straightforward enough.”

The dwarf gave me an appraising look. “Cleverness and agility matter more than brute force, lad. Keep your wits about you and you’ll fare better than most. No real dangers, but as we say among our kind: even a swig of ale can choke a fool.”

I assured him I would stay focused and alert. After handing me a cloth runner’s bib marked with my registration number, the dwarf dismissed me with a gruff nod.

“Right, you’re entered. Now move along and get ready at the gate.”

I affixed the bib to my tunic and headed for the starting line where the other hopeful competitors were assembled, ready to test their skills and reflexes against the gauntlet’s challenges.

As I took my position, Anwick shot me another contemptuous look. “Decided to go through with it, huh? This isn’t like a tavern brawl where you can use your sheer size,” he muttered resentfully. “The gauntlet favors agility and quick wits.”

I met his glare levelly. “Then may the most agile and quickest-witted competitor succeed,” I replied neutrally before turning my gaze forward again, ignoring his obvious attempts to rile me up. I was about done with this guy.

The gauntlet course snaked out before us into the yawning cavern — a maze of caverns, no doubt filled up with tangled ropes, muddy pits, swinging obstacles, and more, all designed to challenge agility and reflexes. But from here, we could see nothing yet as the tunnel angles away. Runes of magical energy levitated at intervals, transmitting the action within to the crystal orbs outside for the viewers’ pleasure, while simultaneously lighting up the dark caves.

My muscles tensed, ready to spring forward at the signal. Beside me, Anwick shifted restlessly, a low growl rumbling in his throat. I kept my eyes trained straight ahead. In a contest like this, getting riled up would only undermine focus.

From the crowd of onlookers closer to the starting line — which was at the mouth of the cave — Leigh’s distant shout reached my ears. “You’ve got this, sugar!”

I permitted myself a small smile. Diane and Leigh were both here cheering me on. I wanted to perform well and make them proud. Anwick growled again at that — it made him even angrier to realize that I had two women cheering me on, one of them a foxkin.

The din of the crowd slowly died down as the appointed start time neared. At last, the grizzled dwarf herald stepped forward, commanding immediate silence with his imposing presence.

“Competitors at the ready!” he bellowed. I settled into a sprinter’s crouch, limbs coiled and ready to spring forward. Anwick hunkered down as well, tendons standing out on his wiry frame, eyes fixed intently on the dark cavern mouth ahead.

“On my mark!” The dwarf’s gnarled hand rose slowly. Anticipatory hush fell over the spectators.

I steadied my breathing, honing all senses on the starting signal to come. The Gauntlet Run awaited. One way or another, victory would soon favor the most cunning and agile…


Chapter 15

“Begin!” the dwarf bellowed, dropping his hand sharply.

As one, the runners sprang forward into the yawning cavern mouth. I pushed hard off my back foot, propelling myself into an immediate sprint. The sudden exertion after tense anticipation made my heart thunder rapidly.

Just ahead, the cavern floor dropped away into a wide muddy trench brimming with murky water. Without slowing my pace, I cleared it in a smooth leap, my boots spraying plumes of mud on landing. Risking a glance back, I saw Anwick hot on my heels, his lithe foxkin frame easily outpacing the other competitors. He was a little shithead, but he was fast!

The cavern bent sharply, plunging us into momentary darkness. I stayed alert, sensing obstacles through hearing alone as my vision adjusted. Sure enough, a menacing iron gate of blunt spikes suddenly loomed. I dove and rolled beneath it agilely as Anwick nimbly leapt up and over in pursuit.

Around the next bend glowed a swirling expanse of viridian energy — clearly some sort of magical barrier. Motes of light danced hypnotically within. Trusting my instincts, I hurled myself directly through without slowing. The fleeting vertigo receded quickly. Glancing back, I saw Anwick emerge right behind, his slim frame limned in residual emerald radiance.

Up ahead, the cavern branched into three tunnels. Choosing swiftly, I darted right into the middle passage. My lungs burned and limbs strained from the relentless sprint, but I pushed my endurance, refusing to falter. Somewhere behind, Anwick’s swift footfalls pounded after me.

Suddenly the floor dropped away into a gaping abyss. I barely managed to arrest my headlong rush in time, arms windmilling to maintain balance at the sheer edge. Peering over cautiously, I glimpsed oily water below. Vertigo gripped me. There was no way to jump or climb down safely.

There was no time to figure it out. I was going to have to try another passage!

Turning swiftly, I bolted back the way I’d come, nearly colliding with an off-balance Anwick.

“Watch it!” he snarled, breath coming fast.

I gave him no answer, simply bolting past him. He turned on his heels and followed me again, apparently understanding that I had turned around for a reason.

Together, almost going shoulder to shoulder, we hurtled back up the tunnel. At the branch, I unhesitatingly darted left instead into the unexplored passage, nearly bumping a stocky dwarf competitor out of the way. I heard Anwick’s frustrated snarl as he scrambled after me, cursing at the dwarf. I also heard feet pounding ahead of us. I had lost my head start due to the bad luck in passage choice.

This new tunnel twisted unpredictably; its floor studded with jagged rocks. I winced as sharp stone gashed my palms and knees when I slipped and fell attempting an abrupt turn. Warm blood trickled freely, but I hauled myself back up and pushed on, refusing to let the stumble slow me. Behind, Anwick had also slipped, buying me precious seconds to maintain my lead on him.

Just ahead loomed another magical barrier denoted by wavering azure radiance swirling hypnotically across the passage. I tensed, unsure what arcane effect to expect this time. But my forward momentum was too great to avoid it. Gritting my teeth, I leapt through without slowing…

Dizziness and nausea washed over me, nearly driving me to my knees. My stomach roiled queasily, rebelling against some mystical force. I stumbled onward, fighting to keep my balance and direction. Behind me sounded a yelp from Anwick — he too was affected.

The dwarf, however, bellowed a laugh and shot past us, seemingly unaffected by the magical barrier. Likely a Class power. I gave a frustrated growl as he darted past, sticking out his tongue.

Gradually the disorientation passed, allowing me to pick up speed again. The cavern walls blurred as I hurtled recklessly onward. My minor wounds stung fiercely, but I embraced the pain, using it to hone my focus. Anwick’s swift footfalls echoed after me. I couldn’t let up now.

I quickly overtook the dwarf again, who was huffing and puffing. He might have had an advantage against the magical barrier, but he was out of shape. I winked at him as I shot past, and he chuckled and shook his head, coming to a stop and grasping his knees; he knew he stood no chance.

Just up ahead shone a warm amber glow, beckoning me on urgently. The tunnel exit perhaps? Renewed energy flooded my taxed limbs. I lowered my head and dug deep, hurtling toward that light with Anwick pursuing doggedly. We were nearly there! If this were the finish, I wouldn’t have won the race, but I would have at least left Anwick behind me.

But emerging into the next chamber, my brief elation vanished. No sunlight awaited at the end of this passage — merely a spacious cavern dotted with wooden obstacles forming some new treacherous gauntlet, basking in a magical light. My pulse spiked. The true finish still lay somewhere ahead, which meant I still had a chance to catch up with the leaders.

Risking a glance back, I glimpsed Anwick burst from the tunnel on my heels, eyes aflame with determination. His sharp teeth were bared in a grimace of effort. Clearly he would not make yielding the lead easy for me. I mentally steeled myself for the next grueling leg of the run.

The first obstacle was a teetering wooden wall, and I at once began climbing it. Moments later, with a snarled oath in his own tongue, Anwick hurled himself at the wall, mirroring my efforts as he scrambled up the unsteady surface. And this was where the foxkin’s lithe frame and agility came in handily. My limbs burned and chest heaved, but Anwick crested the wall first.

With a taunting cackle, Anwick hopped down on the other side. He had the lead now.
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With a grunted curse, I followed Anwick and hopped over the wall. I hit the ground running, barely noticing an elf sitting by the side of the course, nursing a sprained ankle. One fewer competitor…

Beyond awaited a field of padded swinging obstacles timed to bar passage. Anwick threaded them first, his slight frame slipping through narrow gaps. I trailed close behind, ducking and weaving past each swinging log by inches. One solid blow could dash my chances. Again, Anwick’s small frame benefited him here, as did his — admittedly lightning-quick — reflexes.

The cavern twisted sharply right up ahead. Anwick’s orange tail disappeared around the bend as I sprinted grimly onward. My boots slipped and slid over the uneven stone floor. But still, I pushed my body to its limits, refusing to slow. And here, in the open stretch of passage, my long legs and stout body won the race.

Anwick snarled in frustration as I caught up. He tried to block me by swerving right and left, but that only lost him precious yards as I gave a quick burst of speed and shot past him. He cursed at me, which was fine — let the runt waste his breath with empty oaths.

Still, my vision swam with dizzy exhaustion. How much deeper through this treacherous maze could the finish be? But when the passage split ahead into two tunnels, I didn’t hesitate, veering right and following the sound of footsteps ahead.

Behind me echoed Anwick’s snarl of frustration as he scrambled to follow. At the same time, I could make out the footsteps of the others much more clearly now as they ran on ahead — I was gaining on them! There was still a chance for me to win this competition.

Hope renewed my energy, and I sped up, sprinting at top speed, even though I risked tripping on something in the dim light.

This new tunnel’s ground churned with viscous mud, sapping momentum immediately as I trudged onward ankle-deep. Mud sucked each leg in turn with audible plops between strides, but still, I pressed ahead, sticking to the edges where it wasn’t as bad, with Anwick laboring messily behind me. Here, too, his small frame hindered him and made it more difficult to wade ahead.

When at last the muck released its hold, my weary limbs felt laden with heavy, soggy weights, even as I tried to pick up speed again. Gasping and reeling, I staggered on. Though blinded with fatigue, I yet had enough wherewithal to evade the next wall of dangling ropes that loomed abruptly into view.

To the side lay an elf on his back, breathing hard and pinching a bloodied nose — one of those heavy ropes had struck him. The drunk and out-of-shape human there on his back, too, nursing a busted lip. I was actually amazed to see he’d made it this far!

Plunging ahead through the swaying veil of ropes, my blurring eyes next registered Anwick’s orange form scrambling after me, mouth gaping open and stained teeth flashing. His now muck-slathered frame looked as battered and spent as my own, yet still, he refused to yield the chase. This contest was far from decided.

Up ahead, the cavern floor abruptly dropped away into a gaping crevasse spanned only by a rickety rope bridge without a railing. I didn’t hesitate, plunging out onto the first swaying plank with my heart in my throat. The entire bridge shuddered violently under my weight. Below yawned a wide pool of water, and I saw a dripping wet foxkin woman swimming toward a dwarven staff member that made sure everyone who had tumbled into the water was seen to.

Arms windmilling for balance, I hurried onward, bouncing and slipping over the network of fraying ropes and weathered planks comprising the bridge. One misstep would spell the end of the competition, but I refused to slow, hearing Anwick spill out onto the unstable bridge in reckless pursuit.

By some miracle, I reached the far ledge intact. Without pausing, I clambered up and plunged into the yawning tunnel mouth awaiting at the end of the bridge. The blackness swallowed me voraciously. I ran on blind and deaf, no longer hearing Anwick behind. My world narrowed only to the pounding of exhausted limbs and ragged breath echoing off unseen cavern walls…

When at last faint torchlight glimmered ahead, I raced toward that beacon with my last dregs of strength. But I was too spent to make sense of what awaited beyond this final tunnel — open sky or further treacherous obstacles. All that mattered now was pushing my battered body those last few feet… wherever they may lead. Victory or defeat awaited unseen just ahead!

[image: ]

My vision swam with exhaustion, but I refused to slow my reckless pace. The torchlight grew brighter ahead, cutting through the dim glow enveloping the tunnel.

With a ragged grunt, I summoned my last reserves of strength and sprinted onward. The thunderous pounding of my feet and heartbeats melded into one frenetic rhythm. I was beyond pain, beyond fatigue now — only sheer grit and determination drove me those final yards.

Bursting from that lightless void, the sudden blaze of midday sunshine momentarily blinded me. I threw up a hand to shield my eyes, barely registering the deafening roar of the crowd that heralded my emergence.

When my vision adjusted, the sight awaiting snatched the breath from my lungs.

I had reached open daylight at last! The tunnel exited onto a steep, grassy slope leading down to the final few obstacles under the open sky. Ahead, I could see three competitors nearing the next obstacle — a wide pit. I was not too far from them. I still had a chance if I gave it my all!

Digging deep, I hurtled recklessly down the treacherous slope, nearly losing my footing more than once in my headlong rush. The crowd’s roars swelled to an ear-splitting thunder, but I tuned them out, focused only on closing the gap to the runners just ahead.

The first obstacle was a wide pit concealed in the grass that opened up directly in my path. I hurled myself over the yawning hole in a desperate leap, calling on every ounce of strength left in my tired body. I barely cleared the gaping pit, my heel scraping the far edge before I hit the ground in a rolling impact and immediately sprang up sprinting onward without losing precious momentum.

A look back showed one competitor had not reacted as quickly to the hidden trap. His dismayed wail echoed from the pit where he lay groaning on his back after sliding down the steep slope to the bottom. But I could not afford to slow.

Next loomed a rickety and narrow balance beam traversing a wide pond that barred the way forward. All of the other competitors were still on it, arms spread for balance. The sight was almost comical.

Gritting my teeth in determination, I raced up onto the beam without hesitation, arms swaying to maintain equilibrium as I navigated over the still waters one precarious step after another. The wooden beam bowed and seesawed beneath my weight, threatening to plunge me into the fetid pond. But by some miracle, I traversed the first stretch of the treacherous crossing intact.

But the swaying as I had hopped on upset the other competitors still on the beam, making them freeze, and with a big grin, I decided to take a chance.

I sat down on the beam, my legs dangling over the edge as I held it tight. With that, I began swinging. The other competitors — two dwarves, a human, and two elves — shouted as they fought for balance. A moment later, a tremendous splash sounded as they lost their balance on the unsteady beam and toppled into the murky water below. Three had fallen, but two — a dwarf and an elf — had managed to jump off the beam on the far side. With lightning speed, I hopped to my feet and made my way down the beam.

Just ahead on the zig-zagging course, my stocky dwarf competitor glanced back over his hairy shoulder and scowled upon seeing me closing the distance gap with my desperate sprint. With surprising agility, he abruptly swerved left and right trying to block my progress and preserve his own lead.

Gritting my teeth, I careened ahead right on his heels, my throbbing legs now operating solely on instinct rather than conscious control. As the dwarf tried again to obstruct me, I feinted sharply left, then cut back to the right with my last burst of speed, finally bursting past his stocky frame. His snarled curse echoed behind me as I pulled ahead.

One final competitor remained between me and impending victory — a lithe elf sprinter just up ahead who glanced back with an alarmed expression at my swift approach. There was no time for strategy now — I had to get past him before the finish line.

We thundered side by side toward a final barrier consisting of padded swinging obstacles timed to bar passage. Drawing on my last droplets of stamina, I fixed my eyes on a brief gap between the rhythmically moving barriers and hurled myself through it with an explosive leap and desperate roll. I passed the narrow gap an instant before it slammed shut, leaving the elf to cry out as a swinging barrel struck his shoulder and sent him spinning.

One last obstacle barred my path to glory: a high brick climbing wall slick with moss and mud. With trembling limbs running now only on pure adrenaline, I gained the wall and clawed my way up the treacherous surface, boots slipping and scrabbling over damp moss-slickened handholds. My height proved the difference as I scrambled over the crest of the wall an instant before the elf competitor — to his credit, he hadn’t allowed the barrel to stop him for long.

Without an instant’s hesitation upon landing, I was off again, hurtling toward the finish line. The coveted ribbon of the finish line now zoomed tantalizingly closer.

With a ragged cry, I summoned every last shred of energy left in my frame and plummeted forward, oblivious to my screaming muscles and gasping lungs. The deafening roar of the crowd faded to insignificance, my world narrowing only to that glittering strip of shimmering elven silk awaiting just ahead.

And then suddenly all sound and motion seemed to fade into muted slow motion as I traversed that last infinitesimal divide. For one suspended, blissful heartbeat, I experienced an almost mystical sensation of euphoric weightlessness and tranquility.

Victory was mine!

The explosion of roars and thunderous applause seemed to erupt from some faraway realm as I finally stumbled over the finish line and collapsed to my knees in the grass, too spent even to raise my arms in triumph. I had done it — passed all others against all odds to be the first one across that finish line!

I had emerged victorious through perseverance and cunning. This victory was mine, hard-won through grit and fortitude alone.

Mere seconds later, the elf competitor I had bested cleared the climbing wall and landed in a deflated crouch, head hanging in disbelief and exhaustion. He slammed his fist against the ground in frustration, but then managed a grudging nod of respect at being overtaken in the end stretch. I had earned the victory.

As I struggled to regain my wind, still on hands and knees in the grass, I became aware of the screaming, overwhelmed cheers from the crowd celebrating my unbelievable come-from-behind win. Their cries were deafening but sounded distant and muted to my dazed senses. I had left every last shred of energy out on that diabolical course.

With an exhausted groan, I rose and raised one quivering hand in weary acknowledgment of the crowd’s wild applause and shouts of congratulations. Their euphoric reactions washed over me, and I enjoyed them greatly.

As the initial shock and thrill of triumph finally began subsiding, I became aware of the full pain and protests of my body. My knees and palms burned fiercely where jagged stone had scuffed the skin during my reckless run. My calves and thighs knotted and quivered, seizing from the buildup of lactic acid in my overtaxed muscles driven far past their limits. I was well and truly physically spent now — yet still elated in spirit.

I also noticed a familiar hovering box at the edge of my vision — my character interface. I opened it at once and saw that running the gauntlet had advanced me to level 3!

But there was no time to get deeper into it yet. Because just then, two beloved faces suddenly stood out from the mass of rejoicing onlookers surrounding me — Diane and Leigh! Their euphoric features were alight with exhilarated joy and pride over my astonishing victory.
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Diane and Leigh pushed eagerly through the roaring crowd toward me, their faces aglow with exhilaration and pride. Despite my drained state, the sight of their radiant smiles sent a surge of renewed energy through my weary limbs.

“David, that was absolutely incredible!” Diane cried, throwing her slender arms around me in an exuberant embrace, heedless of the mud and grime coating my frame. Her velvety fox ears tickled my cheek as she nuzzled against me. “I’ve never seen such a thrilling finish! You were magnificent out there!”

I managed a tired chuckle as I returned Diane’s enthusiastic hug. “Well, it was a close one, that’s for sure,” I replied modestly. Though in truth, pulling off that come-from-behind win in the brutal gauntlet felt incredibly satisfying.

Leigh pushed through next, looming over me with hands planted on her ample hips and an irrepressible grin lighting up her pretty features. “Sugar, I swear my heart near stopped a dozen times watchin’ your reckless leaps and dashes!” she declared. “But you showed up every single one of them competitors out there!”

I flashed her a weary but cocky wink. “What can I say, I’m full of surprises.”

Leigh gave my muddy shoulder an approving pat. “You can say that again! Why, I ain’t never seen moves like that in all my born days.” Her sky-blue eyes were round with amazement. “You ran that gauntlet like your boots were on fire, baby!”

Diane drew back, her frame quivering with lingering exhilaration. “When you made that final burst and won after lagging so far behind, I could scarcely believe it!” Her brilliant sapphire eyes shone. “You looked utterly indomitable out there!”

“I gotta say, even I had my doubts when you first stumbled outta that tunnel, looking dead on your feet,” Leigh admitted. “But you dug deep and put on the comeback of the century!”

Diane readily agreed. “It was so good!” she said fervently. Her hands gently caressed my mud-spattered cheeks. “You were incredible.”

I felt my heart swell at their lavish praise. Winning the brutal Gauntlet Run had required every last ounce of my endurance and willpower. But having Leigh and Diane’s steadfast faith spurring me on from the sidelines had given me the strength and courage to persevere to the end. Their support meant everything.

With my girls’ assistance, I staggered on rubbery legs, one arm slung across Diane’s slender shoulders for support. My knee wobbled, and I winced at the scrapes I’d gotten, but Diane held me steady as I found my balance. Leigh eyed me worriedly.

“Maybe we’d better get you to a healer, sugar,” she fretted. “You’re looking mighty peaked, and that leg doesn’t seem too happy.”

I attempted an unconcerned shrug, which quickly became a pained wince. “I’m sure I’ll mend up alright with a little rest.” But her concerns were certainly valid — now that the adrenaline had faded, I was becoming aware of just how thoroughly drained and battered my body felt after that reckless run.

Diane and Leigh exchanged a knowing glance over my evasiveness. “Regardless, it’s best we get those gashes seen to,” Diane said in a tone brooking no nonsense. “No need to risk infection, especially out here in the wilderness.”

I could see the sense in that. Besides, I was in the mood to let my girls pamper me and fret over me a little, so I allowed them to support me between them toward the makeshift infirmary where robed healers were already tending to the worst-off competitors that had dropped out of the Gauntlet Run early on. The crowd continued to buzz with animated discussion of the hard-fought race as we slowly limped past.

A young elf healer clucked sympathetically over my numerous superficial wounds once we made it to the tent, and she insisted I lay back on a cot to elevate my aching knee wrapped in a cold compress. Meanwhile, Leigh distracted me from the stinging antiseptics being dabbed over my scrapes and gashes by dramatically recounting the most harrowing moments of my death-defying run again and again. Despite wincing against the healer’s ministrations, I had to laugh at Leigh’s infectious enthusiasm.

Throughout the examination, Diane hovered anxiously at my bedside, her fingers fussing over my hair and face. The comforting familiarity of her touch helped to soothe away the lingering stinging pains and aches. Her unwavering devotion brought a warm smile to my lips, even through my discomfort.

When the kindly healer declared me patched up and cleared me to walk about without exacerbating injury, Diane and Leigh both breathed audible sighs of relief. The young elf admonished me gently to take it easy for a day or two so my strained muscles could recover — no more jumping into gauntlets or magical traps.

With Diane’s help, I gingerly pushed upright and steadied myself after the prolonged recumbency, testing my balance carefully. My battered body protested but held steady. The healer offered one last caution for me to keep weight off my bandaged knee for a while before going about her next patient.

Leigh sidled up and slipped a supportive shoulder under my other arm when she saw me wobble slightly. “Steady there, champ,” she said. “We got you now. Let’s get you settled somewhere more comfy so you can put those gams up.”

I flashed her a grateful smile, still finding myself overwhelmed by their attentiveness to my relatively minor mishaps. “I’m a lucky man to have two such diligent nurses looking after me,” I joked, eliciting amused grins from both as we slowly made our way from the bustling infirmary.

The festive atmosphere remained at full pitch outside. Musicians had struck up a lively celebratory melody, no doubt still honoring my improbable victory. And as we came out of the large infirmary tent, three of the wealthily dressed dwarven organizers approached me, big smiles on their bearded lips and arms thrown wide.

“Aye, there he is, lads!” one called out. “The man of the hour!”


Chapter 16

The three dwarves approached me, arms open wide in congratulations. “That was a mighty fine run, laddie!” the eldest dwarf declared, clapping me firmly on the shoulder. “Never seen the likes of it in my day.”

The second dwarf, an imposing figure garbed in glinting mail, nodded agreement. “Aye, ‘twas a glorious comeback! Why, we’d given up on you, stumbling from that accursed tunnel covered in muck. Worthy of the sagas!”

The third dwarf, nearly lost amidst his voluminous robes and gleaming gold chains, spoke up in a gravelly rumble. “Indeed, Master David, your determination and cunning have earned you the victor’s laurels this day. Never have we seen a competitor recover like that, aye laddies?” The other dwarves nodded in affirmation.

“You’re too kind,” I replied. “Honestly, just finishing the grueling course felt triumph enough.”

But the dwarves would have none of my modest demurrals. “Nonsense, lad!” the armored dwarf insisted. “A victory must be celebrated properly, as is tradition! And to the victor goes the spoils.”

At that, the robed dwarf clapped his hands, and two attendants hurried over, bearing a large oaken chest etched with arcane runes. They set it on the grass before me and threw back the lid dramatically.

Nestled inside, on rich velvet gleamed an exquisite tome, its cover worked with leather and silver. The tome looked old, and the title on the cover was written in gold letters.

It said ‘Of Farming and Ranching.’

“A skillbook,” Diane muttered.

Leigh clapped her hands as she gave an excited hop. “And a rare one, too! Double skills! That’s amazing.” She touched her plump bottom lip with her forefinger for a moment. “I actually have one of those skills… Ranching. Haven’t used it for a while, though.”

I drew in a soft breath as I studied the tome. I already knew a little bit about farming and ranching, but I expected that these skillbooks would greatly enhance my skills. Also, I would officially have them in the eyes of the System, which would bestow all kinds of benefits — like the Foraging and Trapping skills allowed me to acquire a much greater yield.

“This valuable skillbook is our champion’s prize!” pronounced the lead dwarf. “It was offered to you as the victor of the Gauntlet Run by our lord, Vartlebeck of Ironfast, and I extend congratulations on his behalf.”

Hardly believing it, I thanked the dwarves before I reached out and reverently lifted the mighty tome from its cushion. It was lighter than I expected, and I couldn’t wait to delve deep into its secrets and acquire these two skills — they seemed perfectly attuned to what I needed out here on the Frontier.

The eldest dwarf chuckled as he folded his arms. “Vartlebeck long kept it, expecting at least one of his sons to show some interest in farming,” he explained.

Another dwarf laughed. “Aye, but they care only for mining and fighting!”

Looking respectfully at the dwarves, I held the book in my hands. “You and your lord, Vartlebeck, honor me with such a gift,” I said solemnly. “I appreciate it greatly.”

The armored dwarf nodded approval at my gracious acceptance. “It was well earned. May the tome serve you well, lad.”

I crouched and replaced the tome in its chest. When I regained my feet, the robed dwarf spoke again officiously.

“Now, let us properly commemorate this great feat so the tale may pass into legend!” At his pronouncement, the other dwarves’ eyes lit up. Clearly, some ceremony was forthcoming.

Together, they led Diane, Leigh, and me toward the raised wooden dais where awards were being presented to the gauntlet victors. The rowdy crowd’s cheers redoubled at the sight of me approaching for my formal recognition as winner of the Gauntlet Run.

I exchanged an amused grin with the girls — it seemed my ordeal in the harsh gauntlet had proven entertaining enough to turn me into a local celebrity, at least for today! Not that I minded…

At the center of the dais, the chief event organizer, a powerful dwarf with braided auburn hair and glittering gold torc awaited beside a low table bearing a magnificent, frosted cake and bottles of sparkling wine.

When we ascended the steps, he boomed out, “Here stands David Wilson of the frontier, a courageous human who has bested the Gauntlet Run through perseverance and cunning! Let all bear witness to his glory this day!”

The crowd roared approval. Grinning spectators chanted my name and applauded wildly at the pronouncement. Leigh gave a lively cheer while Diane gazed up at me adoringly. I rubbed my neck and smiled, a little unused to such adulation, but I enjoyed the attention all the same. It was nice to win a competition through sheer perseverance and be recognized for it.

The lead dwarf raised a jeweled chalice high in formal salute. “Hail our champion!” he proclaimed, his voice rumbling powerfully. As one, the throng echoed his tribute before erupting again into euphoric cheers and applause.

I raised my hands in appreciation until the celebration finally died down. The dwarf organizer then offered me the glittering chalice brimming with honeyed mead.

“Drink deep and enjoy the spoils, lad!” he urged with a broad wink. “On this day, your name goes into the tomes of history, aye!”

I accepted the vessel with thanks and took a draught of the spiced wine, earning another round of hearty cheers in response.

And so, amidst raucous celebration, I officially claimed my victor’s prize in the harsh gauntlet. Though humbled by the extravagant honors, I was satisfied at having conquered the diabolical course through fortitude and cunning alone. And the admiring looks in Diane and Leigh’s eyes alone would’ve been worth it.


Chapter 17

Sitting atop the hill overlooking the festival grounds, I closed my eyes and focused inward. It had been a long and fun day, but I hadn’t found the time to properly level up amid all of the commotion.

Now finally, I opened the interface, once again reading the note that congratulated me on achieving level 3. As I continued, a warmth steadily bloomed within my core, soon intensifying into a mystical surge of energy pulsating along my limbs.

The character interface manifested before me. Eagerly, I reviewed the changes, taking stock of my enhanced abilities. My core stats all showed significant increases. Health was up 10 points to 40. Mana had risen by 5 to 20. I probed inward, sensing the amplified mana swirling within my core in response to conscious direction. Like flexing a muscle, its flow had grown stronger through repeated summoning practice. This wellspring was the fuel for all my spellcasting.

These augmented base attributes would allow me to push my skills and mystical repertoire farther than before. It was a major step in my development as a spellcaster.

Scanning the list of skills, I saw my most frequently employed abilities had advanced in rank due to continual usage. Alchemy was now listed among them as well, and it was good to see that it had advanced significantly from its starting level of 1 — a fine reward for all the work I had done.

Scrolling down the list of newly unlocked abilities, I next reviewed the three new spell options that had become available upon reaching Level 3. The choices before me were Summon Guardian, Firebolt, and Summon Dancing Lights.

I carefully weighed the potential benefits and applications of each spell in turn. Summon Guardian would call forth a protective spirit entity that would guard me or a person or place I designated, shielding them from threats. The guardian spirit had only combat applications, however, so the spell was of limited value. Still, the Wilds could be dangerous, and it would be nice to have magic with defensive capabilities — I could use the minor spirits of fire and lightning for offense.

Firebolt would allow me to project bolts of blazing energy to set distant targets aflame. A useful tactical ability, to be sure, though the piercing flames could easily grow beyond control in the woodland environments I frequented. And as primarily a life-giver, destruction magic held less appeal.

Summoning Dancing Lights manifested a formation of wispy lights that could illuminate surroundings, confuse foes, or simply entertain. While interesting and useful, I didn’t feel that it was a particularly powerful spell that merited me investing an entire level in it.

After carefully weighing the merits of each spell, I settled on selecting Summon Guardian to add to my mystical repertoire. As the arcane knowledge of conjuring the sturdy spirit imprinted itself on my consciousness, I nodded in satisfaction at having acquired a powerful new ally.

Vividly, I pictured summoning a powerful spirit to guard me or my loved ones and do my bidding. It would shield me from harm but do little damage itself. The guardian obeyed the letter of commands and, with care, I could direct its formidable power.

Satisfied with my choice, I gave my character sheet a once-over.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 3
Health: 40/40
Mana: 20/20

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 9 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 5 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 1 (8 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 6 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 7 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 7 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 5 (1 mana)

With an expanded toolkit of summoning abilities and amplified reserve of mana, I could push my mystical skills much farther than before. It would take practice and focus to cultivate these nascent powers, but the promise filled me with excitement.

Eager to test my newly acquired spell, I focused my will and cast the spell, summoning forth a guardian spirit from the mystical ether. “Guardian Spirit,” I intoned, channeling my mana as it radiated outward from my core. “Come forth!”

The air shimmered before me as a hulking, spectral form coalesced, nearly seven feet tall. Its body appeared composed of glass that shone with radiance, etched with glowing runes. Two boulder-like fists rested at its sides as the construct awaited my command. One of those fists held a kite-shaped shield made of a similar material as the spirit itself.

I circled the summoned entity, inspecting it with awe. Though sturdy and powerfully built, the guardian radiated an aura of tranquility rather than menace. This was a protector, not a destroyer.

“Guard me,” I commanded simply. At once, the spirit pivoted smoothly to stand at my back, hunkering down and raising its shield, ready to defend me from attack. I was impressed by its immediate obedience.

Next, I directed the guardian to stand watch outside my tent that night. It nodded once before taking up a post just beyond the canvas flap, stoic, steadfast, and powerful. Its presence was strangely comforting. It would dissipate long before morning — the spell had a limited duration — but I would manually dismiss it. I didn’t want the girls to leave the tent at night for whatever reason and run into the spiritual equivalent of the Hulk. I would tell them tomorrow.

For now, I allowed myself a moment to simply appreciate this milestone. Through perseverance and determination, my raw talents were gradually coalescing into mastery of the mystical arts.

And this marked only a beginning. With training and discipline, I envisioned one day summoning mighty entities from Tannoris or crafting miraculous potions through alchemy. But such feats lay far ahead down the winding path I now walked.

As dusk deepened over the ancient forest, I lingered awhile atop the hill overlooking the huddled tents and fires of the Aquana Festival, gathering my thoughts before the ongoing festivities called me back. Tomorrow, more wonders awaited us at the colorful gathering.

But I would return changed — elevated to a new plane of potential. Much had been unlocked on this night. And through dedication, greater power yet lay within reach. The frontier’s hidden mysteries beckoned, awaiting revelation by one dedicated to the summoner’s craft. My journey had truly just begun.


Chapter 18

The following morning, Diane, Leigh, and I made our way to the central hot springs where elven priests were preparing to commence a ceremony honoring Aquana. My leg still twinged a bit, but after a solid night’s rest, I was eager to witness more of the rituals.

As we walked to the festival terrain, I told the girls about my advancement in level. I was very enthusiastic, and the girls listened with rapt attention.

“Summon Guardian sounds like a good choice, baby,” Leigh said after I’d told them everything. “Sooner or later, you’re gonna come to blows with something in the Wilds. It’s a good investment to make sure you have some magic tricks up your sleeve!”

“Uh-huh,” Diane agreed, nodding enthusiastically. “Defense is very important to consider in the Wilds.”

We mused on for a bit, but the girls insisted I cast the spell to demonstrate it to them. Laughing — and admittedly a little eager to demonstrate my new power — I acquiesced. We found a place a little out of sight. I was fairly sure that most folks here were more than comfortable with magic, but there was no sin in being extra careful.

Both girls looked intrigued as I began casting my spell. Mana radiated in my channels, and I commanded the spirit guardian to come forth. With a rush of displaced air, the imposing seven-foot-tall humanoid form coalesced before us. Diane and Leigh gasped, wide-eyed, as the hulking radiant guardian fully materialized.

“By the stars…” Leigh breathed. “Would ya look at the size of that beast!”

I smiled proudly. “Impressive, right? It’s a guardian spirit sworn to protect me or anyone else I designate.”

To demonstrate, I commanded the construct to stand watch over Diane. It immediately pivoted and took up a guard position at her side without protest, hefting its shield and ready to deflect any attack.

Diane looked up with big sapphire eyes at the glowering stone protector looming over her. “Amazing,” she murmured.

I chuckled and directed the guardian to stand down, allowing it to dissolve away.

“So it just guards whoever you tell it to?” Leigh asked eagerly. At my confirmation, her eyes lit up. “Why, that could be right useful keeping critters away from the homestead!”

I nodded. “I’m still experimenting, but it clearly has great protective potential. The duration is limited, but I’m sure we’ll find a good use.”

Both girls crowded around me, chattering excitedly about possible applications for my newest spell as I grinned proudly. Though still inexperienced, each new summoning ability felt like another valuable spell in my expanding repertoire.

But soon enough, we went on our way again. The festival was waiting, and there would be more time to experiment with my new spell later.
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Colorful streamers fluttered around the spring’s steaming azure surface as we took our places amidst the growing crowd. Interestingly, many of those attending recognized me from the Gauntlet Run yesterday, and I received many congratulations and handshakes. I seemed to indeed be turning into something of a local celebrity.

As a nice side effect, it was easy for us to make our way to the front of the crowd and claim a place there. From here, we could easily see how, at the water’s edge, a semicircle of elven maidens knelt in flowing ivory robes, heads bowed reverently.

Soon, a procession of priests approached bearing a large golden idol wrought in the likeness of Aquana. The being appeared as a powerful figure with waves swirling below its waist. The icon gleamed as it was carried toward the prepared dais overlooking the sacred spring.

When the idol was in place, an elder elf woman lit sticks of aromatic incense, wreathing the area in tendrils of fragrant smoke. The head priest, splendidly robed with a towering miter atop his silver head, stepped forth and raised his arms, intoning something melodic in the elven tongue.

The maidens by the water’s edge took up the chant, their ethereal voices weaving an enchanting harmony that resonated through the mist-veiled vale. The music alone seemed to awaken the magic ingrained in this place, and I felt its subtle power thrumming in my chest.

Next, the attending priests approached one-by-one, each bearing an elaborate vessel carved from aquamarine stone. With graceful motions, they tipped the contents into the spring — oils, flower petals, powders, and liquids that trailed pastel plumes as they swirled over the rippling azure surface.

As the offerings mixed, the water began to glow more intensely until it became difficult to look at directly. The head priest called out in invocation, and the maidens sent their song soaring wordlessly skyward. Despite the incomprehensible words, the ritual carried a profound significance. And their voices joined together in a poetic melody the equal of which I had not heard before.

Leigh gave an appreciative sigh next to me. “Ain’t many things more beautiful than a good elven ceremony,” she remarked, eyes bright with wonder. “Those folks have a sense for theatrics.” Diane too watched silently spellbound beside me, fox ears quivering.

The ritual reached its climax as acolytes bore forth a magnificent golden platter laden with carefully arranged fruits — succulent berries, blushing peaches, lush grapes, and exotic tropical offerings I did not recognize. One-by-one, the attending priests took up items and cast them into the radiant pool while intoning blessings in the graceful language of the elves.

As the fruit’s essences dispersed through the heated mineral waters, sweet scents arose with the ethereal steam wreathing the lake. The head priest lifted his arms, and the gathered pilgrims bowed their heads, overcome by the sanctified atmosphere. I too closed my eyes, feeling profound energies awakening within the living pool.

After long moments of reverent silence, the head priest reached into an ornate wooden box. He withdrew something carefully cupped in his hands — a pure white dove which cooed softly in the hush. With care, he released the pristine bird into the air above the shimmering spring.

As we watched the dove ascend, a haunting flute melody rang out, played by an elf woman standing on the overlook above the steaming waters. The lilting notes wove seamlessly with the ongoing chanting, and the bird seemed to dance gracefully overhead in time to the ethereal music.

Gradually, the dove circled lower until, at an unseen cue from the head priest, it alighted gently onto the outstretched hands of a rapt maiden kneeling by the water’s glowing edge. She bent and reverently kissed its downy head. A profound hush of awe fell over the onlookers.

But the spellbinding moment was fleeting. At another subtle signal from the high priest, the maiden tenderly released the cooing dove once more. We watched its pure white form soar up and become a shrinking speck against the vivid azure sky.

As the dove ascended, the high priest began chanting a melodic prayer in English that rang clearly over the assembled pilgrims:

“Great Aquana, guardian of these sacred waters, we ask your blessings upon us. Send forth your cleansing energies to wash away impurity. Share your wisdom freely so that we may walk in harmony. Grant us providence and sustain us through the coming seasons.”

The prayer was spoken in the lilting elven accent, yet its soothing cadences resonated deeply within me. As the elf chanted, the white dove circled ever higher overhead as if climbing some invisible stairway to the heavens, guiding our attention upward with it. At last, it disappeared from sight with a final bright flash, winking out like a vanishing star.

As the bird disappeared, the priests and acolytes slowly processed away from the sacred waters, still trailing wisps of incense. The flute too fell silent. Without ceremony, the ritual drew to a close, its energy lingering like the tendrils of fragrant smoke.

A meditative quiet lingered as all reflected on the moving ceremony. Diane stood wide-eyed. “It was just beautiful,” she whispered, clearly overcome. I drew her close beneath one arm, kissing her dark hair.

On my other side, Leigh nodded softly. “The elves have such beautiful rituals,” she mused aloud. “And it’s nice of ‘em to do part of the ceremony in English so everyone can understand.”

As the spellbound hush finally lifted, quiet talk gradually arose again between those gathered at the water’s edge. Some pilgrims began disrobing to ease into the steaming mineral pools and enjoy the blessed waters.

Leigh stretched her arms overhead languidly. “Well, all that ceremony done got me hungry again,” she remarked brightly. “Whaddya say we go see what delectable elven morsels they’re servin’ up for brunch?”

I chuckled at Leigh’s powers of recuperation. “Can’t argue with that logic.” Linking arms with the girls, I allowed Leigh to tow us off in search of replenishment while talk turned to deciphering the ritual’s significance. I was satisfied simply having witnessed its profound beauty.

Over a shared meal, we discussed our interpretations of the elaborate ceremony around mouthfuls. Though much remained shrouded, I at least grasped that the offerings were meant to honor and energize Aquana’s guardian essence residing in these waters. We all agreed it was an interesting contrast to the more jovial festivities and events.

When the food had been cleared, Leigh stretched again and suggested a nice stroll to walk off the meal. With my partners on either side, I agreed. Though still carrying a slight limp, I was recovering quickly. I was ready to dive back into enjoying the festivities.

We rose and began a leisurely circuit of the grounds, simply enjoying the sights and sounds as the next wave of entertainments and diversions commenced around us. Musicians tuned their instruments while vendors extolled their wares. Everywhere, the air of revelry resumed its hold over the colorful gathering.


Chapter 19

As we strolled over the lively festival grounds, I noticed a familiar stooped figure up ahead — it was Waelin, the stern elf alchemist who had rewarded me with his skillbook for retrieving the rare Moon Blossoms.

We had seen him earlier during the procession from Gladdenfield to here, but he had been aloof and distant, giving us little more than a nod. This time, however, he saw us coming, squinting his eyes at us, and he straightened himself a little as he recognized me.

When we were closer, Waelin inclined his head curtly in greeting. “Ah, we meet again. I trust you are finding the festivities enjoyable?” Though terse as always, his tone seemed to hold a touch less frost than usual.

“Quite enjoyable, thank you,” I replied. “How are you finding the pilgrimage this year?”

Waelin clasped his hands behind his back pensively. “Pleasant enough, I suppose. I prefer peace for study, but tradition compels attendance.” His silver eyes briefly took in Leigh and Diane at my sides. “And you seem to have charming company.”

“Diane was with me when we visited you at the Wild Outrider,” I said. “And Leigh runs the store in Gladdenfield; you’re probably already acquainted with her.”

Waelin gave each a polite nod which they returned enthusiastically. “Indeed,” the old elf croaked.

“A pleasure to see you, Master Waelin,” Diane offered graciously.

“We sure have been enjoying the beautiful elven ceremonies and such,” Leigh added with a dimpled smile, always quick to break the ice with her radiant smile.

Waelin’s expression remained stoic, but I thought I detected a hint of warming behind the civil facade. “It heartens me to know the younger generations still appreciate our traditions.” His eyes then turned to me again. “And I have seen that you ran the gauntlet the dwarves organize every year and came out victorious?”

I nodded. “I have,” I said. “It was a… challenging experience.”

“Indeed,” Waelin mused, keeping those stern eyes on me. “The Gauntlet Run tends to attract the young and foolhardy, but I am pleased to see that you turned out to be neither and braved its challenge with composure. Myself, I prefer more… shall we say, botanical challenges.”

Sensing an opening, I ventured delicately, “Speaking of botanical challenges, I was hoping we could discuss the Moon Blossoms I brought you. Have they been helpful in your alchemical endeavors?”

At that, Waelin glanced away almost self-consciously. He seemed to gather his composure before replying. “Well… hum… that is to say, they proved… insufficient in crafting a particular curative mixture. Still, your help is much appreciated. My… patient must simply seek succor elsewhere, I’m afraid.” The elf paused, appearing to debate something internally.

I waited patiently for him to continue, sensing there was more to the tale. But like most elves I had met — on the frontier or in the cities — they made their decisions on their own and responded poorly to insistence and pressure. If Waelin wanted to tell me more about his patient, then he would do so on his own terms, and I respected that.

Still, I was curious. Leigh and Diane seemed to pick up on it too, watching the elf with great interest.

Finally, Waelin sighed and his habitual sternness seemed to recede somewhat. “You should know, the blossoms were not for my own alchemical experiments. Rather, they were imperative in concocting an elixir to treat my young niece, Celeste. She has fallen gravely ill.”

My eyes widened in surprise, and I heard both girls make small sounds of amazement. This revelation explained much about the elf’s original urgency in seeking the rare blooms.

“Your niece?” Diane asked gently. “So the blossoms were used to heal her sickness?”

Waelin nodded, a twinge of uncharacteristic emotion touching his aged features. “Just so. The precious child is failing, her life force dimming by the day in spite of all my best efforts.” He shook his head slowly at the recollection. “I believed her only hope resided in an ancient elven remedy requiring essence of the rarest moon orchids to restore the body’s balance. Unfortunately, I was wrong.” He cleared his throat. “That… is not often the case.”

My heart went out to the elf at this glimpse into the driving motivation behind his stoic exterior. “How is she now?” I asked earnestly, hoping to convey my sympathy.

The elf studied my face a long moment. Some internal reserve seemed to dissolve. “The remedy has only postponed what it is was supposed to cure. Her deterioration now seems inevitable,” he said simply. “Celeste is stable, but her condition is expected to worsen over the coming months.” He set his jaw. “As such, I must find a remedy.”

Leigh gave Waelin a sympathetic pat on the shoulder that he permitted. “I am so sorry to hear that, Waelin,” she offered warmly. “I had no idea your niece was ill!”

Diane nodded agreement, her blue eyes shining. “We foxkin cherish our kits above all else,” she said. “I understand why you needed those blossoms so badly.”

I was amazed but gladdened by this unexpectedly personal insight into Waelin’s driving motivation. His devotion to his niece explained much about the elf that his reserved nature otherwise concealed. My estimation of him grew considerably. He looked out for his family, and that was noble work.

Just then, cheers erupted nearby as a troupe of acrobatic catkin took the stage for their death-defying aerial performances. Waelin glanced over, composure fully restored. “Now, if you will excuse me, I should be going. But I thank you again for your aid and your interest. Please enjoy the remainder of the festivities.”

Diane, Leigh and I wished him well as the elf took his leave, disappearing swiftly into the colorful throngs. As soon as he was out of earshot, both girls became animated. “Well, how about that!” Leigh exclaimed. “Waelin has a heart! Just goes to show you never can tell with folks.”

Diane agreed happily. “Even the most reserved individuals are driven by love. But it’s sad that he couldn’t help his niece.” Her eyes shone as she regarded me.

I nodded. Truth be told, I had been on the verge of offering Waelin my help just now. I knew I had plenty of work out here and at the cabin, but there was a sense of community that was new to my heart and that made me want to help others — especially when they had noble goals.

Perhaps there would be time to offer help later down the line…

Leigh linked one arm through each of ours. “Come on now, enough serious talk,” she said airily. “We got acrobats to ogle!”

Laughing together, we allowed her to tow us off toward the next marvel awaiting discovery.


Chapter 20

The crowd roared with delight as the troupe of acrobatic catkin performed their jaw-dropping aerial feats and flips. Their lithe bodies twisted through the air with impossible grace and flexibility, bounding between precariously swaying platforms and hoops suspended high above the stage. Diane gasped when one particularly bold catkin leapt fearlessly between swinging poles with no safety harness. Even Leigh’s usual unflappable composure looked shaken.

“Sweet mother! I can’t hardly stand to watch!” she exclaimed; one hand pressed over her eyes though her fingers remained parted. “Those guys are gonna give me a heart attack with their crazy jumps!”

I had to agree — the sheer reckless abandon of the catkin’s routine was thrilling. And there I sat thinking the foxkin had been agile. But the crowd clearly reveled in the death-defying spectacle, shouting and stamping their approval after each nimble midair flip or cartwheel.

An elf girl beside us had her hands clamped firmly over her younger brother’s eyes, though he craned his neck trying to peer between her fingers. Their mother, however, looked utterly engrossed in the acrobatics, leaning forward intently in her seat, her jaw dropped.

When at last the troupe of catkin scurried down ropes from the towering rigging and took their bows, the audience leapt instantly to their feet for a thunderous standing ovation. I gladly joined in the rapturous applause, impressed by their skill and courage.

Beside me, Leigh let out a piercing whistle of appreciation through her fingers. Diane clapped until her palms stung, equally enthralled by the dazzling performance.

As we all caught our breath, I remarked, “Well, that certainly got my heart racing! I can’t even imagine how long they must train to reach that level of mastery.”

“No kidding!” Leigh agreed fervently. “Why, if I tried just one of those crazy flips up high, I’d end up splat on the ground for sure. Bless their talented hearts!”

Diane nodded, fox eyes still round from the experience. “It takes such bravery and dedication to their art,” she mused appreciatively. “Just like mastering a musical instrument, I suppose — years of practice.”

Together we turned and began navigating through the dispersing crowd. All around us, lively chatter centered on dissecting and reacting to the incredible acrobatic show we had just witnessed together. Clearly, the talented catkin had been a big hit, and they had gotten even the most reserved individuals fired up.

“Well, let’s go see what else there is to do!” Leigh declared. She spun on her heel and began leading us in the opposite direction. “I wanna get a good spot for the next show!”

Diane and I exchanged an amused glance but allowed the bubbly blonde to tow us along towards a raised wooden stage draped with colorful banners. A sizable crowd was already gathering there in anticipation.

“What’s the next act?” I inquired curiously.

Leigh pursed her lips in thought. “I think it’s… Oh yeah! The Storyteller!”

At my confused look, Diane helpfully elaborated. “There’s a famous elven Bard specializing in storytelling rather than music. He performs each year at the festival. Apparently, the tales he spins are incredibly captivating.” Her blue eyes shone with building excitement.

“You ain’t kiddin’!” Leigh jumped in enthusiastically. “Why, that elf could read a brick and make it sound thrillin’. We are in for a real treat, let me tell you!”

I had to grin, swept up in their infectious enthusiasm. As we walked, I slipped an arm casually around Diane’s slender waist, pulling her close. “Have I mentioned how lovely you look today?” I murmured near one velvety ear while we made our way through the crowds.

Diane smiled up at me, cheeks coloring prettily. “Flatterer,” she accused with a giggle, though her arm snaked around my lower back affectionately. “I’m only wearing a simple dress.”

“Well, you make it look stunning,” I insisted sincerely, punctuating the compliment with a soft kiss atop her head. Diane sighed happily and squeezed me in response. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Leigh watching us with a tiny smirk.

When we passed a cheerful grassy area where young elven and human children were merrily playing with hoops and balls, Diane gazed wistfully at their frolicking. I gave her hip a supportive squeeze, knowing such visions of youth and innocence always stirred maternal instincts in her foxkin nature.

Leigh kindly distracted Diane by pointing out a face-painting stand nearby where a creative elf artist was deftly decorating waiting children’s faces with stylized animals and flowers using vivid colored inks. Again, monkeys were the favorite.

“Why, would you just look at that talent!” Leigh enthused, towing us over for a closer inspection. The elf’s intricate handiwork was certainly impressive. Diane quickly became engrossed in observing the colorful designs take shape one stroke at a time. Leigh watched with great interest as well, clearly intrigued by the creative process.

However, Leigh soon enough urged us to move on, eager to see the elven storyteller. Diane nodded and turned away from the painting stand almost reluctantly, ears drooping slightly as she cast a last look over her shoulder.

But then, Leigh stopped at another stand, and I took the opportunity to draw Diane into the circle of my arms and kiss her deeply right there beneath the sunny sky, heedless of passersby. Somewhere vaguely behind us, Leigh let out an approving whoop. Diane instantly melted against me, arms twining tightly around my neck for support as she returned the kiss with fervor.

When we finally broke apart, Diane’s eyes were dancing, all traces of melancholy banished. “What was that for?” she asked, a bit breathless but clearly delighted.

I smiled and tapped her nose playfully. “Does a fellow need a reason to kiss his lovely lady?” Diane’s answering laugh chimed out merrily.

“Come on, you two!” Leigh hummed, having seen enough of the stand. “Let’s go see the Storyteller!”

Linking hands, we continued on our way, ready for the entertainment the festival offered up next.


Chapter 21

The stage was set with a simple wooden chair and no backdrop, allowing the focus to fall entirely on the sole storyteller who would captivate us all through words alone. As we settled onto benches amidst the murmuring crowd, I felt a ripple of eager anticipation around me to hear this famous tale-weaver begin.

At last, an elderly elf man with flowing silver hair ascended the steps, his spangled robes whispering over the boards. Without introduction, he settled smoothly into the chair, leaned back, and closed his eyes as total silence fell. We collectively held our breaths, awaiting the first mesmerizing words.

“My friends,” the elf began, his rich voice carrying effortlessly. I was pretty sure there was some kind of enchantment to it — both in how smooth and compelling it was and in how easily it carried without the speaker raising his voice. “I shall share a tale passed down through generations of my people. A myth imprinted on the very fabric of the ancient forest we now tread. Listen and envision as I tell of Devaara the Defiant!”

Enthralled, I leaned forward, sensing Diane and Leigh equally rapt beside me. The world narrowed to just that voice spinning magic through vivid imagery and words.

“In the first era of Tannoris, when the great forests stretched unbroken from shore to shore, there arose a warrior maiden of the wood elves named Devaara,” he intoned. “Though a daughter of the wood elves, her defiant spirit chafed at her people’s isolation. Devaara yearned to explore the wider world beyond her secluded grove.”

As the storyteller spoke, images manifested in front of me of a young and beautiful elven maiden with flowing amber hair. Indomitable and strong, her body lithe and toned, she wore a light chainmail as she overlooked the forest from one of her kin’s wood elven homes.

“All her young life, Devaara was daring and exploring, always keen to find what lay beyond the horizon,” the Storyteller continued. “And despite the elders’ warnings, Devaara’s wanderlust could not be contained. One dusk, she slipped away unnoticed into the shadowed vales, her footsteps silent as any predator’s. For many nights, Devaara roamed alone under the stars, marveling at the beauty of her world.”

Again, images came to me as the elf spoke, and the colorful forests and vales reminded me of the dreams I had had after the ritual with Caldwell back in New Springfield.

“But the wood elves’ isolation was no mere tradition,” the Storyteller said, his voice carrying a hint of warning. “Very real dangers lurked in the sprawling wilderness. Devaara’s headstrong pride left her unprepared when a great wyrm dragon descended from its mountain eyrie. The ravenous beast trapped Devaara in a box canyon to make a meal of her tender flesh!”

The elf storyteller pitched his voice low, and I felt a tingle down my spine picturing the scene he set, envisioning the horrible dragon that sought to consume her. Around me, the rapt crowd seemed equally spellbound by the tale unfolding.

“Devaara quaked in terror, all her courage deserting her before the massive wyrm, its scales glittering like molten gems as it oozed sulfurous drool,” the Storyteller continued. “Yet when certain death loomed, the stars looked down on fair Devaara, and they pitied her, for she was fair to look upon and of pure and indomitable spirit. And lo! From the skies came pure starlight, and it suffused the maiden!”

As he spoke, I saw Devaara, muddied and bloodied and at the mercy of the wyrm, rise up. She was defiant with a new power blazing in her veins.

“Feeling new power flood her veins, Devaara drew herself up proudly and flung forth her blade at the lunging maw of the dragon. And from that blade burst a blinding arc of pure starlight that seared into its throat! Scales exploded in a fiery shower as the injured wyrm recoiled, howling outrage to the heavens.”

The resonating voice conjured the images of that mighty battle, and the words of the Storyteller hung over those stills like those of a movie’s narrator.

“Though dwarfed by the colossal beast,” he continued, “Devaara rained blow after blow of enchanted starlight upon the dragon with her blade, sending the beast crashing back against the canyon walls in agonized frenzy. Never had a wood elf wielded such might against the fearsome wyrms. At last, utterly defeated, the dragon fell to the ground, a smoking carcass, never to trouble our realm again.”

As the Storyteller expertly voiced the dragon’s roaring curses and Devaara’s oaths with each magical strike, I found myself enthralled, picturing each vivid detail in my mind’s eye. Around me, elven children, kits, and kittens sat wide-eyed, clutching one another in suspense.

After a dramatic pause, the elf went on. “When Devaara marched proudly from the canyon’s mouth, she bore the dragon’s arcanely empowered heart against her breast, still pulsing with captured essence. Our histories tell that this Heart of Devaara serves as the foundation for the elves’ enduring magical might, and long was it kept in Talamas-Adaa, our shining capital, until the Upheaval rent its peaceful quarters and sent it shattered into the Realm Betwixt!”

I had heard tales of Talamas-Adaa the Shining, former capital of the wood elves on Tannoris. It had been lost in the Upheaval, like so many human and elven cities and towns, and not a single elf had made it out of there. Mages believed the ruins floated in an endless void known as the Realm Betwixt, although there had been no evidence — arcane or otherwise — of such claims.

The Storyteller continued. “Thus the first Stellar Maiden class was born into our lineage. And to this day, elf maidens heed Devaara’s example when seeking out the blessings of the stars to become Stellar Maidens themselves. They alone may harness the mystical currents flowing from Tannoris to sustain our people in this strange new realm the Upheaval has wrought.”

His voice swelled with passion. “Like Devaara, our Star Maidens stand strong against the darkness encroaching on our ancestral lands. Their swords — forever imbued with starlight — keep us all safe beneath the sheltering boughs of the eternal forest. Heed the lessons of Devaara’s journey from defiant maiden to exalted guardian! Wander not heedlessly beyond the protected glades. Instead, nurture the magic within!”

Gradually, the elf’s ringing tones faded, leaving a meditative hush hanging over the rapt listeners. For long moments, nobody stirred, each pilgrim turning over the stirring myth in their minds. Then suddenly, the silence shattered into deafening applause and cheers.

I found myself grinning and clapping as heartily as anyone. The tale had utterly transported me, proving the elf storyteller’s skills beyond any doubt. Leigh whistled piercingly beside me while Diane called out, “Bravo!”

The elven myth-weaver rose and took an elaborate bow, silver hair spilling over his shoulders before he straightened again. “Thank you, my friends! Share a flagon of honey mead amongst yourselves and discuss what lessons Devaara’s journey imparts!” Laughing, several elves hastened to fetch casks and tankards as he spoke those words. “I shall soon return to spin more tales for you!”

As the mood became more casual and lively, with conversation mounting all around us, I turned inquiringly to Diane. “What a story!” I breathed. “Was that tale of Devaara familiar to you at all?”

Diane’s fox ears flicked thoughtfully. “Only pieces,” she admitted. “My people, the foxkin, always kept our distance from the elves. Much of their lore remains somewhat mysterious to us. But I know that many elven women desire to be Star Maidens. It’s a very powerful, combat-focused Class!”

“Interesting,” I mused. “I had not taken much interest in combat so far, but I expected that at some point I would like to explore one of those fabled Dungeons.”

Leigh leaned in eagerly next. “I just love hearing those old elven stories! He makes it all seem so real. I was on the edge of my seat!” She grinned. “Gotta admire that Devaara girl’s gumption, takin’ on a nasty dragon all by her lonesome. No fear in that one!”

I nodded in agreement, impressed by the mythic elf maid’s courage and resolve, then shot Leigh a wink. “Nothing you would do?”

She laughed and shook her head. “Baby, there’s only one wyrm I’m wrestlin’,” she purred, shooting me a wink.

Diane broke out laughing at her friend’s antics, and Leigh blew me a challenging kiss.

I laughed and shook my head. “I think it’s time we head back to the tent, Leigh,” I said. “And you can show me exactly what you mean…”


Chapter 22

Over the next few days at the Aquana Festival, Leigh, Diane, and I settled into a leisurely routine of indulging in the many entertainments, activities, and delicious food on offer. Each morning, we would amble from stall to stall, sampling solid breakfast fare like fluffy pancakes dripping with honey or spiced porridge topped with berries. Musicians provided lively accompaniment to begin the day on a cheerful note.

When the call came for the communal midday feast, we eagerly took our places at the crowded tables to enjoy delectable roasted meats, colorful salads, and fruit pies still steaming from the ovens. Every meal seemed more sumptuous than the last, thanks to the elves’ culinary mastery.

Leigh, in particular, loved the food, and the bubbly blonde often indulged in an afternoon nap to recover. Diane and I joined her from time to time, and things got a little hot and heavy more than once.

Afternoons were spent wandering among the artisans demonstrating their handicrafts, watching juggling and comedy shows, or simply relaxing on the grass, enjoying mead and conversation with fellow pilgrims. Occasionally, we would indulge in a soothing dip in the steaming azure mineral pools.

As dusk fell each evening, we joined in the lively music and dancing around crackling campfires fueled by fragrant logs provided courtesy of our elven hosts. I lost track of how many times Leigh, Diane, and I enthusiastically twirled through rollicking traditional reels until we collapsed, breathless and exhilarated.

Often enough, the open atmosphere of it all welcomed Diane into singing a few songs of her own, and I soon came to discover that she was particularly smooth-voiced for a foxkin. The elves were appreciative of her singing skills, which she found greatly flattering.

One night, a friendly dwarven clan invited us to sample their potent moonshine brewed from forest tubers. After a few mugs, raucous laughter rang out as the dwarves began daring one another to complete outrageous stunts for entertainment. My memories of that night remain rather hazy, but I do distinctly recall that there was a competitive dwarf toss that had me doubling over with laughter.

Of course, our nights were also spent indulging in more intimate revelries within the snug confines of our shared tent. Both Leigh and Diane took great delight in making love with me until we were all exhausted by our passion and drifted off tangled together beneath the blankets. Their playful competition to see who could please me more never failed to leave me immensely satisfied, overthinking my luck in this life as I lay in the tent, one beauty on each side.

On the fourth morning, a great commotion upon awakening signaled the arrival of travelers from the frontier dwarven settlement of Ironfast. They had journeyed to join in the Aquana Festival but had arrived late due to some troubles with kobolds in the mountains. Regardless, they brought ample kegs of fine dwarven ales and mountain mead to generously share around the campfires at night. Their rousing songs and toasts livened the atmosphere even further.

My name swiftly spread among the newly arrived dwarves, who were interested to hear that I — a human — had won the Gauntlet. Soon enough, they came to me to explain that Lord Vartlebeck would also sponsor a fighting tournament on the final day of festivities, open to any pilgrims bold enough to compete for glory.

When I shared this news with Leigh and Diane over breakfast, Leigh immediately insisted I enter.

“Why, you’re sure to beat anyone fool enough to step into the ring with you, sugar!” she declared confidently between bites of blackberry muffin.

Diane looked more hesitant but did not openly object to the idea.

I laughed and shrugged. “I don’t know, Leigh,” I said. “This is combat. It’s a little more dangerous, and I have no idea who the competition is.”

Leigh smiled. “Not that dangerous! They fight with quarterstaffs and wooden swords — and not those shod with iron! Besides, there will be Priests to heal anyone who gets hurt. Lord Vartlebeck will see to that! He is a kindly lord.”

“Well,” I mused. “It does sound interesting.”

Diane gave an unhappy mewl. “I know you are capable, David,” she said. “But these frontier tournaments can become so… brutish.” Her eyes were clouded with concern for me. Her perspective tempered my initial eagerness with caution. I promised to think carefully before committing to join.

That night, we indulged in the dwarves’ hearty fare of charred mutton skewers and roasted tubers, washed down by their potent honey mead. Though boisterous, the stout folk were also generous, eagerly refilling our carved wooden tankards time and again. Soon, even reserved Diane was giggling along with the group’s lively ballads and tales.

When night came, the three of us retired to our tent. That night, nestled skin to skin with my women, our passions expressed our unspoken feelings more eloquently than any words.
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The next morning, Diane, Leigh, and I were finishing up a leisurely breakfast of fluffy biscuits, savory sausage, and fresh fruit when a booming voice suddenly called out.

“Ho there, Gauntlet Champion!”

Turning, I saw the red-bearded dwarf who had announced the fighting tournament approaching our table, grinning broadly. Several other dwarves trailed after him.

“I hope you’ve been considering participating in Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tomorrow,” the dwarf remarked. “For the victor’s prize is well worth fighting for!”

I had to admit that their enthusiasm was flattering! The dwarves were a hardy people of miners and warriors, and I knew from my days in New Springfield that they cared very little for humans and elves, generally considering us weaker. To be so wanted by these dwarves for their tournament meant they respected my achievement.

I exchanged an intrigued look with Leigh and Diane before smiling at the dwarves. “Oh? And what might that grand prize be?” I inquired.

The lead dwarf’s eyes twinkled. “Why, the champion earns the honor of being permitted to descend into the most sacred depths of the Inner Sanctum!”

My brow furrowed curiously. I recalled the elaborate rituals being performed around the main pool, and Leigh had mentioned there was an Inner Sanctum, but I knew nothing more about it. “I’m afraid I’m unfamiliar with that place,” I probed. “What significance does it hold?”

“Ah, apologies, lad!” the dwarf replied. “I assumed you knew of the Inner Sanctum. Allow me to explain…”

He went on to describe how the main pool we had been bathing in was but the outer chamber. A subterranean passage beneath the steaming waters led to a legendary inner grotto reserved for holy rituals.

“Tis said that within the Inner Sanctum resides the most concentrated wellspring of Aquana’s essence in all the land!” the dwarf revealed. “None but the victor may enter its hallowed depths! Well, the victor and the elven priestesses who do their… rituals there.”

There was a round of raucous laughter from the dwarves at that, as well as meaningful looks from under bushy brows.

“But don’t get your hopes up too much, laddie,” the dwarf continued. “You won’t be in the Inner Sanctum at the same time as those lasses. Still, it’s a grand honor!”

Beside me, Leigh let out an awed gasp. Even Diane looked amazed. I leaned forward intently, intrigued by the notion of beholding this sacred Inner Sanctum. The allure of exploration stirred my restless spirit.

Noticing my interest, the lead dwarf added encouragingly, “Indeed, glimpsing the Inner Sanctum firsthand is an honor granted only once a year during the festival, lad! Seize this rare opportunity for you and your ladies. They’ll be allowed to accompany you!”

“But… wouldn’t the elves object?”

He chuckled and waved his hand. “Oh no, lad! The elves have done what they needed to in the Inner Sanctum. And we’ve agreed a long time ago that the winner of the tournament can pay the place a visit once they’re done with it. It’s said to be very beautiful!”

“You’ve never been?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “Nay, lad,” he said. “Never won the tournament. It is said that bathing in the sacred waters will beget you the blessings of Aquana. Fertile crops and whatnot… It’s not a dwarven thing, but the honor is great enough — as is the gain of face — for some of our fiercest warriors to compete.”

His entourage all mumbled assent at that, but he raised his hand to silence them. “And besides, it’s not very dangerous. Much like the Gauntlet Run, there will be no lethal weapons or tricks. No magic allowed. And there will be Priests on hand to heal anyone who is injured. You might get a good slap upside the head or two, but nothing serious.”

I glanced at my companions, gauging their reactions. Leigh’s enthusiastic nodding showed she was fully on board. Diane still appeared concerned, likely about the fighting, but her curiosity was plainly piqued as well.

Returning my gaze to the dwarf, I replied, “You make a compelling case. My ladies and I will need to discuss this impressive offer.”

The red-bearded dwarf grinned and clapped my arm. “A wise choice, lad! This is no small thing. Talk it over and let us know if you decide to compete.” With a respectful nod, he and his entourage took their leave.

As soon as the dwarves were out of earshot, Leigh turned to me excitedly. “Can ya believe it, David, gettin’ to actually see inside the Inner Sanctum?” Her eyes were round with awe. “Why, you simply gotta compete now!”

Diane bit her lip uncertainly. “But David could get injured,” she worried, fluffy tail swishing with anxiety. “Surely just visiting the outer spring is honor enough?”

I took Diane’s hand gently in mine. “You know I’ll be cautious in the arena,” I assured her. “And the dwarves mentioned healers would be standing by.”

Turning my gaze between them both earnestly, I continued. “Truthfully, I find the notion of beholding this hidden Inner Sanctum captivating.” I gave Diane’s hand a squeeze. “With you two at my side, I can prevail. And besides, you’re going to have to accept that there will be peril from time to time. This is the frontier, after all. Trust in my capabilities, which I would rather test in a relatively safe tournament like this than out in the Wilds in some kind of Dungeon.”

Diane managed a small smile in return, my confidence reassuring her somewhat. “Very well,” she acquiesced. “If your heart is set on it, I will cheer you on.” Her grip on my fingers tightened. “Just promise you’ll avoid unnecessary risks.”

“You have my word,” I swore sincerely, lifting her slender hand to my lips. Then I shot Leigh a grin. “And if I emerge champion, we’ll all get to feast our eyes on mysteries no others may witness!”

Leigh clapped excitedly at the prospect. “Hell yeah! Ain’t no way I’m missin’ a chance to peek into that fabled Inner Sanctum! And I’m pretty sure Aquana’s blessing might be a nice one to have too!”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that… real?”

Leigh shrugged, her enthusiasm completely undiminished. “Heck if I know. It sounds like it won’t do any harm, though.”

Diane chuckled. “Only the elves know if the blessing has a real effect. But it might be!”

I nodded slowly. In a world full of magic and magical creatures as well as some kind of governing System, it made sense to have blessings actually mean something… But the girls were right — who could tell?

“You make it into that Inner Sanctum,” Leigh hummed. “I promise I’ll be a very good girl to ya, David…” As she spoke, she traced my chest with a slender finger and shot me a tempting, big-eyed look.

Diane giggled and turned a deeper shade of red.

I chuckled, but I knew Leigh’s enthusiasm was genuine despite her dirty promise. Glimpsing the legendary subterranean grotto would likely be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

My decision was made. This was a quest my restless spirit could not ignore.

“Alright,” I declared, “when next we see that red-bearded herald, I will tell him to count me among the tournament contenders.”


Chapter 23

After breakfast, I eagerly sought out the red-bearded dwarf herald to inform him that I would be competing in Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament. Diane and Leigh accompanied me, hands clasped supportively with mine as we navigated through the colorful festival crowds.

We found the red-bearded dwarf and his contingent of kinsmen gathered near a wide roped-off area where workers were busily constructing a makeshift fighting arena using wooden posts and planks. He was in the company of humans, elves, foxkin, catkin, and dwarves — probably all warriors looking to enter. He grinned broadly when he saw us approaching.

“Ah, if it isn’t the victor of the Gauntlet Run himself!” he exclaimed. He pumped his meaty fist approvingly. “Have you come to officially throw your name into the ring for Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tournament on the morrow?”

I nodded. “Yes, I accept your lord’s generous invitation to compete.” Beside me, Leigh beamed while Diane managed a small supportive smile despite her lingering concerns.

“Well done, lad! Well done indeed!” the dwarf bellowed. He thumped his broad chest, causing his red beard to bristle. “I am Brogan, longtime crier and herald for the noble clan Silverhand of Ironfast, which Lord Vartlebeck rules. And as such, it is my duty and privilege to officiate the tournament and explain the rules of engagement to all participating contenders.”

Around us, other curious fighters — mostly stout dwarves but also some humans, elves, catkin, and foxkin — drew near to listen as Brogan launched into an elaborate overview of how the fighting tournament would progress. I rolled my eyes when I noticed Anwick among the competitors.

“Now listen close, lads and lasses,” he began importantly. “The tournament format will follow a progression of paired matches, with victors from each bout advancing to face one another in the next round until only one lone champion remains standing!”

I nodded along as Brogan described how the tournament would open with a group stage, with fighters divided into groups of four based on a lottery system. Within each group, there would be two battles to determine the group leaders, and the group leaders would battle to determine the group winner. As such, anyone who lost would be out. Whoever won that would advance to the elimination bracket phase. Winners were always determined on a best two out of three bouts.

“Aye, so make sure ye bring your best skills to the arena,” Brogan stressed. “Only the most cunning and capable from the qualifying rounds will move forward. However, no one above level 3 is allowed to enter! Can't have the competition be unfair now, can we?”

Eager smiles and confident nods answered him around the circle.

“And spare your strength, aye? You don’t want to get all winded after the first match, let alone the first bout!”

Brogan went on to explain that the one-on-one elimination matches would continue until a final clash between the last two remaining combatants. “The matches end when one opponent either concedes defeat or gets forcibly ejected from the ring. First one to toss the other wins!” Brogan elaborated, miming a dramatic throwing motion that elicited chuckles from the audience.

Nearby, workers were erecting rope barriers and wooden posts to mark off the wide rectangular fighting arena. Brogan pointed it out proudly. “As ye can see, we’ll have a fine battleground prepared, with space aplenty for fierce contests between two fierce souls!”

The veteran dwarf next indicated a long table set off to one side bearing an array of padded wooden weapons — stout clubs, slender swords, small axes, and sturdy maces crafted from lacquered oak and pine.

“Now, mind ye this!” Brogan cautioned, bushy brows lowering sternly over his ruddy face. “Though we dwarven folk love a good scrap, we’ll have no sharpened steel flashing about dangerously in my arena! Choose any of these here replicas to bludgeon your foes, but leave your live blades sheathed away, aye?”

I nodded immediately in understanding as did the other competitors. Using lethal instruments, even unintentionally, in a festival game would go against the friendly spirit of the competition. This was about glory through fighting prowess, not killing.

Brogan looked satisfied at our swift assurance. “Aye, that’s the spirit, lads! Fight with all your fierceness but leave your steel out of it. These here oak cudgels and such will give a bruising aplenty without the mess of entrails!” He and several other dwarves guffawed at that, slapping their knees.

Around the ring, I noticed some contenders looking slightly disappointed by the weapon restrictions, Anwick among them as he shot me a hateful glare. But most quickly nodded agreeably.

Brogan moved on to outlining other prohibited tactics and dirty tricks that would lead to immediate disqualification. “Keep your wits about you in the ring,” he warned sternly. “We’ll be having none of those nasty little tricks you rogues and ruffians love — no eye gouging, groin shots, fishhooks or the like!” At that, he made exaggerated chomping motions with his hands at the height where a human’s genitals were, eliciting more laughs.

The mood was lighthearted, but we could all tell Brogan was serious about enforcing proper decorum. The dwarven clans valued honor and discipline in combat, after all.

I spoke up next with an inquisitive query of my own. “You mentioned throws and forcing opponents from the ring will end a match. But what about grappling and more close-quarters wrestling?” I pressed. “Will that be permitted if we choose?” Such techniques seemed opportune given the tight confines of the arena.

The question didn't come from nowhere. I had a background in wrestling, although I had also spent some a few years flirting with other martial arts, including sword fighting of the HEMA type. I was fairly confident about my skills with medieval weapons, but I knew several grappling techniques as well.

Brogan stroked his bristling crimson beard pensively as he mulled over my question. “Hmm, aye, grappling and throws are indeed allowed, provided ye respect a submitted or dazed opponent’s yield,” he decided after a moment. “We aim to merely bruise pride here today, not break bones or spill blood.”

Around the ring, several fighters began discussing preferred grappling strategies and holds in low voices. I made a mental note to be wary in close quarters should any matches devolve into gritty, sweaty wrestling contests.

Just then, a broad dwarf of few words identifiable by his great drooping brown mustache raised his hand to pose another question. “Brogan, if a poor sod gets just a wee foot or a heel knocked from the ring during a bout, can they step back in to resume the scrap?” he asked gruffly.

Brogan scoffed and shook his shaggy head. “Nay Branik, once your feet or ass touch dirt outside the ropes, your match is over. No do-overs or steppin’ back into the fray.”

Branik and some other stout contenders nodded and muttered understanding at this firm clarification. I too was glad to know such a definitive outcome would end an engagement. Once bested, a warrior’s role was to graciously yield the palm to the victor.

As Brogan continued fielding rules questions from the participants, I spoke up to ask for clarification on magical implements and enhancements. “Just to confirm, no magical objects, potions, or spells augmenting strength, speed, or the like will be permitted, correct?”

At that, Brogan turned to me and nodded gravely, his mane of fiery hair and beard bristling. “Aye lad, that is correct. No magic or other arcane enhancements are allowed whatsoever! Even minor bewitchments would grant an unfair advantage, so leave your trinkets and potions beyond the ropes. Skill alone will determine who wins!”

I didn’t necessarily agree with that. There was skill in magic, and Brogan made it sound as if that was not so. However, it was their competition with their rules, and I would abide by them.

Still, I saw several competitors shuffle their feet and look around at the others. More than one — Anwick definitely included — wore a nasty look that made me doubt whether they’d stick by the rules.
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Brogan set out several other rules in short order. If combatants waited too long to engage, they would be disqualified. If this happened in the finale, there would be no winner. In addition, it was not allowed to use natural weapons, such as claws for the catkin, and every competitor had to wear a padded leather cap and gloves.

“And what about healing?” one competitor — a lanky catkin — asked. “Can we get healing from those Priests during the fight?”

Brogan swiftly shook his head. “Nay lass, healing comes only after a match concludes once the victor is declared. No magical meddling or mending is permitted to alter or influence the natural outcome.” He raised his bushy eyebrows seriously. “A warrior’s prowess must stand on its own, for good or ill. No timely intercessions.”

Just then, a lean, wolfish-looking human fighter called Ergun raised his hand. “Say, we will be permitted to armor up before matches, right?” he asked hopefully. “Maybe some kevlar or leather? Just to protect vital areas during the scrap, you see.”

Brogan waved aside this query. “Nay lad, there will be no armor or extensive protective gear worn into my arena,” he declared adamantly. “This tournament is a test of speed, skill, and discipline, not who can afford the finest costly plate! All you’ll be wearing is the padded cap, the gloves, and a pair of wee knickers, I hope!”

At that, Ergun’s face fell in disappointment, while the rest laughed at Brogan’s comment. Around the circle, the other fighters also accepted this prohibition without complaint.

Seeking to move things along, I spoke up with an inquisitive query. “You’ve explained the format and rules quite thoroughly, Brogan. Very helpful. But when do the tournament matches actually commence tomorrow?” I asked. “And where should we report to be paired against opponents?”

At that, the other competitors too perked up attentively, tension rising as we anticipated stepping into the arena on the morrow. Brogan noticed our heightened focus and stroked his beard with satisfaction.

“Eager for the fray, eh laddie?” he rumbled approvingly. “Patience, the hour is nigh. The first bouts will commence promptly at nine on the morrow. An hour before that, all entrants should gather at the pavilion we’re erecting before then to be officially registered and receive your bout assignments.”

Excited murmuring immediately arose among the circle of fighters at this long-awaited pronouncement. Despite Brogan’s call for patience, I could see the competitive fires already stirring fiercely in every eye at the prospect of our duels commencing on the morrow.

Sensing our readiness, Brogan regarded us sternly once more. “Now mark me well, the bunch of you!” he cautioned. “I expect all present to fight with heart, but also wisdom. Ours is a calling that demands discipline.” He swept his piercing gaze around the assembly. “The goal on the morrow is friendly competition and valor, not unchecked slaughter. Fight with honor!”

At that, all the gathered fighters immediately straightened and gave sincere nods of understanding. For now, none among us dared risk defying the red-bearded herald’s codes of conduct or authority. But I wondered what would remain of it in the ring.

Lastly, the dwarf explained that fighters who ended up being eliminated could still reclaim lost esteem and dignity through good-natured comportment and sportsmanship. “Grudge-holding and petty grumblings have no place on the morrow,” Brogan admonished. “Accept defeat with grace and laugh at yourselves! ‘Tis the best balm for damaged pride.”

This sentiment was met with approving murmurs. I already sensed the competitive but cooperative spirit binding us all as fellow contenders. Defeat with honor was no disgrace among this stalwart company.

Satisfied that we now grasped the tournament rules in their entirety, Brogan gave one final reminder to enjoy the Aquana Festival’s delights before dismissing us to go prepare minds and bodies for the strenuous duels awaiting us.

“But don’t get too drunk!” he berated us, wagging his sausage finger. “Hangovers won’t do you well, unless you’re a dwarf!”

Laughing, the band of eager fighters began to disperse. Animated talk of techniques and strategies arose among us. But it was all in fun — the true test would come upon the field of battle. However, the look Anwick shot me before he skulked off once again assured me I’d have to watch my back should I face him.

Already I felt adrenaline begin humming through my veins at the thought of matching my skills against so many capable opponents on the morrow. But beside me, Diane still looked anxious, no doubt fretting over the risk of harm.

Gently, I drew her into the shelter of my arm so I could murmur reassuringly out of others’ earshot. “Don’t worry, I’ll be cautious in the ring and play defensively when needed,” I soothed her. “And I have advantages in speed and agility that will help evade their blows.”

“But Anwick,” she murmured. “He’s such a… such a villainous runt! I’m scared he’ll try something.”

I shrugged. “I’ll be cautious around him, Diane, but I doubt he’ll come very far. He’s too small and weak for this. I wonder why he’s even participating in all these contests.”

“To impress potential mates,” Diane said. “A lost cause if you ask me.”

“I don’t know,” Leigh hummed. “Maybe if one of the dwarves gets drunk enough…”

We all laughed at that, and Diane’s worry ebbed as the mood lightened. Diane then gifted me with a tremulous but brave smile. “I suppose you’re right, my love,” she said. “Forgive my nerves. I know you can hold your own.”

Drawing both girls into the shelter of my arms, I kissed each of their heads tenderly. “All will be well, you’ll see,” I promised them.

Though I could make no guarantees of victory once in the arena, their steadfast trust filled me with quiet courage. I would strive to make them proud tomorrow and uphold all codes of honor and sportsmanship before the day was through.

But that lay ahead still. For now, we had the remainder of Aquana Festival’s delights to enjoy as we whiled away the rest of this fair day together. With my lovely companions in arm, I turned my thoughts from the arena and set out to partake of the day’s adventures.


Chapter 24

The next morning, at the Aquana Festival grounds, I awoke eager for the fighting tournament slated to begin in a few hours. My energy was already humming in anticipation of the coming tests of strength and skill. After washing up briskly at the nearby creek, I headed out to meet Leigh and Diane for breakfast.

I found the girls at one of the bustling meal stalls, drawn by the scents of sizzling meats, egg dishes, and griddle cakes wafting through the air. Leigh waved me over brightly, where she was ordering heaping plates of fluffy pancakes drizzled with honey. Diane greeted me with an affectionate squeeze, her brilliant blue eyes aglow.

“We wanted to make sure you got a nice big festival breakfast to fuel up before the big event!” Diane explained as we sought seats at a nearby trestle table. A pitcher of chilled juice awaited us. I gave her waist an appreciative squeeze in thanks. Having their support today meant everything.

“Well, I sure appreciate you ladies spoiling me,” I said sincerely as I drizzled honey over my share of cakes. Though I knew Diane still harbored some concerns about my participation, neither had tried to dissuade me. They wanted me to succeed.

Soon enough, Leigh joined us, bearing loaded plates for herself and Diane — pancakes, crispy bacon, savory sausages, roasted potatoes, and eggs. After topping my stack with juicy strawberry slices, I dug in heartily. The tender cakes practically melted on my tongue, perfectly offset by the sweet-tart berries. A rich breakfast was just what I needed to fuel up.

Leigh paused, chewing a mouthful of syrup-drenched pancake, and cocked her head thoughtfully. “So what’s your plan for them fights exactly?” she asked after swallowing. “Got any crafty strategies?”

I set down my fork, dabbing my lips with a cloth napkin. “Well, I intend to open most matches cautiously, rather than rushing in swinging,” I explained. “At least until I can get a feel for each new opponent’s style and tendencies in the ring.”

Diane’s blue eyes shone with interest as she leaned forward, ears perked. “That sounds wise,” she said. “It’s best to be patient and observant from the start.”

I nodded in agreement. “Yes, I’ll focus on evasion and defensive counters initially. Once I see any weaknesses or openings in their technique, that’s when I’ll look to press any attacks.”

Leigh pursed her lips and absently twirled a lock of golden hair around one finger as she mulled this over. “Hmm, reckon that approach will serve you well against those burly dwarves,” she remarked after a moment. “They’re likely to come out swingin’ their meaty fists, tryin’ to clobber you good and end things quick.”

She balled up her hand demonstratively and mimed exaggerated wild haymaker punches before grinning. “But you keep light on your feet and let ‘em tire themselves swinging at air. Then you can put your skills to work once they’re good and winded!”

“Exactly,” I said appreciatively, grinning at her mimicking. “Letting them waste energy flailing away unpredictably seems wise. I’ll be ready to evade and counter-strike once they’re gassed out.”

Diane nodded thoughtfully, nibbling her lower lip. “Don’t forget, though, some elves can be quite nimble,” she cautioned. “So don’t let your guard down just because an opponent looks lightweight at first glance.”

I reached over and gave her hand a grateful squeeze. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay alert and focused on every foe,” I promised earnestly. “But you both make excellent points that I’ll be sure to keep in mind.”

Over second helpings, our conversation shifted to speculating which opponents I was most likely to face in the initial qualifying matches, based on who we’d glimpsed attending Brogan’s rules meeting yesterday. I expected at least one clash with the cocky foxkin Anwick.

“That scoundrel had better keep it clean in the ring,” Leigh declared vehemently around a bite of sausage. Her sky-blue eyes flashed at the mention of him.

Diane nodded agreement, reaching over to give my hand a supportive squeeze. “You have the strength and cunning to counter any deceit,” she said confidently.

I smiled, bolstered by their steadfast faith in me. “I hope so,” I replied. Though the spiteful foxkin posed minimal physical threat, I would remain vigilant for attempts to gain an edge through dubious means.

When our plates were finally cleared, and we helped tidy up, I took my leave to go find a quiet corner of the bustling grounds on which to stretch and center myself mentally. Though the ambient sounds of vendors hawking wares surrounded me, I tuned them out as I settled onto the soft grass.

Closing my eyes, I regulated my breathing and focused inward, visualizing the coming matches in detail. I saw myself moving swiftly but with discipline, adhering to forms and tactics carefully considered. Throughout it all, my goal was to uphold the spirit of friendly competition and give it my best.

After a solid thirty minutes of meditative visualization and breathing exercises, I felt optimally centered and prepared, both physically and mentally, to give my best showing in the arena. Rising smoothly from my seated position, I rolled my neck and shoulders to loosen them before striding purposefully back toward the bustling festival grounds to meet my women.

They were waiting, loving expressions on their pretty faces as they watched me come.

“Ready?” Diane asked, clutching my arm as she looked up at me with big sapphire eyes.

I smiled and nodded. “Let’s go!”

Leigh took my other arm, and the three of us headed toward the arena that the dwarves had set up. The cheerful din of vendors hawking wares and eager spectators filling the stands swelled as we navigated through the colorfully dressed crowds. I chatted with the girls and joked as we went, hoping to lighten the mood — especially Diane’s — a little.

With Leigh and Diane walking at my sides, I strode toward the bustling arena that held the simple fighting ring at its center. Around us milled the other combatants, preparing for grueling physical contests. Some of them offered friendly nods or clasped my forearm in greeting as I passed. Others — Anwick included — glared at me.

By the looks of it, things were about to start…
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The makeshift arena was now bustling with activity as competitors and spectators alike jostled for space. Vendors hawked drinks and snacks to the eager crowds filing into the wooden stands overlooking the central dirt ring. I spotted Lord Vartlebeck seated prominently in the front row, his rich robes glinting with embedded gems.

At the edge of the ring, Brogan stood consulting a heavy ledger and glancing up frequently to eye each approaching fighter. When he spotted our approach, the grizzled herald flashed me an approving grin.

“There’s the champion of the Gauntlet himself!” Brogan bellowed jovially. “Come to officially register for the grand melee, I hope?” At my confirming nod, he chuckled. “Excellent, excellent! Let’s get you processed then. We have more aspiring contenders than we have places, but we’ll want you aboard as winner of the Gauntlet Run!”

With Diane and Leigh hovering supportively, I stepped up as Brogan opened the ledger and dipped his quill. “Your name for the records?” he inquired briskly.

“David Wilson,” I answered clearly. Brogan’s quill scratched busily as he inscribed the details in angular dwarven runes.

“Very good! And you are aware of the rules of engagement previously explained?” he pressed; bushy eyebrows lowered seriously.

“Absolutely,” I assured him. “No sharpened weapons, no armor, no eye gouging or illegal strikes and other tricks, no external magic or healing. Just skill against skill alone.”

Brogan nodded approvingly, snapping the ledger shut with an air of finality. “Perfect. Now just need to get you properly outfitted!”

From a barrel, he withdrew a padded leather cap which he handed to me, followed by two battered leather gloves which I tugged on. The well-worn gear was musty but would help cushion any blows.

“There you go, lad! All registered and ready to rumble,” the dwarf pronounced jovially. He shot me a crafty wink. “Try not to rough up too many beards out there today, eh?”

I chuckled and gave him a polite nod despite the brazen assumption of my superiority. “We shall see how the matches play out. May the best fighter win.”

With preparations complete, Brogan dismissed me with a wordless clap on the arm before turning to process the next eagerly waiting combatant. I stepped aside and exhaled slowly, my focus narrowing on the ring awaiting my first bout.

Diane’s soft touch on my wrist drew my gaze down to her upturned face. “Looks like they’re ready to start letting spectators into the stands,” she noted, indicating the queues filing through the gates. “Can we wait here with you?”

Brogan looked up from the registration of the next combatant and shook his head. “Nay, lassie! Unless you’re competing, you should find a bleacher. Loved ones of the participants get a front-row seat!”

“You two go on ahead,” I suggested lightly, seeing that the girls were not very happy with this. “I’ll take a few moments to walk the ring perimeter first and stretch properly before my matches begin.”

Leigh gave my arm an affectionate squeeze. “Of course, baby, you go on and get limber,” she purred. “We’ll be cheering you on from the front row, so make it a good show, alright?” Her sky-blue eyes twinkled playfully.

Diane didn’t joke, however. She looked with concern at the other participants. Then, with a bout of fury I had not seen in her before, she grabbed the first combatant who walked past — a burly dwarf — and bared her teeth at him in a snarl that made the dwarf yelp and widen his eyes.

That got the attention of all those gathered.

“Hurt my David, and I’ll hang you all by your entrails from these trees!” she growled at the assembly, making the contestants blink and exchange unsure looks. A few took a step back, obviously intimidated by my feisty fox girl.

“Whoa, whoa!” I said, placing my hand on her tense shoulder. “Diane… Calm down.”

Next to me, Leigh covered her mouth to stop herself from giggling. Apparently, she knew this side of Diane.

Diane gave another snarl before she let go of the dwarf, then looked up at me with big, sapphire eyes. “Sorry,” she hummed, all innocence in an instant. “I, uh, I just don’t like the idea of you fighting alone.”

Leigh cut in, winking at me, as she placed her arm around Diane. “It’s okay, Diane,” she hummed, “David understands. Don’t ya, David?”

I blinked, unsure what was going on here. I kept my eyes on Leigh, and she carefully mouthed the words ‘let it go’. Meanwhile, Diane looked a little unhappy at her own outburst, and I came to the conclusion that this was likely some typical foxkin mating behavior that she felt the need to apologize for.

“It’s okay, Diane,” I said, giving her a kiss on her forehead as I scratched behind one of her fox ears. “I think it’s cute, in fact,” I added sincerely. “But I’ll manage. You know I will.”

Diane nodded softly, and then Leigh ushered her toward the crowded bleachers, with both girls looking over their shoulders to wave at me.

Chuckling, I shook my head, surprised at Diane’s outburst. It just went to show that there were certain peculiarities in foxkin behavior that I was not yet wholly familiar with. Undoubtedly, I’d learn more about all of it later down the line. For now, I needed to focus on the tournament.

I turned and ducked between the ring ropes. As I began a measured circuit, gradually loosening my muscles and joints, other fighters stepped into the ring space as well to warm up and feel out the footing.

The hard-packed earth was smooth, with a single raised platform at the north end where a bell awaited to signal the start and end of rounds. Brogan stood conferring with several other veteran dwarves who would be judging the day’s bouts.

My focus remained directed inward as I flowed through an unhurried series of lunges, arm swings, and torso twists to prime my body for the strenuous matches ahead. Around me, other limbering contenders eyed one another warily, scowling or nodding in mutual assessment. But I tuned out the distractions.

When sufficiently stretched and warm, I walked over where Diane and Leigh were sitting, close to the railing overlooking the arena. Diane still looked combative, staring daggers at my competitors, but Leigh waved.

“Lookin’ good and loose out there!” Leigh greeted me brightly.

Then, Brogan’s loud voice called all participants over to him and to clear the ring. I followed the instructions and took my place among the combatants. It was interesting to see how different they all responded — some were laughing and joking, others nervous or dead serious.

When the ring had cleared, Brogan’s voice boomed out loud and clear. “Welcome, friends, to Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tournament!”

Raucous cheers erupted instantly from the throngs eager for the competitions to commence. Leigh added her exuberant shouts to the mix, while Diane stared bloody murder at every man except me, and especially at Anwick.

Brogan spent a few moments extolling the day’s prizes and reviewing the competition format once more for the benefit of the crowd. My fingers drummed restlessly on my sides, adrenaline already pulsing. I was ready to proceed to the action.

But finally, after what felt an eternity of preamble, Brogan turned and bellowed toward the tents. “Will the competitors of group one come forth!”


Chapter 25

Brogan announced the first group of fighters to take their places in the ring. I recognized a few faces from the rules meeting as four contenders stepped up to the ropes. There was a burly dwarf who looked eager to brawl, a lean elven spearman, a muscular human warrior, and a lithe foxkin.

“Combatants, choose your arms!” Brogan bellowed. The four moved toward the weapon racks, hefting and testing different options. The dwarf selected a crude mace while the elf took up a padded spear. The human grabbed a sturdy short sword and buckler shield. Meanwhile, the foxkin strapped on a pair of daggers.

Brogan nodded approval at their selections before pairing them into matchups.

“Now,” he announced to the public. “In each group, there are three combats! Numbers one versus two and numbers three versus four. Finally, the winners of both battles against one another to determine who wins the group. For each match goes: best of three rounds wins! A round is over once one of the combatants either forfeits or leaves or is forced out of the circle.” With that, he gestured at the circle of white chalk at the center. “Don’t worry,” he added with a grin, “we’ll repaint the circle each round.” The crowd laughed before Brogan continued. “Winner of the most battles proceeds to the next circle of the tournament, which will be one-on-one confrontations with other group winners: best of three rounds wins!”

Brogan looked around to let his words settle in before he gave a satisfied nod. “Now,” he called out. “Let us begin, aye?”

At that, the crowd roared with enthusiasm.

First to clash of group one would be the dwarf versus the human. They took positions at opposite sides of the ring while the elf and foxkin looked on from neutral corners. At Brogan’s signal, the bell clanged loudly, commencing the bout.

The two fighters began circling warily while the crowds cheered them on. After a few tense moments, the impulsive dwarf charged forward swinging his mace overhead. But the human neatly sidestepped the wild blow before smacking his opponent’s bearded jaw with the sword’s padded hilt, eliciting a roar from the spectators.

The disgruntled dwarf came on harder, forcing the man back with furious swings. But his reckless offense left openings. When next he overextended on a swing, the human ducked and swept the dwarf’s legs out from under him with a low kick. The stocky fighter hit the dirt hard outside of the circle as the bell clanged again, ending round one.

“Bout to the swordsman!” Brogan pronounced as the combatants retreated to corners. The dwarf spat and shook out his limbs but appeared uninjured.

After a short rest, the bell sounded for round two. This time the dwarf fought more cautiously, trying to bait his quicker foe into over-committing. But the man retained discipline, countering each probing attack before abruptly closing and grappling the dwarf in a tight hold to the crowds’ delight. Try as he might, the stout fighter could not break free.

“Enough, enough!” the dwarf finally sputtered, slapping the packed earth in submission. Brogan called the bout, declaring the human victorious. He helped the disgruntled dwarf to his feet, murmuring words I couldn’t hear but imagined were of encouragement about valor shown. Begrudgingly, the dwarf extended his hand, and the two fighters shook on the outcome.

Next into the fray stepped the elf and foxkin to duel for round two. This battle promised more back and forth exchanges between two swift combatants. The foxkin struck first, feinting then rolling to try and get inside the elf’s long spear reach. But the elf adeptly intercepted her, jabbing out repeatedly with the padded point to keep the foxkin at bay.

The foxkin soon changed tactics, forced to keep her distance as they circled and watched for any lapse in the other’s guard. The crowd oohed and aahed as spear and daggers flashed, though neither managed to land a clean hit before the elf managed to awkwardly shove the foxkin out of the ring with the butt of his spear.

The rests between bouts allowed fighters to recover stamina and tweak strategy based on what they had glimpsed of each opponent already. In round two, the foxkin surprised the elf by going aerial, using her lithe acrobatics to vault up and come at him from on high in a crazy dive!

The risky move caught the spearman off guard, allowing the foxkin to graze his shoulder with a dagger before tumbling clear. Now exposed, the elf found himself driven back by her aggressive flurry until he was suddenly pushed clear of the chalk circle and the second round’s bell rang.

“Well fought!” Brogan commended both. The foxkin had turned the duel in her favor through creativity. Yet the match would be decided by this final round.

At the clang, the elf abandoned his spear, rushing in with fists swinging to brawl up close. But the foxkin was ready, deftly dodging then sweeping the elf’s feet out from under a low-spinning leg sweep! She pinned the prone elf and tickled his nose with her fluffy tail while holding him in an inescapable grappling. In a mixture of sneezing, laughing, and growling, he was forced to yield the bout.

The audience erupted into raucous cheers at the unconventional triumph. Even the elf laughed as he rose, accepting defeat with a grace not many of his haughty race had.

For the next pairing, which would determine the winner of the first group, the swordsman faced off against the foxkin. They adopted similar patient tactics, trading probing strikes and counters from just outside the other’s reach. Ultimately, the man’s speed provided the edge. After weathering a withering storm of blows, the foxkin mis-stepped, and the human seized the advantage for a clean throw to end round one.

Round 2 began, and they both fought more desperately this time, launching into an intense exchange of strikes and counterblows. Ultimately, the man’s flagging stamina proved his undoing. His reactions slowed just enough for the foxkin to smash past his guard with a feigned jab of one dagger. Off-balance, the winded human was unable to evade the follow-up tackle which topped him out of the circle.

The crowd was loving it. The two combatants seemed fairly matched, and they both gave their all to win the group. There would be one more round, and at Brogan’s signal, the human and foxkin closed in warily before suddenly going to grips. The human fighter fought to smother with muscular arms while the foxkin slithered relentlessly for openings, bringing her daggers into play.

Ultimately, a well-placed knee under the human’s guard buckled his stance. Swift as an arrow, the foxkin vaulted onto his back and held him in a chokehold that made him sink to his knees, slamming his fist on the dirt to signify surrender. The crowd roared approval at the foxkin’s prowess.

“The vixen takes the bout!” Brogan announced as the panting foxkin helped her foe to his feet. Though winded and mud-spattered, the human was grinning, clearly enthralled by their spirited clash.

With the group round complete, the winner for the first group was decided. The foxkin had dominated, while the human, elf, and dwarf were out of the match. Brogan tallied the results as the exhausted group one fighters departed the dusty ring. My own first match was soon to commence!


Chapter 26

Brogan’s announcement that the next round was about to begin was met with raucous cheers from the crowds eager for the competition to commence. As the contenders sized each other up, I took a deep breath and focused inward, ready to rely on my agility and defensive skills once the first bout began.

“Without further ado, let’s begin!” Brogan bellowed. He proceeded to pick out the members of the next group, and my heart leaped when his discerning eye fell on me, and he pointed at me to come forward. Together with the other competitors of group two, I stepped into the arena,

I was with a stocky, bearded dwarf, a lithe elf woman, and of course, the brash foxkin Anwick. We eyed each other warily, especially Anwick who was practically vibrating with aggressive energy. It looked like he wanted to get back at me for kicking his butt in the gauntlet.

“Combatants, choose your arms!” Brogan bellowed once again, and I stepped forward with the others to survey the dull practicing arms on display. There was a sword that would serve well when wielded with one or two hands, and I decided to go for that one, preferring the versatility of the weapon. I picked up the weapon, tested its weight, and nodded my approval, stepping away from the weapon rack while the others made their choices.

“For the first match,” Brogan began, “we have my kinsman Brandur of Ironfast!” With that, he nodded at the particularly stocky dwarf, who inclined his head and stepped forward, gripping his club.

“And his opponent…” Brogan grinned, reveling in the moment as his sharp eyes roamed over each of us — before coming to a stop on me. “David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost, winner of this year’s Gauntlet Run!”

The crowd applauded us, and I could hear Leigh whooping and shouting over them all, the sound bringing a smile to my lips. I stepped forward and shook Brandur’s hand — the dwarf seemed nice enough — and we stepped into the ring as the crowds cheered.

As we took up positions at opposite sides, Brandur hefted his sturdy wooden club and swung it experimentally, his movements suggesting reliance on brute strength over finesse. I tested the weight of my training sword again and took a deep breath, centering myself for the melee.

When Brogan signaled the start, Brandur let out a roar and charged straight at me, club raised high. I stood poised on the balls of my feet, waiting until the last second before nimbly sidestepping his wild swing. As planned, I would observe and evade until I grasped his fighting style, although it was likely to be little more than brute force.

Brandur skidded to a halt and whirled, beard bristling as he glared and took another lumbering swing which I ducked under. Around us, the crowds cheered and stamped their feet, whipped into a frenzy by the intense action.

Brandur continued his relentless assault, attempting to simply overpower me through sheer force as I artfully evaded his hammering blows. But his stamina was flagging, blows coming slower, face reddening with exertion. Meanwhile, I was doing fine; I was in good shape, and I had spared my strength by not using the weapon to parry or attempting swings at my enemy while he was still berserking.

Sensing my opportunity, I went abruptly on the offensive when Brandur overextended on his next swing. I darted in and delivered a sharp counterblow to his wrist that made him yelp and sent the club flying from his numbed fingers. Still, I had checked my blow somewhat; I didn’t want to break his wrist.

Pressing my advantage before he could recover, I swept Brandur’s legs out from under him with a firm kick. The stocky dwarf landed flat on his back with a heavy thud and a winded grunt while I kicked his club clear of the circle, effectively disarming him. I allowed him a moment to catch his breath and signal submission.

“I yield,” Brandur wheezed at last, raising both gloved hands in defeat. I stepped back and offered him an arm up which he accepted good-naturedly. We clasped forearms in a show of respect before we went back to our corners, ready for the second round of our bout.

The crowds roared their approval at the conclusion of the first round. Though Brandur had put up a valiant effort relying on brute strength, my evasive skills had ultimately prevailed. But I knew not to underestimate the stocky dwarf’s tenacity and power.

During the brief rest period, I leaned against the wooden railing and sipped cool water, keeping muscles loose and gaze alert. Across the ring, Brandur likewise refreshed himself, though his shoulders slumped dispiritedly. Our first bout had clearly taxed his stamina.

At Brogan’s signal, we took up positions once more. This time I went on the offensive immediately, not wanting to allow Brandur an opportunity to gain any momentum and desiring to capitalize on his depleted stamina.

With a fierce cry, I closed the gap and rained a series of controlled strikes upon him. My training sword struck his club again and again as he parried, forcing him onto the defensive.

Though he blocked competently at first, Brandur’s reactions were markedly sluggish now. Seeking to end the round decisively, I feinted left then swept my leg behind his ankles in a smooth trip. Already off-balance from blocking my strikes, Brandur toppled heavily onto his back with a winded grunt.

But he was not out of the chalk circle yet.

Dropping my sword, I followed him down, grasping his thick wrist and pinning it over his head to prevent any chance of retaliation. After a few token struggles, Brandur accepted defeat with a resigned growl, and Brogan called the match.

I rolled back up smoothly and offered my hand, congratulating him sincerely on a good effort. The crowds applauded the sporting conclusion.

Though winded, the stocky dwarf managed a hearty laugh and clapped my shoulder before thanking me for the enjoyable match. I could tell no grudge was held over the hard-fought victory. As I exited the ring, Brandur called out wishes for good fortune in my next bouts.

“And the winner is David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost!” Brogan announced. “Let’s see how this next bout goes so we know who David will be facing next!”

[image: AOIcon]

For the second match of group two, the spiteful foxkin, Anwick, stepped into the ring across from his opponent — a lithe elf woman gripping a slender wooden staff. I watched intently from the sidelines, curious to see more of Anwick’s fighting skills and tricks. No matter who would win, observing now would help me defeat my opponent.

At Brogan’s shout, the bout commenced. Anwick struck first, lunging aggressively with his two short swords. The elf parried his slashes with smooth motions of her staff, the clacks ringing out as wood struck wood. Rather than being discouraged, Anwick seemed to grin wider at the challenge she posed.

Pressing his assault, he rained a series of hacking blows down upon the elf’s guard. To her credit, she focused and continued deflecting the strikes, though the fury was clearly taxing. Anwick was forcing her onto the defensive with raw power and tenacity alone. And he was fast!

Abruptly, Anwick pulled back, squaring up and beckoning mockingly for the elf to attack. Wary of a feint, she hesitated. Growing impatient, Anwick spat an insult.

“Come, you dagger-eared horse!” he snarled. “Don’t be a coward like the rest of your race!”

“Silence!” Brogan bellowed his intervention. “No slurs allowed in the ring!”

But the damage was done. Incensed at the insult to her ancient kind, the elf swung her staff at Anwick’s head. He smoothly ducked under the blow and viciously smashed his pommel into her gut, doubling her over with a choked cough. The crowds shouted their dismay at this cheap shot.

Staggering back, the elf just managed to get her weapon up in time to block Anwick’s next swing. The force of the blow numbed her hands, but she gritted her teeth and rallied.

For a time, the two traded probing strikes back and forth across the ring, neither managing to penetrate the other’s defense. Anwick was forced to give grudging respect to his opponent’s skill. Her mastery of the quarterstaff was evident, and I had to wonder at her Class.

Just as the elf seemed to be gaining ground, Anwick abruptly feinted right with his blade. The move made her hesitate, and seizing advantage of her lapse in focus, Anwick rushed in and delivered a vicious rising strike, smashing the bottom of her staff up into her chin. The elf recoiled, dazed by the underhanded but damaging blow.

Pressing his advantage, Anwick kicked her legs out from under her before she could recover. The elf spilled to the dirt outside the ring’s boundary. Round one concluded cheaply but decisively in Anwick’s favor.

“First round for Anwick!” Brogan called out, obviously dissatisfied.

During the break, the elf drank water with shaking hands, still clearly rattled. Meanwhile, Anwick paced like a caged animal, grinning and pumping himself up as he flourished his blades. He shot me a menacing glare that went far beyond a healthy competitive spirit.

At the bell starting round two, the elf fought more cautiously, keeping Anwick at bay with stiff jabs of her recovered staff. But her grip looked shaky, and pain still pinched her features from the harsh treatment endured. Anwick seemed to be biding his time, his gaze prowling for an opportunity to further damage his battered foe.

The crafty foxkin soon found it. Maneuvering the elf into an awkward position, he surprised her with a sharp elbow smash to the mouth that made her yelp and clasp a bloodied lip. Before she could recover, he rammed bodily into her, bowling her over and sending teeth flying as she sprawled into the dirt.

But he hadn’t knocked her out of the circle yet. And instead of pressing his advantage and finishing it, Anwick decided to toy with her. With a mocking gallant gesture, he allowed her to rise again.

And when she did, he barreled at her with all the fury he had in his cantankerous soul!

Anwick’s fierce assault quickly had the elf on unsteady footing once more. When she thrust out her staff, Anwick grabbed and yanked harshly, pulling her off balance again. As she stumbled past, he delivered a contemptuous smack to her backside.

“Giddy-up, horsie!” he called out, laughing.

His taunt and manhandling of the elf elicited outraged shouts from the crowd along with raucous laughter from the cruder creatures on the bleachers. And the audacious foxkin even took a moment to bow mockingly at the crowd.

Face burning, the elf attacked in rage, heedless of defense now. But Anwick expertly ensnared her staff between his crossed swords and twisted viciously, wrenching it from her grasp. Weaponless, she still came at him barehanded.

Laughing, he let her wear herself out flailing before shoving her down sneering. Howling victoriously, he set upon her and pinned the dazed elf on her back beneath him. Snarling, he pressed his wooden blade against her flushed throat to force the surrender he had been toying with all match.

Beaten, bleeding, and utterly humiliated, the elf had no choice but to yield the bout and the victory entirely to Anwick’s brutality, viciousness, and trickery. And even then, he gave one final, hateful push against her throat, as if he wanted nothing more than to actually choke her.

“No choking!” Brogan snarled. “The lass surrenders!”

At that, Anwick backed away, feigning innocence, although he had known full well he had been pushing it.

“The foxkin claims the bout!” Brogan pronounced gruffly and with contempt.

Anwick sprang up and played to the spectators, but many booed him. My own hands squeezed the railing hard enough to ache as his beady little eyes fell on me, filled with mockery.

Meanwhile, the elf slowly staggered upright, spitting blood from her savaged mouth. Crimson stained her pale tunic. Her earlier poise was shattered completely by the abuse suffered at Anwick’s hands. Seeing her so diminished sickened and angered me.

Sure, it was a tournament, but this was savagery. Luckily, the healers — mostly elves themselves — were soon fussing worriedly over their kinswoman’s wounded mouth and bruised body.

The other fighters gave Anwick a wide berth as he returned swaggering. All knew his next bout would be against me to determine the group’s overall winner. Anwick’s eyes glinted cruelly at the prospect of facing the human who had repeatedly bested him before. This match promised intense clashes.

At the bell, only one of us would walk away victorious. And I intended to make sure it was me.


Chapter 27

Brogan stepped forward, his bushy beard bristling with excitement. “The moment you’ve all been waiting for!” he cried out. “The final battle of group two, to determine who shall advance to the elimination rounds!” The crowds roared in anticipation.

With a sweeping gesture, Brogan indicated where I stood, limbering up. “In this corner, we have our champion of the Gauntlet Run, David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost!”

Deafening cheers and applause erupted in support. Going up against Anwick after his previous showing meant I was definitely the crowd favorite. I flashed a grin and lifted my gloved fists overhead in response, one of them holding my hand-and-a-half sword, playing to the crowd.

Brogan turned next toward my sneering opponent. “And his challenger, Anwick, warrior of the foxkin, and also of Gladdenfield Outpost!” The cheers turned to jeers and boos at the mention of the spiteful runt who had earned their dislike through repeated unsportsmanlike conduct. Anwick simply bared his teeth, undeterred.

As we moved into position, I sought out Leigh and Diane seated in the front row. When our eyes met, I saw only steadfast faith shining from their smiling faces. Diane gave a small nod of encouragement. No words were needed to convey their devotion. I would carry their strength with me into the ring.

Rotating my neck and shoulders, I settled into a loose ready stance opposite the glowering Anwick. The foxkin was visibly trembling with aggressive energy, fairly chomping at the bit to be loosed upon me. In contrast, I regulated each breath, honing my mind and body for the struggle ahead. Around us, the crowds hushed in anticipation.

Brogan raised his hand. “Combatants, ready…” Leigh and Diane clasped hands tightly. Anwick coiled like a spring, teeth bared in a rictus.

I shifted my weight, poised for action. The battle was nigh!

Brogan’s hand slashed downward in signal. “Begin!” he bellowed. And all at once, wild chaos erupted as Anwick and I flew at one another.

With a guttural snarl, Anwick lunged, twin blades scything. I pivoted aside, allowing his wild hack to whistle past while delivering a sharp counter blow to his ear as he hurtled by. The foxkin bared his teeth hatefully at the stinging hit but came on again heedless.

Anwick’s initial frenzy of reckless swings forced me onto the defensive. I focused wholly on redirecting each strike with minute twists of my blade, conserving energy. Blow after blow glanced off at angles, unable to penetrate my guard. But I did not yet counter, desiring to further frustrate the volatile foxkin.

Gradually, Anwick’s furious tempo slowed as fatigue set in. Sensing my opening, I took the initiative with a brisk flurry of controlled strikes aimed at his gloved fingers in hopes of disarming him. But the foxkin retained his grip, skipping back to recover, and used his crossguards to great effect. A newfound wariness entered his malicious gaze.

We circled another tense moment before clashing again in a series of rapid exchanges — strike and counterstrike resounding between us. Anwick flowed between crafty unorthodox techniques and dirty tricks. He swiped at my legs, ducked and rolled, hopped and flew, and more than half of his strikes were aimed at my groin or knees. But my reactions proved equal to the challenge. I had the better reach, and my long blade and wide crossguards were perfect for parrying. Neither of us could seem to gain an advantage. The crowds shouted eagerly.

But I knew there were at least two areas in which I excelled when compared to Anwick. The first was strength, and the second was self-control.

Abruptly, I stepped into Anwick’s space and grasped his sword hand in an iron grip before he could spring away. He lacked the power to pull free, and we grappled chest to chest, muscles straining and feet sliding over the loose dirt. On instinct, his gnashing teeth sought my vulnerable throat for a moment before he jerked his head back and shot a look at Brogan, who would have disqualified him for that had he seen it.

This made Anwick’s guard momentarily lax, and I rewarded him with a sharp knee upward into his gut. As he curled reflexively, I wrenched away his sword and flung it from the ring, much to the crowd’s approval.

With only one sword left now, the scrawny foxkin tried to dart back, but he did so without thought. Seeing my opening, I dropped my blade and scooped him up bodily before hurling him down forcibly just out of the ring’s boundary. Anwick rolled to his feet with a snarl, massaging his wrenched wrist. His glare promised painful vengeance.

“First round goes to David Wilson!” Brogan shouted, and the crowd cheered and went wild.

Anwick glared with unfettered hatred as he retrieved his discarded blade. I gave him a stoic look as we both retreated to neutral corners. During the short respite, I discreetly worked my neck and shoulders, loosening up for another intense bout. Meanwhile, Anwick paced unevenly like a caged beast, bristling with hostility. His beady eyes remained fixed on me.

The crowd was silent, full of anticipation, until one voice suddenly rang out, fiery with rage, “Kick the little runt’s ass, David!”

Eyebrows raised, I turned to see that it was Diane who had broken the silence. Already, she was blushing at her own outburst, and Leigh was calming her down and getting her to sit back on the bleachers. The crowd broke out laughing goodheartedly at the realization of the source of the sudden outburst, and even Brogan gave a chuckle.

“A’right, lads!” he called out. “Round two! Have at it!”
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At Brogan’s signal, the bell rang, and we met again in the ring’s center.

Anwick immediately rushed me, trying to go for a grapple this time. But I absorbed his momentum and used it to execute a clean hip toss, sending him crashing to the dirt. The foxkin landed just barely inside the ring, eliciting a groan from the crowds.

Scrambling up furiously, Anwick charged once more, only to be hip tossed again, harder this time. His wiry body slammed down, limp as a ragdoll. But again, the throw left him inside the ring by mere inches. The foxkin beat the ground in frustration as jeers rang out at his sloppy attempts.

This was a game he couldn’t beat me at. I was stronger and bigger, but he was so blinded by his rage and contempt for me that his animal instinct took over. At that point, he probably wanted nothing more than to actually rip my throat out.

But he recovered from his fury, and a more calculating look entered Anwick’s eyes as he rose.

Drawing his blades again, we spent long moments feinting and circling, neither of us wanting to overcommit. Then, lightning-quick, he darted in seeking to feint with one hand and stab with the other. But I sidestepped, seeing through his ruse, and simply grabbed him, seeking to close in another grapple as I dropped my blade and waist-locked him from behind.

Bucking wildly, Anwick sought to twist free, to no avail. My greater size and strength locked him helplessly in place despite his struggles. Limb by limb, I coiled tighter, restricting his ability to wriggle loose or counterbalance. The conclusion was foregone, but Anwick fought on stubbornly.

Applying a surge of pressure, I slowly but inexorably began marching the straining foxkin toward the ring’s edge. Anwick thrashed and cursed but found no purchase in the loose dirt. The crowds cheered and stamped, whipping themselves into a frenzy as we neared the inevitable step by step.

Grunting with effort, I gave one last powerful heave, lifting the foxkin entirely from the ground.

“No!” he screeched. “Foul! Foul play! He is… ah! He is choking me! It’s a trick! Foul! Foul!”

But Brogan was having none of it. The dwarf just crossed his arms and watched with satisfaction as each step brought Anwick closer to the inevitable conclusion of our bout. Still flailing uselessly, he could now only howl incoherently as I slammed him down over the line in the dirt demarcating the ring’s boundary.

“Out of bounds!” Brogan bellowed over the roars of the ecstatic onlookers. “The bout goes to David!”

Scowling, Anwick shoved himself upright and stalked away, shooting venomous glances over his shoulder as he went. I had beaten him soundly once again.

Riding high on adrenaline and the thrill of victory, I pumped my fist and basked in the crowd’s rapturous cheers and applause. Their wild adulation after that intense one-on-one battle sent electricity coursing through my veins. There was nothing quite like it. This was even more thrilling than the Gauntlet.

Leigh whistled and saluted me from the front row, while Diane applauded vigorously. They were proud of me, and I smiled broadly to see it. Brogan too clapped me on the back in congratulations on claiming the group’s victory.

Winning through skill and discipline felt deeply satisfying. I hoped Anwick had learned respect from our latest clash, although I doubted it.

With Anwick dispatched and sulking, I was declared the winner of the second qualifying group. Brogan stepped forward and took my wrist, thrusting my gloved hand high overhead in pronouncement of my victory.

“The victor of group two is David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost!” the grizzled herald bellowed. A deafening swell of cheers and applause erupted from the ecstatic crowds at this confirmation.

Grinning broadly, I raised my fist again. Brogan continued extolling my competitive spirit and skillful triumph over the cunning foxkin as he tallied the results approvingly in his record book. The veteran dwarf’s validation meant much coming from one so immersed in the fighting traditions and etiquette.

But the tournament was far from over. There were two more groups from which winners would emerge, and I would face off against one of them or against the foxkin with the double daggers who had won in group one.

And if I made that round, there would be the finale…


Chapter 28

After my intense battle with Anwick, the next two groups of fighters entered the ring. I watched with interest from the sidelines as a broad-shouldered dwarf male wielding a mace faced off against a stocky, axe-swinging dwarf woman in group three. At the signal, they rushed together in a clash of whirring weapons. The force of their hammering blows made the very air shudder.

Despite her imposing physique, the female dwarf soon began tiring, each swing of her heavy axe coming slower. Sensing his opponent flagging, the mace-wielding dwarf abruptly swept her legs out from under with an iron kick to the back of the knee. The crowd roared as the cursing dwarf toppled heavily into the dirt.

But she retained her weapon and surged up with a guttural cry. Recovering his stance swiftly, the other dwarf deflected her desperate swipe before countering with a crushing overhead smash that finally knocked the axe clear from her gloved fingers. Weaponless, she had no choice but to yield the bout to the other’s force and finesse.

Their second round saw a more cautious engagement. The two circled warily, trading probing strikes back and forth. Ultimately, the dwarven female’s diminished stamina again proved her undoing. Overextending on a swing, her opponent slipped past her defenses and barged into her stocky frame, tackling them both outside the chalk boundary in a puff of dust — it was a draw.

The final round was brief but decisive. The female dwarf charged heedlessly, but the male neatly sidestepped and tripped her with a stocky leg. She sprawled face-first to the dirt and lacked the strength to rise swiftly enough. A swift kick to her ample backside ejected her fully from the ring for a clean victory to the other by ring-out.

Next, an elf with long knives dueled a burly human brawler wielding only gauntlets, whom I recognized as Ergun. Their bout was a study of contrasts — the elf’s graceful finesse against Ergun’s brute power. Ultimately, the elf’s agility and precision overcame her larger foe’s wild swings. With a precise throw, she flipped Ergun clear of the circle to claim the win.

During the next round, Ergun took the initiative again. Though slow-moving, his reach and constitution posed a formidable challenge. The elf darted about, seeking openings to land hits with her speedy blades. But the muscular man shrugged off her strikes, ultimately grasping her slender frame and lobbing her from the ring like a doll.

The final round saw Ergun immediately charge the elf again, forcing her onto the defensive. She nimbly rolled under his smashing fists and sliced at his thick ankles, seeking to hamper his mobility. Though limping, the lumbering man continued relentlessly pursuing. When next the elf tumbled too slowly, Ergun grabbed and caught her legs. She hit the dirt hard, and he straddled her petite frame, which left her with no choice but to yield the bout and the match.

The final round of group three saw the two winners, Ergun the brawler and the mace-wielding dwarf, face off. It was a battle of strength against strength, and the crowd got particularly rowdy as those two gave an impressive show, hammering into each other and taking the blows like they were nothing.

In the end, however, Ergun managed to grapple with the dwarf, and that is where the strong man excelled. Dwarves weren’t particularly light, but Ergun managed to carry the dwarf — to the great entertainment of the crowd — and toss him out of the circle.

Round two saw the dwarf adjust his strategy, focusing on defense. He blocked Ergun’s initial pounce and attempt to grapple, then swept his legs out from under with the haft of his weapon. But the brawler rolled aside from his hammer blow and bounded right back up. When the dwarf swung next, Ergun savagely kicked his forearm, interrupting his attack and making him howl and drop his weapon. A lightning-swift kick to the jaw put the dwarf out cold outside the circle.

It was the tournament’s first KO, and elven healers quickly scurried over to aid the dwarf. Ergun would be one to look out for…

With that, Ergun emerged the victor of group three, alongside me and the foxkin with the double daggers. The crowd cheered him on, but many of the dwarves in the arena were getting a little frustrated at seeing their best competitors taken out of the match, while most of the elves shared this frustration at seeing their favorites kicked out.

Up next was group four…
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The fourth and final group of competitors stepped into the ring as Brogan called out their names. There was Branik, the stocky dwarf I had seen yesterday when I spoke to Brogan about the tournament. Joining him were two lithe elves — a spearman and a female sword fighter — along with a lean catkin wielding nothing but a dagger.

I watched with interest from the sidelines as the group prepared for the confrontation. I was standing there with the foxkin and with Ergun — the other winners of the previous rounds. The foxkin had introduced herself as Karjela, and she seemed a bit confrontational, perhaps nerve-induced, so I found little reason to speak to her. Her face was scarred, and there was ice in her eyes. I expected she was one of the more competent warriors of this tournament, together with perhaps Ergun.

Brogan announced the first match — Branik versus the elven sword fighter. The two combatants squared off, Branik solid and grounded, the elf light on her feet. At Brogan’s shout, they engaged, Branik swinging his mace in wide arcs while the elf darted nimbly around him, seeking openings for quick slashes and stabs.

The elf’s speed proved too much for Branik’s brute force. She danced around his swings and landed several glancing blows, winning the first round when she managed to get him off balance and trip, falling out of the circle.

In the second round, Branik changed tactics. He held his ground more, focusing on defense rather than wide attacks. The elf’s strikes still landed but with less force as he parried them, and Branik blocked several blows with his shield. Then, when the elf came in for a lunge, he bashed her with his shield, and she staggered back. With a dwarven battle cry, he followed up and simply bull-rushed her out of the circle.

The third round would decide the match. Branik again adopted a defensive posture, but this time when the elf darted in, he countered with a quick bash from his shield, throwing her off balance. Capitalizing on the opening, he swept his mace low, knocking the elf’s feet out from under her. She fell hard, and when he straddled her, she yielded the match to Branik.

The crowd cheered as Branik helped his opponent to her feet and raised his mace in victory. Brogan called the next competitors to the ring — the catkin with her dagger and the elven spearman.

The catkin was diminutive compared to the tall spearman, but she looked nimble and fierce. At Brogan’s word, she immediately closed the distance, dodging the spearman’s thrust and rolling between his legs. Before he could react, she slashed at the back of his knee, making him sink.

But the spearman was quick as lightning. He hopped to his feet and whirled with a sweep of his weapon, forcing the catkin to retreat. He pressed the attack, jabbing repeatedly with the long reach of the spear. The catkin avoided the strikes and looked for openings to dart inside his guard.

Seeing no weaknesses, the catkin tried another approach. She hurled her dagger at the spearman’s face, forcing him to deflect it. As his spear tipped up, she rushed forward and delivered a flurry of strikes to his torso, finishing with an immensely powerful kick that pushed him out of the circle. The round was hers.

The spearman adopted a more aggressive posture for the next round, charging to give the catkin no time to press her attacks. But the catkin was nimble, and she drew close all the same, forcing the elf to counter with quick thrusts that kept her at bay.

But when the catkin tired, the spearman pressed the attack, using his long weapon to keep the catkin out of striking distance. She managed to avoid his strikes while looking for an opening. Finding none, she made a desperate move — dropping to the ground and rolling between the spearman’s legs to end up behind him.

As he tried to turn, she leapt onto his back, one arm wrapped around his throat. The crowd gasped as she took him into a fierce hold, legs and arms wrapped around him, forcing him to drop the spear as he futilely tried to pull himself free. Brogan called the match for the catkin as the spearman yielded.

It was now between the catkin with her dagger and Branik, who nodded with a broad grin, the battle joy clear on his lips. The dwarves were going crazy on the bleachers at the prospect of having one of them proceed to the knock-out stage. At the same time, the elves seemed to lose interest in the match now that all their candidates were out.

Brogan called for Branik and the catkin to compete next. They readied their weapons and squared off in the ring.

They circled cautiously before Branik moved in with a testing strike. The catkin parried and responded with a quick slash. Branik blocked it with his shield, and they exchanged a flurry of blows, neither gaining an advantage.

The next minute saw Branik press the attack, raining down blows with dwarven fury to force the catkin onto the defensive. She managed to parry and sidestep his strikes while looking for an opening, but that shield was hard to get around. However, Branik overreached on one attack, and the catkin landed a sharp blow to Branik’s thigh that made him stagger.

The catkin seized her opportunity and rushed the dwarf to push him out of the circle, but Branik had already recovered. Bellowing a laugh, he dropped shield and mace and picked up the catkin and simply threw her out of the circle. She landed poorly and coughed and rolled in pain.

Branik, together with several of the Priests, came to her aid, but Brogan insisted that she needed to forfeit the match if she wanted magical aid. The proud catkin did not do such things and readied herself for the next round.

This time, Branik fought more conservatively, keeping his shield ready to deflect strikes — he was perhaps a little concerned for his opponent. The panting catkin could not penetrate his defenses, and it was clear that her ribs were bruised and hampered her movements greatly.

After a minute of failed attacks, she overcommitted to a powerful stab. Branik sidestepped, letting her stumble past him, and struck her exposed back with the pommel of his mace. She fell to her hands and knees, and that was enough. With a pained meow, she yielded the round and match to Branik.

The crowd applauded vigorously as Branik helped the catkin to her feet.

“Winner: Branik Storsson of Ironfast!” Brogan exclaimed, unable to conceal his dwarven pride, which had been wounded because none of his kinsmen had made it to the elimination round so far.

The crowd — especially the dwarves — erupted into raucous cheers as Brogan took Branik’s hand and raised it high. Beside me, Karjela crossed her arms and huffed, clearly caring very little for dwarves. Ergun, however, gave a gruff nod of approval. Here was an opponent he could understand.

“And now!” Brogan bellowed, silencing the crowd. “We move to the elimination phase of the tournament!”

I smiled, feeling my muscles tighten. It would be time for me to fight again.


Chapter 29

For the first match of the elimination rounds, I stepped into the ring to face off against Ergun, the lean and hungry-looking human fighter.

He had a wild intensity burning behind his eyes that immediately put me on alert. This man clearly fought with savage passion. For this battle, he had chosen a weapon — a mace — instead of facing me unarmed.

We bowed tersely across the ring as Brogan announced the bout’s start. I raised my sword, while Ergun twirled his spiked mace, leering. When the bell clanged, he came at me with a roar, mace swinging for my head.

I barely got my sword up in time, the blow rattling my arm. His strength and ferocity were greater than expected. I had to play this carefully. Circling warily, we traded probing strikes, assessing each other’s skill. Ergun fought aggressively but not recklessly. He sought to test my reactions.

Abruptly Ergun lunged, feinting low before bringing his mace overhand with alarming speed. I raised my blade to block, but the mace glanced off and struck my forehead at a sharp angle. Warm blood trickled as I blinked away the sting. The crowds gasped. This was a friendly bout, but a little blood was possible, of course. Luckily, it was just a glancing blow.

I adopted a more defensive posture, determined to avoid another surprise blow. Ergun pressed his advantage, raining heavy chops down which I parried. The impacts numbed my arm, but I refused to relent. When he reared back for an overhead swing, I riposted with a sharp counter slash that made him grunt and spring away.

As we circled, I probed for openings in Ergun’s whirling offense, awaiting my chance. I defended another blow, then dashed forward in a burst, slashing at his calf. Ergun tried to evade but my blade smashed into his leg, drawing a satisfying grimace of pain from Ergun. He walked with a limp as he withdrew.

Then, fury manifested in him. Before I fully knew what happened, he had discarded his mace and came charging at me. I dodged out of the way of that reckless lunge just in time — he was like a rhinoceros — only to notice that I had hopped out of the circle in my eagerness to dodge him.

“First round to Ergun,” Brogan called out, his announcement met by cheering.

Damn. I needed to be more careful.

At the bell, we retreated to our corners. I sucked down refreshing water, wiping my gashed forehead. Across the ring, Ergun scowled, eager to get it on with. We had developed a grudging respect for each other’s skill over the course of our first intense clash.

Round two commenced with renewed vigor. Ergun opened with a testing series of jabs and swings, keeping me off balance. Rather than simply defend this time, I looked to counterattack before he could find a weakness in my guard. Timing his next swing, I stepped into it and grabbed his wrist, arresting the mace’s momentum entirely. Unable to wrench free, Ergun was left exposed as I smashed my sword pommel into his stomach.

Staggering back, Ergun shook off the dazing blow and came at me fiercely. We traded a blistering series of strikes almost too swift to follow. I managed a glancing cut to his shoulder, but his returning mace blow cracked against my knee, sending me to the dirt. The injury burned fiercely, but I pushed the pain aside and found my feet swiftly.

Hobbling slightly, I continued battling the relentless Ergun across the ring. My knee injury made evasion and footwork more difficult. Sensing my hampered mobility, Ergun pressed the attack even harder, wearing me down. I braced myself for his next committed swing, angling my blade to deflect. But instead he tackled me bodily, dragging us both down again to wrestle in the dirt.

I found myself grappling like crazy with Ergun. But I was quick, and I had done plenty of grappling before. When I saw an opening, I smashed my forehead up into Ergun’s nose, breaking his iron grip long enough to flip our positions. Before he could rise, I pinned him down, my forearm grinding into his throat as he thrashed. At last, Ergun slapped the ground in submission as the bell rang. I had narrowly prevailed in round two!

Both of us were battered and sucking wind as the break commenced. My hands trembled from the narrowly avoided throttling. Across the ring, Ergun spat blood while nursing his bloodied nose and gifted me with a cold smile that promised he was not done with me yet. Our final round would be a spectacle.

The crowd was cheering madly, because they knew they would see some fireworks.

At the bell for round three, Ergun discarded his mace boldly and came in low. Unable to pivot away quickly, I soon found myself grappling again on the ground. We rolled and strained, knees and elbows smashing viciously into tender areas. I tasted more of my own coppery blood during the desperate struggle. We were now in a true slobber-knocker brawl, technique abandoned entirely for primal savagery.

Finally, I smashed my forehead into Ergun’s already mashed nose again, dazing him. Pressing my advantage, I broke free and stumbled upright. Ergun tried to follow, but I stomped my boot down hard before he could rise, making him gag and clutch his stomach. Limping out of reach, I beckoned him up with my sword, chest heaving from exertion.

Slowly, Ergun dragged himself to his feet, swaying unsteadily and massaging his ravaged throat. But he still smiled that cold smile at me. We had passed the point of pain. In this final round, only an ultimate victory through surrender or incapacitation would satisfy this blood feud.

Ergun came at me again heedless of defense. I battered his grasping hands aside and dealt him a punishing rebuttal blow, my sword smashing into his chest. Howling, Ergun staggered back, gasping for air. Pressing ruthlessly, I rained chopping blows down onto his shoulders and arms, determined to make him yield.

Dropping to his knees from the sustained punishment, Ergun seemed unable to defend himself any longer. But just as I moved in for the finishing blow, his hand darted down and came up to deliver a crippling punch. With a groan, I doubled over, dropping my blade.

Ergun rose and bellowed victory, ready to strike at me again. But I was quick, and I saw him coming. I stopped his fist inches from my face with my palm, and our fingers then interlocked in the wrestlers’ stance.

We stood locked in trembling stalemate, my teeth gritted fiercely against the searing pain. Then, in a moment of chance, I stomped down hard on Ergun’s knee, buckling it. As he dropped, I smashed my fist into his temple with all my might.

The vicious haymaker hurled Ergun to the dirt. He lay still for a moment, chest rising and falling shallowly.

And then, he tapped on the dirt, and it was over. I stood there panting as the realization dawned on me.

I had won!
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After my decisive victory over Ergun, Brogan stepped forward again to announce the next matchup. I was happy I didn’t have to fight again immediately and could take some time to quench my thirst, have a healer look at the gash on my forehead, and regain my breath.

“For the next round,” Brogan bellowed, “put your hands together for Branik Storsson of Ironfast!” The red-bearded dwarf gestured toward the stocky, taciturn fighter with the great drooping mustache.

Branik hefted his sturdy oak cudgel and nodded grimly to the cheering spectators. All the dwarves were going crazy over him. He had been a formidable warrior so far, but I wondered how he would do against a nimble foxkin assassin.

Brogan turned next to the lithe foxkin woman who had fought so impressively with her twin daggers earlier. “And his opponent, the cunning Karjela!”

Karjela swept into an elegant bow at the introduction, eliciting enthusiastic applause — especially from the foxkin. Many of the catkin, no longer having a favorite, supported Karjela as well.

As the two combatants moved into opening positions, I studied them closely from the corner, eager to learn more of their styles and tactics. After all, I would face the winner of this bout in the grand finale. Branik’s sheer physical might was obvious, though perhaps he lacked nimbleness. The foxkin woman appeared substantially slighter in build but was likely faster and more agile as a result.

At Brogan’s shout, the bout commenced. Branik lumbered forward, cudgel swinging in wide arcs toward his more nimble foe. Karjela adeptly avoided the dwarf’s probing swings, her twin daggers flickering out in sharp counterstrikes whenever his guard opened. They traded cautious blows back and forth, looking for weaknesses.

Branik quickly grew frustrated trying to land a solid hit on the lithe foxkin as she darted and spun gracefully out of reach, her bushy tail swishing tauntingly. With a roar, he charged forward recklessly, seeking to trap Karjela close to the edge of the fighting circle. But she neatly sidestepped his headlong rush, sending the overextended dwarf stumbling past awkwardly amidst the crowd’s laughter.

The sly foxkin seized the opportunity, rolling forward under Branik’s attempt to wheel back around. Her swift strikes coiled around his cudgel, nearly wrenching it from the dwarf’s grasp. Snarling, he clung on desperately, leaving his torso open. Karjela’s follow-up punch knocked the wind from him entirely.

Doubling over, Branik stumbled and dropped to one knee, struggling to recover his stolen breath. Sensing imminent victory, Karjela pressed her attack, fluid strikes forcing him onto the defensive. Ultimately, a clever feint left Branik exposed. In a flash, Karjela swept his leg. The stocky dwarf toppled heavily to the dirt outside the ring’s boundary.

“Round one goes to the foxkin lass!” Brogan pronounced.

Karjela’s speed and finesse had neatly overcome Branik’s brute force. I committed her graceful movements to memory. Her fighting prowess was certainly something else, and I realized she had been holding back in the previous rounds.

During the short rest interval, Branik muttered grimly to himself between heaving breaths. His cudgel strikes had been woefully ineffective against Karjela’s swiftness. The foxkin moved with astonishing fluidity, wasting no motion. This fight was growing more lopsided by the moment.

At the bell commencing round two, Branik attempted a more conservative approach focused on defense and counterblows. But no matter how he shuffled and swiveled, he could not force the foxkin into a compromising position. Karjela flowed like water around each attack, her own dagger strikes nicking relentlessly.

Branik’s frustration mounted visibly as the agile foxkin landed blow after stinging blow without consequence. Finally, when an artful feint drew him off balance, she swept his ankles neatly again. With a thunderous crash, the stocky dwarf smashed down heavily prone in the dust.

“Karjela is the winner!” Brogan proclaimed, though without his usual gusto. He had obviously been rooting for his kinsman. And the disappointment calls from many a dwarf on the bleachers reflected this. With martial prowess so important to their kind, I could only imagine how disgraced they felt for not winning the tournament.

Applause echoed for Karjela’s dominant performance, while Branik spared only a curt nod of respect before turning to depart the arena, head hanging low.

I felt sympathy for his depleted pride but tried to remind myself defeat with honor showed strength of a different kind. He would recover, and for his mistakes, he would be stronger.

With the group now concluded, Brogan stepped forward to address the spectators. “Let us thank all our worthy combatants today, win or lose!” He led a round of appreciative cheers for those who had competed. I added my own voice, knowing Branik deserved acknowledgement for persevering against long odds.

As the applause died down, Brogan gestured to where I stood with our small handful of advancing fighters. “Now!” he declared. “The time has come for the finale! David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost, champion of the Gauntlet Run, against the deadly quick daggers of Karjela of the foxkin!”

Limbering my neck, I rolled my shoulders and took a few slow breaths, mentally preparing body and mind for the showdown ahead as the crowd broke out in cheers and applauding — we were fast approaching the climax!

My muscles hummed with heightened energy. I felt ready, eager even, to step back into the fray. Glancing up, I caught sight of Leigh and Diane cheering enthusiastically and making heart signs with their hands to me and blowing kisses.

Their radiant faces filled me with quiet purpose. I smiled and gave a small wave before turning my focus inward again. This next round was all mine to seize.


Chapter 30

As Karjela and I prepared to clash, a hush descended over the roaring crowds. All eyes turned to us. I was unsure who they were rooting for — me or the mysterious foxkin, Karjela. Either way, the spectators were riled up to see what promised to be an interesting battle.

She stepped into the ring slowly, her keen gaze boring into me. Her scarred face looked fierce, and the look in her eyes was baleful. In each hand, she bore a dulled dagger, but I had seen her dish out plenty of pain against Branik with them. Clearly, this foxkin would pose the greatest challenge yet.

And I was looking forward to fighting her.

I rolled my shoulders, loosening up after the frenzied bout with Ergun. My training sword felt solid and ready in my grip. Across from me, Karjela remained statue-still, attuned even to subtle shifts in the wind as she felt out our arena. When Brogan’s hand slashed down, she flowed immediately into motion.

Karjela opened with a blurring thrust of her dagger. I barely managed to redirect the blow with a sharp parry of my hand-and-a-half sword. She followed with an immediate riposte with her other dagger that forced me onto the defensive. The foxkin’s onslaught came so swift and smooth that it was all I could do to track her darting blades. Chill focus shone in Karjela’s gaze — she was a seasoned warrior.

For long moments, we continued the dance of strike and counterstrike between flashing weapons. I gave ground steadily beneath Karjela’s relentless assault until my heel nearly brushed the boundary line. Sensing my predicament, she pressed harder, dagger slashing for my neck in a move to end the bout. But I was ready.

As Karjela’s blade whistled in, I dropped suddenly into a low crouch rather than backpedaling further. The maneuver surprised her, and her sword only grazed my shoulder. In the same motion, I swept a leg at her ankles. But the foxkin’s uncanny reflexes enabled an agile vault clear over the trip attempt.

However, my unexpected counter had broken her momentum. Karjela backed off, assessing me with new respect. In turn, I evaluated her fighting style — bladework honed to lethally opportunistic perfection. I breathed deep, focusing my energy for the next clash.

With a grunt of exertion, Karjela surged forward, unleashing another punishing offensive. Prepared this time, I worked to redirect her flurries rather than block directly. By angles alone, I managed to keep the darting blades at bay. Yet no opening emerged to counterattack. Karjela’s defense was watertight.

Gradually, her bladework overwhelmed my defensive focus again through sheer speed. A timely step carried me just out of range of a committal thrust. Sensing my fatigue, Karjela calmly circled for the finish. She knew time was on her side — I needed a gambit to turn the tide.

When next she lunged, I sucked in my gut and bent back in a risky, limbo-like evasion. The blade point grazed fabric but nothing more. Off-balance from the strike, Karjela was unable to react before I spun and smashed my shoulder into her gut in a powerful tackle. We tumbled and rolled across the hard-packed dirt grappling for an advantage. I managed to pin her, but only for a heartbeat before another wriggle freed the foxkin.

We broke apart and regained our feet, chests heaving in mutual exertion. Then, we began the dance again. Our blades wove and parted in a hypnotic dance on the knife’s edge of life and death. The outside world fell away until only Karjela existed before me. I relied now on instincts. No thoughts, just flow.

Sensing the shift, Karjela bared gleaming fangs in a grin of exhilaration, her scarred face gaining a terrible aspect. At last, she had found a worthy opponent on this day! Blows came faster and harder, the wooden weapons creaking. Any misstep meant defeat for one. Yet still neither could gain a decisive advantage over the other.

The enthralled crowds were deafening as our duel raged on. I distantly felt sweat stinging my eyes, muscles burning with fatigue. Still, I held on, refusing to yield. Karjela and I were beyond thought or reason now, bodies moving on primal instinct alone as we battled for supremacy.

Then, almost faster than I could perceive, the foxkin executed a flawless reverse-grip lunge that slipped through my faltering guard. I twisted desperately, but the blade’s edge caught my shoulder, a numbing blow that sent me stumbling out of the boundary — just by a heel, but the referees called it.

Karjela’s sudden attack had won the first bout!

Chest heaving, I lowered my practice blade and nodded respectfully toward Karjela. A worthy victory. She returned the salute, panting just as hard from our intense exertions. I drank water and splashed my face during the rest interval, steeling my will for our final decisive clash.

At the bell’s clang, Karjela and I closed the gap once more. I adjusted my strategy, fighting more defensively now to conserve strength. Karjela struck like quicksilver again and again, seeking to penetrate my guard. For endless heartbeats, I managed to redirect and evade her efforts. But she had overextended with her acrobatics in the first round, and I now used my size and strength to my advantage. The key was not to try to outdo her in her own expertise — I was not faster and nimbler than she, but I could outlast her.

Gradually, imperceptibly, the tempo shifted back in my favor as Karjela’s endless whirling blows became just a fraction slower. Now I was the stalking panther to her gazelle, biding my time until the inevitable moment… There! I sidestepped an overextended thrust and smashed my pommel into her wrist, knocking one blade loose! I kicked it out of the ring in a smooth motion.

Pressing fiercely, I rained blows upon Karjela’s one-bladed defense, driving her inexorably toward the brink. Snarling in desperation, she tried vainly to battle clear, parrying valiantly. But my training sword struck true, impacting her thigh in a numbing blow that dropped the weary foxkin to one knee just shy of the line.

I followed with a kick to her shoulder, and the foxkin fell with a mewl, half of her body outside of the boundary. She looked up at me, her scarred face contorted with fury and wounded pride.

If looks could kill!

The second round was mine, and now the contest would be decided by our final bout!

During the break, water helped revive my drained limbs as I prepared mentally for the culminating clash. Across the ring, Karjela rolled her shoulders slowly, bracing to unleash her all against me. This foxkin would hold nothing back in the fight for ultimate victory, but neither would I.

When the bell rang out, we converged warily for that deciding engagement.

Immediately, Karjela pressed the attack, but I managed to turn aside her strikes with fluid parries. That was the key, and she growled with frustration as the third round seemed to become a repetition of the second.

For what seemed an eternity, we traded blows back and forth across the ring, feet shuffling in the ceaseless dance of combat. I relied wholly on my body’s memory and instincts now, conscious thought blurred away. There was only the ringing cadence of wood on wood and a desire for triumph.

A joint roar seemed to shake the arena as we clashed — the crowd and my pounding heart melded as one. I saw openings in Karjela’s stance, but each time some uncanny intuition allowed her to narrowly avoid what should have been decisive blows. We had reached the pinnacle of our skills, trading on inspiration alone.

At last, came my moment! Karjela’s back heel brushed the boundary line as she gave ground before my relentless advance. With her maneuvering room gone, I feinted low then smashed my pommel up under her guard in a punishing uppercut. The foxkin’s cry was lost in the crowd’s roar as she flew back and out of the circle for victory!

“The match belongs to David Wilson of Gladdenfield!” came Brogan’s bellow over the tumultuous ovation shaking the stands.

Elation flew over me, and I raised my hand, grasping the hilt of the hand-and-a-half sword, receiving the cheers of the crowd. People would know my name after this, and that might help in many ways. And besides, how many spellcasters actually won a tournament like this?

And as I received the cheers, I noticed an alert in the corner of my vision. All this fighting had caused me to level up!

I would focus on that later. For now, I just wanted to meet up with my women and celebrate my victory!


Chapter 31

As the crowd’s cheers finally died down, Brogan stepped forward and motioned for silence.

“My friends,” he called out. “We have our champion of Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tournament!” He swept a hand toward me where I stood catching my breath, practice sword resting across my shoulders.

“Let it be known that through exceptional strength and valor, David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost has emerged victorious this day!”

Brogan’s proclamation was met with another thunderous ovation from the spectators crowded into the stands surrounding the fighting circle. I straightened and raised my blade in acknowledgment of their praise.

Brogan beckoned me forward to stand at his side before the cheering onlookers. Placing a hand on my arm, the grizzled herald addressed the crowds once more. “This lad has more than earned the highest honor of combat — to glimpse the legendary Inner Sanctum and repose in its sacred waters, attaining Aquana’s blessing!” More raucous cheers and applause erupted in response.

At Brogan’s gesture, a robed dwarf stepped forth, bearing an ornate brass key on a silver chain. With grave ceremony, he pronounced, “David Wilson, receive now the key to the Inner Sanctum as an emblem of your hard-won prize this day.” Reverently, he placed the artifact over my head, so the key hung heavily against my chest, gleaming in the sunlight.

“Use it to gain entry to the sanctum,” Brogan said. “When the festival ends, you shall return the key to us!”

Nodding, I clasped the precious key in one gloved fist. This mythic token and the mysteries it unlocked represented my ultimate reward for persevering through such grueling contests of martial skill and endurance.

As I stood shaking hands with the dwarven organizers, my gaze found Leigh and Diane waiting eagerly at ringside. Their beautiful faces were flushed with exhilaration, pride shining in their eyes at my victory. Just seeing them filled me with renewed vigor after that draining final showdown.

Brogan dismissed me at last from the dais with an approving nod. Before I could take two steps, Leigh practically tackled me in her enthusiasm, slender arms clutching fiercely around my neck.

“You did it, sugar!” she exclaimed, humor and joy blended in her husky voice. “Why, you were just poetry in motion out there!”

I laughed breathlessly and returned Leigh’s exuberant embrace. Over her shoulder, Diane watched us with quiet jubilance, brushing a tear from her cheek even as she smiled. When Leigh finally released me, Diane stepped close and raised herself up on tiptoes to press a soft kiss to my lips.

“I am so very proud of you, my love,” Diane said earnestly, voice hushed with emotion. Her brilliant sapphire eyes shone as she looked up at me. “The way you overcame every foe through dedication was incredible. You showed true heart.”

I felt my cheeks warm at their lavish praise but accepted it with sincere gratitude. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you both cheering me on,” I insisted modestly. Having their stalwart support at ringside had given me the strength to battle through even when exhausted.

Leigh tutted and waved aside my humility. “Oh, hush now! This was all you and that big muscly body of yours, darlin’,” she drawled playfully, giving my bicep an affectionate squeeze.

I had to chuckle ruefully at her refusal to share in any credit for motivating me. But both girls’ steadfast faith had undoubtedly contributed to my victory this day.

“And between you and me,” Leigh quipped, “I had to hold back Diane a couple o’ times. She wanted to jump in the ring and beat the living crap out of Anwick, Eregun, and that Karjela lass.”

I chuckled at the mention of Diane’s ferocity and pulled her in for a kiss, appreciative of her support, even though Leigh’s comment made her blush a little. “Thanks, Diane,” I said.

As we prepared to leave, Lord Vartlebeck himself approached, escorted by his retinue. The aged but powerfully built dwarf lord congratulated me heartily on my victory.

“It was a grand tournament, lad! You have true fighting spirit,” Vartlebeck praised in his gravelly voice. “I hereby invite you and your ladies to visit Ironfast one day. I would be honored to host the champion for a celebratory feast!”

I was surprised but flattered by the invitation. Thanking him sincerely, I said we would be delighted to take him up on it when our travels allowed. Vartlebeck gave my hand a firm shake and wished me luck glimpsing the Inner Sanctum before withdrawing amidst his entourage. I had made another valuable connection through the contest.

With our winnings gathered, we turned to leave the loud arena. However, Karjela stepped suddenly into my path before we could depart. Her expression was stoic, but she inclined her head respectfully. “Well fought today, human,” the foxkin acknowledged, extending a palm. “You proved the superior warrior.”

I clasped Karjela’s hand firmly. “You were a formidable opponent,” I replied sincerely. “Thank you for such an incredible match.”

Nodding once more, the foxkin vanished swiftly into the dispersing crowds. I watched her departure thoughtfully, honored by her show of grace even in defeat.

Truly I had been blessed to cross blades with so many estimable fighters. Each clash today had imparted valuable lessons and strengthened my admiration for the warrior’s calling. Though taxing, participating had proven deeply rewarding.

With my girls again at my side, I navigated slowly out of the arena, muscles aching and head still spinning from the day’s intense martial exertions. Though ready to rest my battered body, I nevertheless walked tall, buoyed by exhilaration at my hard-won victory.

Leigh’s exuberant recounting of highlights from the bouts made me laugh as we emerged back onto the Aquana Festival grounds. The day’s competitions had clearly energized her irrepressible spirit. Diane, too, seemed lighter than air, playfully swinging our clasped hands between us.

“So,” I said to my beautiful women. “The Inner Sanctum, right?”

Both girls giggled and exchanged playful glances. “It sounds very interesting!” Diane exclaimed.

“Hm-hm,” Leigh hummed in agreement. “It’s a pretty rare honor too.”

“Well, I say we get something to eat and head there right away,” I said. “Let’s make the most of the time we can get there.”

The girls exchanged another look before nodding vehemently.

I grinned and pulled them along to the food stands. First things first — I was starving!


Chapter 32

After indulging in a filling meal to regain our strength, Diane, Leigh, and I made our way to the mist-veiled sacred hot spring. My hard-won key felt heavy against my chest, a tangible reminder of the rare privilege we were about to experience.

We made our way toward the entrance to the sacred hot springs — that front face of the temple that had reminded me so of images of Petra in Jordan when he had first arrived at the Aquana Festival grounds.

The Inner Sanctum was situated within the caves, and the entrance to those caves was a door in the towering rocky crags. Cascades of mineral-rich water tumbled picturesquely over the sheer cliffs, flowing into a shimmering azure pool with a rustic wooden bridge leading to the stone door, which was carved with elven skill and could barely be discerned from the rock face itself.

At the pool’s edge, I glanced around surreptitiously before gesturing the girls close. Carefully, I withdrew the ornate key and inserted it into the inconspicuous keyhole carved into the living rock framing the steaming azure waters. The ancient mechanism ground softly, stone scraping on stone, as a concealed doorway rumbled open beside the cascading waterfall.

“Wow, look at that!” Leigh exclaimed, pointing to the opening. “I can’t believe we get to go inside!” Her eyes were wide with awe as she peered into the dimly lit tunnel. “What an honor!”

“It’s incredible,” Diane breathed. “I never dreamed we’d have the chance to experience something like this.” Her voice was hushed with reverence.

Together we slipped through the door into the timeworn tunnel beyond. The stone door rumbled shut behind us, sealing us in musty dimness. I noticed Leigh had brought her backpack along as she went ahead of me, slung over one shoulder. It wasn’t a bad idea — we might need a flashlight or something.

“I’m so excited to see the springs up close,” Leigh whispered, unwilling to raise her voice in this sacred place.

“We’re so lucky!” Diane nodded, equally enthralled by the ancient cavern we found ourselves in. “Are we alone, though?”

I nodded. “Brogan told me the elves have already concluded their mysterious rituals.”

At that, the girls exchanged meaningful glances and giggled, and I grinned and shook my head.

“Alright,” I said. “What is it? What are you two giggling about?”

Diane turned beet red, but Leigh spoke up, “Nothing, baby, we might do a few rituals of our own.”

I chuckled. “Fine, fine,” I said. “Keep your secrets.” Giving them both a smack on their shapely bottoms, I ushered them on.

The way I understood it, our presence here was a pretty unique occurrence. I doubted that I would be this close to an amazing natural miracle like these springs again.

With nerves and excitement thrumming through me, we continued. Orbs of magelight lit the way, floating gently overhead. Shadows fled from the flickering glow. Ancient carvings emerged from the dark, depicting arcane symbols and stylized figures cavorting around the tunnel walls, with long lines of elven text running underneath. I was a little surprised to see that many of the depictions were elves in sexual acts.

“These carvings are incredible,” Diane murmured, trailing her fingers over the weathered etchings. “This place is so old.” Her brilliant eyes were full of wonder. “And so… Tannorian!”

I chuckled and nodded, sharing her excitement of discovery. I had had many glimpses of Tannoris, but I had to admit that this place seemed very authentic — almost untouched by old Earth.

As we ventured inward, the sound of falling water ahead grew louder, beckoning us onward. The tunnel sloped gently downward, taking us ever deeper below the surface. Soon we glimpsed the subterranean springs’ shimmering expanse opening before us.

“There it is!” Leigh exclaimed. “Oh, it’s absolutely gorgeous!”

The hot spring’s misty azure waters glowed enticingly up ahead. Diane clutched my arm, enraptured by the sight.

Emerging into the vast inner cavern took my breath away. Orbs of magelight flitted playfully among colossal stalactites looming overhead like stone teeth. Below, the inky water flowed with tranquility into yawning darkness. The very air itself seemed hushed by eons of ceremonial whispers. Steam and bubbles rose in several places in the rich water, and here at the edge, the temperature was already growing hot.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Diane declared softly, eyes reflecting the magical blue glow. Leigh slowly turned in place, mouth agape as she took in the full grandeur surrounding us. This ancient space enchanted the soul.

A worn stone dock jutted into the lake’s glassy surface just ahead. Licking her lips anxiously, Leigh squeezed my hand. “This here’s it,” she murmured reverently. “The legendary Inner Sanctum itself!”

Together we stepped onto the weathered platform edging out over the tranquil pool. At its furthest point stood a bowl-shaped font carved with swirling runes and mysterious symbols. This was clearly meant for ritual anointings and offerings to the guardian spirit Aquana whose essence imbued this grotto.

Kneeling carefully, I trailed my fingers over the font’s time-smoothed contours, marveling that so few had ever gazed upon this sanctum. When I glanced up, both girls were watching me raptly, eyes reflecting the magical azure glow.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Leigh murmured. “I almost can’t believe we’re seeing this sacred place with our own eyes!” Diane nodded agreement, seeming overwhelmed by the privilege of witnessing this secluded grotto.

After long moments soaking in the atmosphere, I rose and stepped back from the ceremonial font. We had been granted a rare chance to observe this mystical location, and I intended to make the most of it.

“Wow, David!” Leigh hummed. “This is all so beautiful!”

I nodded and smiled before my eye fell on a cozy corner overlooking the springs like a balcony, where luxurious pillows and blankets were laid out.

“Look,” I said, “that looks comfy.”

The girls’ eyes widened. “It sure does!” Leigh hummed.

“Let’s sit there for a bit,” I said. “We can relax a little. I also leveled up from the tournament, and I’d like to look into it. What better place than here?”

The girls readily agreed, purring enthusiastically at the announcement that I had achieved level 4 already. Smiling and chatting, our excited voices echoing in this beautiful, sacred location, we made our way up the slope toward the balcony.


Chapter 33

Diane, Leigh, and I looked at the luxurious balcony overlooking the hot springs with wide eyes. Orbs of magelight danced along the grotto’s ceiling, casting a magical glow on the soft pillows and rugs spread before us. Here, we could relax and appreciate the sacred hot springs’ ethereal beauty.

Cool mist swirled through the pillared alcove, carrying with it hints of sulfur and minerals. I settled onto a low carved bench between the girls, letting out a deep sigh. The secluded overlook provided a perfect respite from the day’s thrills and exertions. The girls, too, sat down and began chatting among each other excitedly, giving me my moment to focus on my interface.

Gazing out at the sprawling network of steaming aquamarine pools far below, I allowed my eyes to drift shut. Focusing inward, I opened my consciousness fully to commune with the energies flowing through mind, body, and spirit. It was time again to review my character sheet and integrate the recent influx of power from ascending to level 4 during the fights.

Opening the interface projected before my mind’s eye, I saw the notification confirming my advancement. Soon that now-familiar power began thrumming through my body and the channels conducting my mana.

Mentally reviewing the character sheet, I saw with satisfaction that my core stats had increased as usual. My health pool was up a full 10 points to 50 total now, making my body more resilient in combat and against environmental hazards. Just as significantly, my mana reserves had also increased by 5 points to 25 overall.

This amplification of my mystical energies would allow greater flexibility and power in weaving spells or summoning entities. Probing inward, I could feel the amplified mana swirling ever more strongly through my core in response to conscious direction. Its vibrant currents awaited my command.

In addition to my elevated pools, I also had a choice of three new spells. The first was Lightspear, an offensive spell that dealt radiant damage, especially useful against undead. The second was Heal, which allowed me to heal the wounds of myself or an ally.

The third one, however, caught my eye immediately. The spell was called Bind Familiar, and it allowed me to bind a single domesticant or minor spirit to me, making the summon permanent. At later levels, the number of summons I could bind as familiars would increase.

To me, it was an easy choice. Sure, damage and healing were nice, but I had no plans to focus on combat. I wasn’t a spellsword or mercenary; nor did I want to be one. I wanted to live the good life in my own little corner of the world. I wouldn’t say no to a little adventure every now and then, but spells that would help around the homestead were much more useful than anything meant for combat. And if I could bind a domesticant, I’d get a lot more work done.

As such, I quickly chose Bind Familiar. When I had done so, I took a moment to review my character sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 4
Health: 50/50
Mana: 25/25

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 10 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 6 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 1 (8 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 1 (15 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 6 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 7 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 7 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 5 (1 mana)

With my new abilities and elevated energies selected and absorbed, I allowed my inner sight to close, returning my full awareness again to the external world.

Gradually, the sounds of hissing mineral springs and stones creaking around us filtered back in. Beside me, Diane and Leigh watched curiously, patiently awaiting the outcome of my inner communions.

“So, did you get everything sorted and integrated from your recent level up?” Diane inquired, likely sensing my focus turning outward once more.

I nodded and gave her a brief summary of my expanded core abilities and newly unlocked elemental magic. “I’ll probably bind a domesticant to me once we leave the springs,” I said. “It can help around the camp, especially when we pack up in the morning.”

Diane happily clapped her hands. “Yay!” she hummed. “I love those domesticants. They’re so helpful!”

I chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, they’re great, for sure.”

“Oh, I’d just love to have one of those little guys around the store!” Leigh agreed. “It could clean up and stuff, and that’d leave me with more time for… fun stuff,” she added with a playful wink, eliciting giggles from Diane.

I flashed her a smile. “Fun stuff, huh?”

She let out a happy purr as she gave me the bedroom eyes. “Fun stuff,” she confirmed.

Diane smiled and shook her head. “Well, this is amazing, David,” she said. She cocked her head thoughtfully, causing a silken midnight lock to spill from her tail. “You know, David, you have progressed so quickly!” she mused aloud. “Why, you’re at level four already after just a few weeks! I can’t think of anyone else who has cultivated such swift advancement.” Her tone held only sincerity, no hint of envy.

“Yeah,” Leigh agreed. “You surpassed me, at any rate…”

Blinking, I realized their observations were completely valid. The speed of my mystical progression since undergoing the Awakening ritual did indeed seem fast. But then again, I had been very busy.

Noting my contemplative expression, Leigh grinned. “The way I see it, you ought to just focus on making the most of those special talents you’ve been blessed with, baby.” And her eyes flitted down my body to emphasize the double meaning of her words.

I chuckled to myself. It seemed that all the fighting, the winning, and now these hot springs were making the bubbly blonde a little flirty…

Diane nodded agreement, the innuendo going over her head. “Leigh makes an excellent point,” she affirmed. “And I believe your swift advancement is due to your dedication and commitment, David.”

“Thanks, girls,” I said, chuckling. “You’re gonna make me blush if you keep going like this.”

Leigh licked her lips, blue eyes blazing as they roamed over me. “Oh, I’ll make you blush, baby.”

She then lightly bumped her shoulder against mine. “Hey now, enough sitting around and leveling up!” she exclaimed brightly, her lust for life bursting forth. “Are we gonna soak it up or what?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

She nodded in the direction of the hot springs sprawling before us. “That’s what I mean!” she hummed. “You got your head full of numbers, but you should relax, sugar!”

Diane nodded. “Leigh has a point,” she said. “We should enjoy the moment!”

“That’s more like it,” Leigh purred. With a soft laugh, she popped back up to her feet and extended her hands invitingly toward Diane and me. “Well come on then!” she urged with a playful beckoning of her forefinger. “Let’s get our feet wet!”

I grinned as I watched her delicious body sway. I had a feeling we were about to get more wet than just our feet…


Chapter 34

The bubbling need within me escalated to a fever pitch as I watched Leigh hop down from the balcony and slip into the enchanting water like a mesmerizing nymph.

Her posture, her poise, were those of the most skilled seductress, a silent siren drawing me into her intoxicating presence. She had the most sinful of bodies — a voluptuous, sensual beauty that no clothing could ever conceal.

And she knew it…

The soft magelight danced around her, creating alluring shadows that only highlighted the flawless perfection of her physique. My desires surged, burning with the intense yearning to possess her once again, to lose myself in the heady pleasure she promised.

Her summer dress, a thin veil of propriety, clung to her voluptuously sculpted form as if desperately trying to become one with her. It revealed and concealed at the same time, marking every tantalizing curve, tracing every enticing crevice, just enough to drive a man wild.

“Come on, sugar, the water’s just right,” she said, her voice thick with that seductive drawl that had enchanted me the first time I had heard her speak. Her deep blue eyes, twin pools of sparkling mischief, beckoned me towards her, promising an adventure like no other.

Beside me, Diane tensed, her fox ears twitching in anticipation, the energy of the moment pulsating around her. She gave an excited purr, grabbing my arm as she bit her bottom lip, no doubt sensing that her harem sister was up to no good.

“Show us what we’ll miss if we don’t join you,” I challenged, my gaze locked with Leigh’s, an unspoken duel of desire simmering between us.

Her lips curled into a wicked grin as she slowly slipped off her dress, the fabric cascading down like water.

The shimmering magelight revealed her daring choice of undergarments — a skimpy thong — and the generous swell of her breasts.

“Why, baby,” Leigh purred with fake innocence, her blue eyes big, “I was just plannin’ on helping you wash up. Wouldn’t you like to be clean?”

“Oh no,” I retorted. “I’d like to be dirty.”

She grinned, then half-turned and gave her round ass in its thong a smack, making it jiggle in a way that every man dreamed of. “Gotta get clean first, baby,” she teased.

The sight of her was pure sin, and my need for her manifested physically, a throbbing pulse against the tight confines of my pants.

Diane’s slender hand traced the line of my arousal, her fingers applying a teasing pressure that only amplified my hunger as she gave a playful giggle. Our interactions with Leigh had made the more reserved foxkin a lot naughtier…

“You’re in for more than just a treat,” Leigh said, her voice laced with sultry promise, eyes dancing with bold mischief as she sauntered over to us. Her breasts swayed with each step, a hypnotic rhythm that had my blood boiling.

With an effortless grace, she stepped out of her thong and discarded it onto the rocks edging the pool, leaving her in her captivating nudity. She was beautiful — an image of art. Curvy and voluptuous and full of figure, Leigh was the perfect blonde. And now, the invitation was given, the gauntlet thrown.

Diane and I rose to the challenge, ready to strip off our clothes and join her in the comforting warmth of the water.

The heat of the springs enveloped us like a blanket, my arousal throbbing in expectation as I undid my shirt. But Leigh wanted to be more than a spectator… She moved closer, her hands finding their way to my waist, her fingers expertly unbuttoning and pulling down my pants and boxers at the same time. Freed from the confines, my cock stood proudly at attention.

Diane was next, her clothes discarded easily as she watched me and Leigh get naked. Her toned body was revealed, her breasts rich and firm, her nipples hardening in the steamy environment.

With a growl of lust at the sight of my foxkin naked, I pulled her close, our lips colliding in a passionate kiss, my hands tracing the contours of her body in a heated exploration.

Leigh watched us, her blue eyes darkened with desire. “So beautiful to watch the two of you kiss,” she purred, her soft hand trailing down my chest and stomach. “So pretty. And now to the cleaning…”

Her hand closed around my cock. “How about I start with cleaning this dick, baby?” she teased, and I could only growl my assent, my tongue currently occupied with wrestling Diane’s.

In a languid motion, Leigh dropped to her knees in the shallow water, her mouth enveloping my cock, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head. Each upward and downward glide of her lips, each careful exploration of her tongue, was a jolt of pleasure that pulsed through me.

I held Diane tighter, our bodies meshing as our mouths moved in a fervent dance. My fingers continued to explore her, feeling her wet heat, her responsive tremors. Leigh’s ministrations on my cock were pure heaven, drawing me dangerously close to the precipice of bliss.

But just as I was about to succumb, she pulled away, leaving me hanging at the edge. “Not so soon, darlin’,” she murmured, her hand teasing my throbbing cock. My groan of frustration echoed in the steamy air, my body craving the release it was denied.

Diane’s laughter tinkled through the air, her sapphire eyes dancing with amusement. She naughtily bit her lower lip, caught up in all the dirty talk of her harem sister. Her hand joined Leigh’s on my cock, giving it a playful little tug.

My gasp echoed in the space as she held me on the precipice of pleasure. “You girls tease me,” I said, voice husky. “Bad girls get what’s coming to them.”

“But… we’re not done washing you yet, baby,” Leigh said with fake innocence, her laughter mingling with Diane’s. I grinned back, a predatory gleam in my eyes.

If they wanted to play games, I was all in for the match…
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My throbbing cock still fought to overcome the girls’ teasing as Leigh took a step back, her body shimmering in the blue glow of the magelight orbs. A growl of need escaped me as she sauntered over to her bag, left on the rocks edging the pool.

From one of its pockets, she retrieved the flask of cleansing oil she had bought earlier, holding it up with a triumphant, dirty smile.

“Let’s make this interesting, shall we?” her southern drawl echoed against the cave walls. Diane, with her fox ears twitching and her tail swishing from side to side, glanced at me, a flicker of excitement flashing in her sapphire eyes.

Leigh returned to the pool, the oil in her hand glistening under the magical light. Her voluptuous, freckled breasts moved tantalizingly as she walked, and I couldn’t help but imagine what they’d feel like wrapped around my stiff, aching cock.

With a wicked smile, Leigh poured the oil out over her large breasts. The scent of the oil filled the air, intoxicating and erotic, as the viscous liquid slithered all over her perfect skin, pooling in her cleavage before flowing down to her soft, flat tummy in long trails.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

Chuckling, she poured a little of the scented oil over Diane as well, and the foxkin giggled as she began rubbing it onto her delicious body under my approving stare. Soon enough, Diane’s athletic, curvy body shimmered with oil, accentuating her breasts and the curve of her hips.

Leigh followed, the oil coating her skin, making her body shine under the magical light. She looked like a goddess, her blonde hair cascading down her back, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. She half-turned her lower body, revealing the curvature of her ass, and a growl of need escaped me as she poured out some more oil over those perfect curves.

As she spread out the viscous liquid, Diane began rubbing some on me, making my skin tingle with anticipation. Leigh moved towards me as well, and soon enough, my girls’ soft hands were exploring my body, their touch soft and tantalizing. As they did so, my hard cock poked against Leigh’s thick thigh, bearing a not-so-subtle message.

“You’re hard as a rock, David,” Leigh whispered in my ear, her southern accent thick with desire. Her hand wrapped around my cock, her grip firm and demanding.

Diane’s hand moved down my chest, her fingers tracing the lines of my abs, making me shudder with pleasure. Her touch was timid yet filled with need. “I love how your body feels against mine,” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper.

Their bodies pressed closer, the oil making their skin feel like silk. My hands explored their curves, marveling at the contrast between Leigh’s voluptuousness and Diane’s more toned body type — although she did not lack in the curves department.

I pulled Diane closer, my lips finding hers in a heated kiss. My hands roamed over her body, tracing the curve of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips. Her tail wrapped around my lower leg, the soft fur adding another layer of sensation.

I slipped my hand between her thighs, my fingers teasing her slick folds. Diane gasped against my mouth, her body arching against mine. I could feel her heat, her wetness, her need.

“Oh, David,” she moaned, her fingers digging into my shoulders. I increased my pace, my fingers delving deeper, making her whimper with pleasure. My thumb found her clit, rubbing it in slow, deliberate circles.

Leigh was watching us, her hand moving on my cock in rhythm with my fingers inside Diane. Her dirty talk filled my ears, her voice husky and filled with desire. “That’s it, David, make your little fox girl cum. She needs it… we all do.”

Diane’s body started to tremble, her moans growing louder, her grip on my shoulders tightening. I could feel her orgasm building, her pussy clenching around my fingers. I kept my pace, wanting to see her lose control.

Leigh moved closer, her big breasts pressing against my back. “That looks so hot, baby,” she murmured. “Make that little vixen cum, David.” She flashed a wicked smile. “She’s not as innocent as she pretends to be… She’s a little slut for you, David.”

Diane’s moans filled the cave, bouncing off the walls and echoing in my ears. It seemed that Leigh’s dirty talk only served to arouse her more. She gave a deep-throated mewl, and then I felt her body tense and release, her orgasm washing over her in waves. Her pussy clenched and unclenched, squeezing my fingers.

“Oh, David,” she moaned. “God… The things you do to me… Ah… You make me feel so good.”

Leigh giggled and turned her attention back to me, her hand sliding down my cock. “Now, it’s David’s turn,” she said, sinking to her knees. My breath hitched as she wrapped her big, oily tits around my cock, the sensation overwhelming.

She started moving, her breasts gliding up and down my shaft, her nipples hard against my skin. The sight of my cock disappearing between her tits was so hot, I had to apply every ounce of willpower to not cum over those big, oiled-up tits right away. My fingers dug into her shoulders, my hips bucking involuntarily.

“That’s it, baby,” she cooed, her accent making the words sound even dirtier. “You like that, don’t you? You like how my tits feel around your cock?”

I could only nod, my mind lost in the pleasure. Leigh continued her movements, her pace increasing, her dirty talk getting filthier. My cock throbbed between her breasts, my balls tightening with the need to release as Diane leaned against me, still panting from her orgasm, and began nibbling on my ear.

“I want to see you cum, David,” Leigh murmured, her gaze locked on mine. “I want to see you lose control.” Her pace increased, her breasts moving faster, her dirty talk growing louder.

My body tensed, my breath hitching in my chest. I was on the edge, the pleasure building, threatening to explode. But just as I was about to cum, Leigh stopped.

I groaned in frustration, my cock throbbing with need. Leigh looked up at me, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “But not yet, baby,” she said, her voice teasing. “Diane needs to get a turn, too.”

She stood up, her body glistening with oil, her breasts heavy and full as she gave her harem sister a knowing smile. “Time for a little of your magic, Diane,” she said, her voice filled with anticipation.

Diane stepped forward, her sapphire eyes filled with excitement, and Leigh moved back, letting Diane take her place. My body ached with need, my cock twitching in anticipation. I watched as Diane sank to her knees; her sapphire eyes locked on mine.

Her hand wrapped around my throbbing cock; her touch soft yet firm. She started moving, her hand gliding up and down my shaft, her pace slow and deliberate — too slow to make me cum, but just edging me closer toward it. I groaned in pleasure, my hips bucking into her hand, wanting her to move faster.

Leigh joined in, her hands moving over my body, her fingers exploring every inch of my skin. I was trapped between them, their touch driving me crazy, their dirty talk filling my ears. Leigh’s lips found mine, and she drowned me in her sweet and warm kisses.

My body was on fire, my cock throbbing with need. I could feel my orgasm building, the pleasure coiling in my gut, ready to explode. But just as I was about to cum, Diane stopped.

“Fuck!” I growled into Leigh’s mouth, my muscles bulging and my cock twitching with a need to cum. I looked at the hot blonde as she pulled back from our kiss, shooting me dirty looks.

“Make me cum, too, baby,” she purred with a challenge, “and I’ll let you fuck me any way you like…”
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With a grunt of lust, I grabbed Leigh by the back of her neck. “You want to cum?” I said. “I’ll make you cum.”

The blonde beauty gave a delighted yelp at the sudden rough handling, and then another as I bent her naked, oily body over one of the rocks edging the shallow pool, her pretty ass and pussy up in the air.

“Hmm, David,” she moaned. “That’s right! Show me!”

My hand found its way to the sweet valley between her ample thighs, fingers stroking her moist folds. A low, sultry moan escaped her lips, amplified by the echoing cave walls surrounding the hot springs.

The blue magelight orbs cast a soft glow on her skin, illuminating the freckles that scattered across her shoulders and down her back. It danced over her oiled-up curves, accentuating the roundness of her buttocks and the tantalizing crevice I was so eager to explore.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Diane watching us with wide sapphire eyes. Her hands were tentatively stroking my rigid cock, her touch featherlight yet electrifying. She watched with admiration — a role she enjoyed — as I gave Leigh the rough treatment she had been soliciting with all her teasing.

I pressed my lips against Leigh’s back, tasting the salty sheen of sweat mixed with her naturally sweet aroma. My tongue traced a path down her spine, making her shudder beneath me, her plump ass jiggling in eager anticipation.

Leigh’s dirty words filled the hot, steamy air, her husky voice thickening with every moan and gasp. “Make me cum, David,” she begged, her voice hoarse with desire. “I’ll let you fuck any hole you want, baby.”

A low growl rumbled in my chest as I looked down at that plump, jiggling ass, oiled-up and ready for me. “I’ll be claiming that tight little ass of yours, Leigh,” I told her, my voice heavy with lust.

She gave a moan of delight at that, for once wordless, pushing her butt out as if she wanted me to do it now. It seemed she was an enjoyer of butt play, and I would show her something, alright…

I bent lower, my tongue sliding over her round ass to tease her shivering butt, relishing the surprised yelp that she let out. Her body bucked, her oily ass grinding against my face.

“God, yes, David,” she breathed as I teased her little pucker again. “Fuuuck!”

Diane’s touch on my cock grew more confident, her small, nimble fingers now wrapped firmly around my shaft. She was stroking me in rhythm with my tongue’s exploration of Leigh’s forbidden fruit, her soft sighs mixing with Leigh’s own moans.

“I’ll make you ready for her,” Diane whispered, her voice soft. “I want to see it, David… I want to see you take her like… like that.”

I grinned; my breath hot against Leigh’s skin. “Don’t stop, Diane,” I told her, my words punctuated by a particularly long lick that made Leigh squeal with pleasure, sending another ripple down her luscious butt. At the same time, my finger found her swollen nub and began rubbing it, making the blonde hang her head and groan with deep lust.

The feel of Leigh’s body under my hands, the taste of her on my tongue, and the sensation of the tugging on my cock was a potent mix. My cock throbbed in Diane’s grip, my body aching with the need to claim Leigh in that dirty, forbidden way that she so desired.

I continued my exploration, my fingers now joining my tongue in teasing Leigh’s tight rose as I kept rubbing her little clit. Her body convulsed with pleasure, her moans growing louder and more desperate. She was beyond her usual dirty talk — swept up by her pleasure.

“You’re so tight, Leigh,” I murmured, my voice vibrating against her skin. “Can’t wait to fuck this tight ass.”

Her response was a strangled moan of pure lust, her hands clutching at the rocks as her body writhed under my ministrations. Her freckled breasts swayed with her movements, her nipples hard and tantalizing.

Diane’s pace on my cock quickened, her grip tightening. She was watching us; her gaze focused on where my tongue and fingers were pleasuring Leigh. There was a fascinated, almost awed look on her face.

“So hot,” she breathed, her words barely audible over the sounds of Leigh’s pleasure and the bubbling hot springs. Her words told me that, in time, she might want to try this forbidden pleasure herself.

For now, her words spurred me on. I doubled my efforts, my tongue and fingers working in unison, driving Leigh closer and closer to the edge.

Leigh’s body started to shake, her moans rising in pitch. I could feel her muscles clenching around my fingers, her body winding tighter and tighter.

“I’m close… so close…” she gasped; her voice ragged. Her hands tightened on the rocks, her knuckles turning white.

I quickened my pace, my tongue flicking over her sensitive rose, my fingers rubbing against her sweet spot. I could feel her body tensing, her breath hitching.

“Cum for me, Leigh,” I urged, my voice a low growl.

With a loud, keening cry, Leigh came. Her body convulsed, her hips bucking against my face as waves of pleasure crashed over her.

Her release was pure ecstasy, her juices coating my fingers, her body pulsating against my tongue. Her moans echoed through the cave, bouncing off the walls and filling the air.

I pulled back, watching as her body shivered with the aftershocks of her orgasm. Her blonde hair was plastered against her sweaty forehead, her blue eyes glazed with pleasure as she looked at me over her shoulder, eyes wide with her lust.

“God! David!” she moaned, that delicious ass trembling. “Do it, baby, please! Fuck my ass for me!”
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Leigh didn’t need to tell me twice to fuck her ass. I was bursting at the seams, more than ready to finally claim that tight, oiled-up rose.

“You ready, Leigh?” Diane’s voice purred, her sapphire eyes gleaming with wicked delight as she took hold of my throbbing cock. Her fingers, slick with oil, sent shivers of anticipation down my spine.

“Oh, I’m more than ready, sugar,” Leigh drawled, her drawl filled with lust and excitement. Her blue eyes, brimming with desire, never left mine as she braced herself against the rock.

And that big ass of hers… Oiled up and ready for me, she stuck it up in the air, knowing full well what the effects of such a beautiful butt on any man were. I couldn’t resist that — didn’t want to…

Diane guided my cock, running it teasingly down Leigh’s oily butt crack, my precum leaving a wet trail on Leigh’s round, oiled-up cheeks. She paused, her hand on the base of my cock, positioning me at Leigh’s entrance.

Then, with a slow push, Diane eased the tip of my cock into Leigh’s tight hole. Leigh’s body tensed, a gasp escaping her lips, before she relaxed into the feeling, her eyes fluttering closed as she moaned in pleasure. As she accommodated me, she let one hand dip down to rub her clit still swollen from her previous orgasm.

“Fuuuck,” she moaned. “David… Oh… I feel so full… It’s so good, baby… Ahn… Go slow.”

“You feel so good,” I murmured, my voice hoarse with desire as I slowly began to push deeper into her. She clung to my cock as I penetrated her, and the slick oil made me slide in with relative ease.

Diane’s hand slipped from my cock to cradle my balls, her fingers gently kneading them. Her touch was soft, teasing, adding another layer of pleasure to the already intoxicating sensation of being inside Leigh’s tight little asshole.

I started moving, pulling out slightly before pushing back in, still taking it slow and letting her ease into things. My cock slid effortlessly in and out of Leigh’s tight ass. And her ample curves jiggled with each thrust, her curvy figure bouncing enticingly under me as she held onto the rocks for balance.

“Oh, fuck, David!” Leigh moaned; her head thrown back in pleasure. Her voice echoed around the hot spring, spurring me on. “Go faster, baby!” She demanded, her dirty words firing up my lust even more, as she began moving with me. “Fuck that ass!”

I gripped her hips, thrusting into her with more force, my cock going deeper each time. Our skin slapped together wetly, little threads of oil connecting my hips to her ass every time I slammed into her.

Diane was watching us, her fox ears twitching in pleasure. Her hand never left my balls, her fingers working in rhythm with my thrusts. Her other hand slipped between her own legs, her fingers disappearing into her wet folds as her tail wrapped around my leg.

“You’re so fucking tight, Leigh,” I groaned, my hands gripping her hips harder. My cock was throbbing, the pleasure building up in my lower abdomen.

Leigh’s ass clenched around my cock every time I moved out, so tight she almost pushed me out. The sensation sent shivers of pleasure down my spine. Each thrust, each moan, each dirty word from her lips was pushing me closer to the edge.

Diane’s fingers moved faster on her clit; her sapphire eyes glazed over with pleasure as she watched us. Her hand on my balls moved faster, almost coaxing my cum out of me.

“Ahn… Cum for her, David,” she purred, her voice filled with lust. “Fill that nice ass up with your big load.”

Damn, I couldn’t hold back much longer. Leigh’s body was shuddering under me, her ass clenching around my cock with each thrust as she kept rubbing her swollen clit. She was close; I could tell. Her moans were louder, her dirty words more desperate.

“Oh, yes, David! Fuck my ass!” she cried; her southern accent thick with lust. “I want… Ahh! I want you to cum in my ass, baby!”

Her dirty words were my undoing. I felt my balls tighten as Diane massaged me, the pleasure coiling in my lower abdomen. I thrust into Leigh one last time, my cock buried deep in her tight ass.

The orgasm hit me like a tidal wave, my cum shooting out of my cock and into Leigh’s tight little asshole. I groaned in pleasure, my body shaking with the intensity of it as I gave her my all.

Leigh’s body was trembling under me, her own orgasm rippling through her. Her pucker clenched around my cock, milking every last drop of cum from me.

Diane’s hand was still on my balls, her fingers lightly squeezing them as my orgasm subsided. She was panting, her own orgasm having hit her moments after mine. Seeing her cumming like this was a delight as I spurted another rope into Leigh’s oily rose.

Finally, I slowly pulled out of Leigh, my cock sliding out of her tight ass with a wet pop. The release of pressure made my cock shoot another thick rope all over her jiggling butt, coating it in a creamy white layer that dripped down.

With a happy hum, Diane moved her hand from my balls to Leigh’s ass, her fingers tracing the white streaks of my cum. Her sapphire eyes watched in fascination as she spread my cum over Leigh’s ass, her own fingers glistening with her juices.

Leigh looked over her shoulder, her blue eyes meeting mine. Her body was covered in sweat and oil, her skin glowing in the blue magelight of the Inner Sanctum. Her breasts were heaving with each breath she took, her nipples hard and inviting.

“That was incredible,” she breathed, a satisfied smile on her face, and she gave her booty a little shake.

“God,” I groaned, watching Leigh jiggle her cum-splattered ass for me as she shot me a bold, blue-eyed look over her shoulder. “That… That was amazing.”

Both girls giggled at that, exchanging naughty looks.

With a growl, fully spent, I sank down into the hot pools, dragging the girls with me. I was eager to relax after this particular bout of lovemaking.

The water was warm, soothing against my skin, and I let out a deep sigh of pleasure. The girls were on either side of me, their bodies still slick from the oil we’d used, their skin glistening in the glow of the magelight. Diane’s fox ears twitched slightly as she leaned against my chest, while Leigh’s golden locks floated lazily in the water as she let out a delighted sigh.

We stayed in silence for a while, each lost in our post-orgasmic chill. The only sounds were the soft lapping of the water and the occasional sigh of contentment. I let my hands wander, trailing underwater over Leigh’s voluptuous curves. My other hand found Diane’s delicious body, soft beneath my touch.

“That was… incredible,” Leigh murmured after a while. She angled her head to look up at me, her blue eyes sparkling. “Never thought I’d experience something like that. And here in all places… This was amazing.”

“Hmm, it was,” Diane added, her voice softer. Her tail twitched against me underwater, and a blush painted her cheeks a rosy hue.

I smiled, my gaze flicking between the two of them. “I’m glad you both enjoyed it,” I said, my voice low and hoarse. “I certainly did.” I gave them both a squeeze, pulling them closer against me. “I’m glad we got the most out of this little prize!”

Their laughter echoed in the cave, the sound pure and joyous. I felt warmth spread through me, a sense of fulfillment that was greater even than the physical pleasure we’d shared. I reveled in the moment, the connection between us all.

Leigh’s hand slid over my chest; her fingers soft as they explored me. “I reckon you got me good after all that teasing,” she hummed, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

Diane giggled, her fingers tracing circles on my thigh. “He did,” she said, her voice light and airy. “That was really hot, though…” She trailed off, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.

I chuckled, the sound rumbling in my chest as I glanced at Diane. “It sure was,” I agreed, my hand reaching for Diane’s tail. It was so soft, the fur smooth beneath my fingers, and I gave it a playful pull that made her give a cute yelp. “And I’ll be ready for round two soon enough.”

They both laughed at that, their bodies shaking with mirth against me. We fell into silence again, the gentle sound of the water and the soft hum of the magelight filling the air.

I looked around, my eyes taking in the blue glow of the orbs, the steam rising from the hot springs. It was peaceful, serene. The perfect setting for what we’d just shared.

“You know,” Diane started, her voice thoughtful. “I think we’ve been blessed by Aquana.”

Her words caught me off guard, and I turned to look at her, my brow furrowed in question. “What do you mean?”

She was looking at me, her sapphire eyes serious. “I think Aquana blessed us because of what we did here. The connection we shared, the pleasure… It felt divine.”

“So… we were blessed?” I murmured. I didn’t feel any different.

“Yeah, of course, silly!” Diane purred, winning a giggle from Leigh. “What do you think those elven rituals are that everyone’s been joking about? How do you think the elves worship Aquana?”

I frowned for a moment. “By fucking?”

She grinned and gave me a playful nudge. “By making love, yes!”

At that, Leigh chuckled. “That’s the truth,” she said. “And I reckon we earned Aquana’s blessing in full today…”

"Still," I said, raking my beauties with hungry eyes. "We'd best do everything we can to make sure we've truly earned that blessing."

Giggling, the girls exchanged naughty glances, knowing well what I meant…


Chapter 35

The next morning, I awoke fresh and well-rested. Beside me, Leigh and Diane still slept soundly, exhausted from our passionate exertions in the Inner Sanctum the night before. Careful not to disturb them, I dressed and slipped outside into the fresh morning air.

I was eager to try out my new spell and see if the domesticant bound as a familiar would be as useful as I anticipated it would be, so after washing up in a nearby stream, I returned to our camp.

With a murmur of focus, I summoned forth a domesticant spirit with a spectral whisking of air. I always had to smile when I saw it with its bedsheet-ghost like appearance and those twinkling eyes looking up at me. The cheerful creature hovered before me and chirped, awaiting instruction.

I immediately cast the Bind Familiar spell on the domesticant, and as I did so, I felt a deep connection to the chirpy little creature’s energy. I was down 21 out of my 25 mana in one go — 6 for the domesticant and 15 for the Bind Familiar spell — but I was hoping it’d be worth it.

I uttered the arcane words imprinted in my consciousness, weaving strands of mystical energy between us. The domesticant chirped happily as the spell locked it in service to me.

At my mental command, the spectral servant immediately set to work tidying our belongings and stowing gear with uncanny efficiency. Meanwhile, I rekindled our firepit and prepared a humble breakfast from the provisions we had purchased for the road back. The smell of frying eggs and steaming tea eventually roused Leigh and Diane from the tent.

“Mornin’ handsome!” Leigh greeted me huskily, giving my shoulder a squeeze before accepting a mug of fragrant tea.

Diane murmured a drowsy greeting as well as she emerged from the tent, fox ears twitching as she took in the domesticant’s industrious efforts. I smiled, bidding them both a good morning.

Over a simple meal of eggs, bread, and berries, talk turned to departure plans. The Aquana Festival was winding to a close this morning. Many pilgrims had already packed up and prepared to embark on the journey home in one big procession for safety. They were already gathering at the edges of the festival grounds. Soon we would join them, returning to our remote homestead and familiar daily rhythms.

“It will be nice to sleep in an actual bed again,” Diane remarked. “As much as I’ve enjoyed our days here.”

Leigh nodded agreement, though her forlorn expression hinted she would miss the festivities. I too felt a touch of melancholy at leaving this temporary community and its wonders. But the homestead awaited, and I was equally eager to get back home and check on our crops.

Once breakfast was finished, we worked in easy tandem to take down our tent and load up our backpacks. The domesticant continued bustling about, swift and tireless as it gathered any overlooked items. Soon our humble camp was dismantled, with nothing left to signify our presence save flattened grass.

All around us, the other pilgrims were doing the same. The mood was easy and friendly, although a lot of people struggled with hangovers or lack of sleep.

Shouldering packs, we joined the trickle of pilgrims making their way towards town. I glanced back wistfully at the mist-wreathed vale, knowing these sights must hold us for another year. But the memories we’d forged would sustain us in the days ahead.

“Who knows what next year’s festival will bring,” I mused aloud.

Leigh gave me a playful nudge. “Why, yes indeed! You’ll have to win us another peek at that gorgeous Inner Sanctum,” she teased with a suggestive wink that made me chuckle.

Diane swatted her arm lightly, feigning offense, and I laughed and shook my head. When my mind drifted to the things we had done there, my skin began tingling. I shifted focus back to the journey to stop myself from getting any more distracted.

The journey back from the festival site to Gladdenfield Outpost stretched long ahead of us as we joined the pilgrims heading back and departed the now quieting and emptying vale. Though the winding forest trail was familiar from our initial pilgrimage, it felt new again now, and I was thankful for the procession to lead the way, as I hadn’t memorized the route that well in all the excitement of coming here for the first time.

Despite the miles, our spirits were buoyed by reminiscing about the week’s adventures and wonders. Laughter echoed between us as Leigh dramatically reenacted moments etched fondly in our memories — the catkin acrobats’ death-defying flips, the comedian’s ridiculous impersonations, the bard’s ballads, and Anwick’s two defeats — favorites among us all.

The vibrant wilderness enfolding the trail entranced us anew with its marvels unveiled in solitude. Diane paused frequently to point out exotic fauna, edible herbs, and glimpses of scenic vistas through the soaring trees. We took them in with joy, and I felt alive once again as we journeyed, although my desire to see home again had become a palpable thing.

When weariness set in, we would pause beside the burbling creek to soak our sore feet in the bracing water and refresh ourselves. With such a throng of pilgrims, there was always somebody taking a break. Watching schools of minnows flit in the shallows brought tranquil interludes between the miles.

Every now and then, kits or children would approach me, recognizing me from the gauntlet, the tournament, or both, and they would ask for my autograph. I was becoming something of a celebrity…

During a sparse and light dinner, the young ones were soon distracted by my domesticant, which turned out to be really good at entertaining kids. Simply by existing, floating about, and giving its happy chirping, it got barrels of laughter. Since it was a cute little ghost-like creature, they lovingly dubbed it ‘Ghostie,’ and the name stuck with us as well.

After heartening breaks, we quickened our pace until we crested the last familiar hill. Below, Gladdenfield’s sturdy walls greeted us. A steady throng of pilgrims flowed into the town, and smoke rose from chimneys, promising hearths and hot meals.

The guards hailed us jovially by name and waved us through the gates without hesitation. Despite the lateness, the lively streets remained abustle with travelers and enthusiastic reunions after the festival’s dispersal. But the mood was not as outrageously festive as it had been before — people had had their fill of feasting, and everybody was looking forward to heading home.

Winding through the cheerful chaos, familiar facades emerged until finally Leigh’s beloved shop rose into view, just as we had left it. Smiling, Leigh led us into the cozy seclusion of her home above the store, and as she rekindled the hearthfire, Diane and I shed our burdens and damp boots by the door. Ghostie, the domesticant, buzzed around and chirped happily, lending a hand wherever it was necessary.

Soon enough, the cozy space was filled with dancing firelight and the aroma of simmering meats brimming with forest mushrooms and herbs — a late-evening complement to our earlier, sparse roadside meal. We would go home tomorrow — it was too late now — and we were all looking forward to a quiet night by the fire after such an exuberant time.

We lingered late over hearty helpings, our travel-worn bodies and spirits restored by Leigh’s hospitality. When at last we found our bed — all three of us in Leigh’s bed was a little snug, but no one seemed to mind — sleep came swiftly.

Well… after a little bit of nighttime activity, of course.


Chapter 36

I awoke slowly to pale sunlight shimmering through the curtains of Leigh’s bedroom. For a moment, I simply lay there, letting memories of the incredible Aquana Festival replay through my mind. The days of music, feasting, and passion spent with Leigh and Diane had been utterly unforgettable.

Beside me, Leigh still slept, golden hair splayed over the pillow. On my other side, Diane began to stir, her velvety ear brushing my cheek. I smiled, cherishing these moments together before Diane and I would head back to the homestead. Saying goodbye to Leigh — even though it would only be temporarily — was not something I was looking forward to. I found that my mind was already at work trying to come up with ways to keep her around.

Soon Leigh too awoke, gifting me with a sleepy smile when she found me watching her fondly. “Mornin’ darlin’,” she murmured, voice still husky with sleep. “I hope you got some rest after the busy week — and night — we’ve had.” Her hand idly traced along my chest.

I chuckled. “I certainly slept well thanks to present company.”

Diane hummed agreement, nuzzling drowsily into me. I reveled in their feminine warmth a while longer before gently disentangling. Lazing about was great, but I was really looking forward to seeing the homestead again. Humming a song, Leigh joined me while Diane decided to laze a bit longer.

Down in the cozy kitchen, Leigh and I made fluffy pancakes along with sizzling sausages, figuring we would all need a fulfilling morning meal. The domesticant, which had spent its night in the kitchen, joined us happily, chirping and bustling about as it helped.

Leigh and I laughed and joked as we made breakfast together, and it was hard to keep my hands off Leigh in her delicious little nightgown — the same one she’d worn when she, Diane, and I had had our first little menage.

Diane soon joined us, drawn by the mouthwatering scents. We ate leisurely amidst easy conversation, simply enjoying these final shared moments together.

Over steaming mugs of rich coffee, talk turned to our imminent departure. “We’ll load up the Jeep,” I said to Diane. “Is there anything we need from town before we continue on to the homestead?”

Diane shook her head, setting down her mug. “We have plenty of supplies back home,” she said. “Enough to last us until we make another trip to sell the surplus from farming, fishing, trapping, and your brewing activities. I think the first harvest of potatoes is due soon!”

I smiled, looking forward to that. With the help of my permanently bound domesticant, it would be easy enough. “Yeah,” I said, smiling at Leigh. “Looks like we’ll be coming back soon with lots of stuff to sell.”

Leigh smiled softly. “I ain’t gonna lie, David,” she said. “You two can’t come back soon enough. I reckon I’ll miss you.”

I smiled and took her hand in mine. “Then why not drop by?” I said. “You can come see the homestead. You’ll love it.”

She lit up at that. “Well, there’s an invitation I ain’t gonna decline!”

Diane clapped her hands. “Yeah! Why don’t you come over and check the place out? You can close up shop and have a little vacation by the banks of the Silverthread.”

Leigh considered it for a moment. “A few days… I don’t know,” she hummed. “Folks’ll miss me. Or… well, they’ll miss the shop!”

“Oh, come on!” Diane exclaimed. “There’s the markets, the traveling traders. You can be missed for a few days, can’t you? If you drop by in a few days, you can pick up the harvest as well!”

Leigh touched her plump lip with her finger as she considered it. “Alright,” she said at last. “I suppose if I give my customers a heads-up it should work. And I have been dyin’ to see this place of yours. But just for one night!”

“Then it’s settled,” I said, and she laughed and nodded. We worked out the details over breakfast, and truth be told, I was really looking forward to showing Leigh around the homestead.

After breakfast, we got dressed and began gathering our belongings strewn around Leigh’s cozy apartment, preparing to depart Gladdenfield Outpost. Leigh’s bright chatter couldn’t fully mask her wistfulness at our leave-taking. I could tell the gregarious shopkeeper would feel our absence. We had really bonded over the past days.

When we finally stood arrayed by the door with packs on our backs, Leigh became suddenly misty-eyed. She engulfed Diane in a heartfelt embrace. “You take good care of yourself out there!” Leigh entreated. Diane returned the hug fiercely, vowing that she would.

Then it was my turn. Leigh clung to me tightly before drawing back to caress my cheek. “I sure am gonna miss you two,” she admitted tremulously. “This ol’ shop will feel empty without you.”

“We’ll miss you, too, Leigh,” I said. “But we’ll see you…”

Before I could finish my sentence, she had pressed her lips to mine and began kissing me with passion. My eyes widened for a moment, and then I returned the kiss. When she finally drew back, she was a little teary-eyed.

Of course, I didn’t like seeing her like this, but it was happy proof of what we were starting to mean to one another. With Diane, I felt very sure of our love, and I knew she would be with me for the rest of our days. Leigh — through all her good cheer and bubbliness — was a little harder to gauge. I was sure that what we had wasn’t a one-time thing, but it was nice to see — and feel — confirmation.

And in my heart, I knew I would have to find a way to make sure we could all be seeing a lot more of each other. And it was only a twenty-minute drive, after all…

I smiled and tucked a blonde lock behind her ear. “We’ll see you in a few days, Leigh.”

“Uh-huh,” Diane said, her voice soft and sympathetic. “We need the time to tidy up!”

Leigh laughed at that joke, and the mood was lightened a little. With final farewells, Diane and I turned and headed into the streets of Gladdenfield Outpost. Already, the little town was much more quiet than it had been yesterday, and there was a steady stream of pilgrims, vehicles, beasts of burden, and carriages leaving town.

With a smile, I placed my arm around Diane’s shoulder and pulled her along to the alley where we’d parked the Jeep.

“On the road again,” I sang, making Diane both wince at my false singing and chuckle at the same time.
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The peaceful drive home afforded Diane and me the opportunity to process all that had transpired during the incredible festival as the open frontier rolled by.

Diane stared out the window at the world rolling by us and gave a happy sigh. “What an incredible week that was at the festival,” she said. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget the beautiful rituals and dances. It was amazing to see that side of elven culture.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It really was an eye-opening experience. And so much fun — especially in the Inner Sanctum.”

She laughed and gave me a playful swat on the arm, but she nodded her agreement as well as she blushed a little. “I never experienced anything like that before…”

I grinned and patted her on the thigh. “Well, I’m happy I could share it with you.”

She shot me a radiant look, her cheeks still a little flustered. “Me too!” she said.

I shot her a look, feeling my excitement rise. "Maybe you would like to try it next it?"

Chuckling, she turned red and bit her lap. "Maybe," she hummed, drawing out the word. Then, she was silent for a moment before she looked at me again. “What do you think Leigh thought of it all?”

“I’d say she had a good time,” I said and smiled.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, grinning, “but as in… you know… Do you think she wants to be… well, a part of us?”

It took me a moment to process that question. She was, of course, referring to the Tannorian custom of the harem, which the humans called an ‘elven marriage’, and which she had shown an interest in before. I still had to get used to the idea myself, but having shared these days with Leigh and Diane, I could honestly say that I would like it.

“I would say so,” I said. “I mean, she’s been spending so much time with us, and she’s laying it on pretty thickly that she enjoys it.” I was silent for a moment as I navigated the Jeep past a convoy of elves leading their beasts of burden along. “I’ll talk to her,” I continued when the road was clear again. I think the time has come to see if we can’t take the relationship to the next level, so to speak.”

Diane nodded, a beatific smile on her lips. She was silent for a bit after that before she turned to me again. “You know, David,” she began, “I was really scared for you when you signed up for that tournament.”

I smiled broadly, remembering how she had suddenly lashed out at the other participants, threatening all sorts of grueling torture if they hurt me. “I noticed,” I said. “I know my participation in the fighting tournament was a bit intense. How are you feeling about everything you witnessed in the arena?”

Diane pressed her lips into a thin line. “I’ll admit,” she said. “It was jarring to see you in combat. You’re good at it — I won’t deny that — but I love to see you safe.”

“Don’t worry,” I told her. “My heart lies along much more peaceful paths with you, not in harming others. But…” I raised a finger and shot her a crooked grin before returning my attention to the road. “I might go on a little adventure every now and then. There’s just so much to discover out here!”

Diane licked her lips and smiled as she sat back in her seat. “Well, boys will be boys, I suppose,” she hummed.

I could tell that she liked it when I indicated I would seek out a little excitement every now and then — even if it didn’t fully agree with her preference for safety. But what is a journey without the boat getting rocked a little along the way?

“I’ll likely ask you to come along,” I said with a smile, and I could see that satisfied her.

After that, we reminisced fondly about the Aquana Festival, recalling beautiful rituals, wild dancing into the night, and unexpected sides of one another revealed far from our daily lives.

As our conversation lapsed into easy silence, I simply enjoyed Diane’s soothing presence beside me while I navigated the rough road out here, turning onto the trail at the cottonwood tree.

When our secluded valley finally came into view, I let out a contented breath, shoulders loosening. This humble plot between the trees represented sanctuary from loud crowds and strife. Diane gifted me her brilliant smile, recognizing the almost spiritual relief that washed over me as we came back home — and she felt it too. Without words, we had returned to the still point around which our world turned.

I parked the dusty Jeep beneath the rustling trees and stepped down into profound silence, so different from the cacophony of the Aquana Festival still echoing in memory — however enjoyable. Diane came to slip her arms around my waist, sharing this moment of profound homecoming. After that, we did a quick lap of our property, finding everything in order. The domesticant hobbled after us, cheering happily as it surveyed its new home.

Unloading gear onto the worn planks of the cabin’s porch reoriented me further. Each familiar habit and rhythm of our self-reliant existence was a balm, grounding us after days of indulgence and tumult. Together, Diane and I fell easily back into our domestic routine.

Over a humble but heartening lunch of wild greens, smoked trout, and bread, lighter talk turned to hopes for coming days upon the land — crops to cultivate, new skills to hone, simple wholesome tasks that lent meaning to solitude.

After tidying up from the meal, Diane lingered over a steaming cup of tea by the kitchen counter, gaze distant. I sensed she was still processing all that had occurred during our time away in Gladdenfield and at the festival. I gave her space for contemplation.

As for me? Well, I was eager to get to work again… And there was still a whole afternoon left.


Chapter 37

Eager to do some work, I headed out to inspect my fledgling garden and see how my crops were faring. I stepped outside into the golden light and inhaled the loamy scents of the wilderness, and it felt like coming home.

My diligent domesticant, Ghostie, floated after me, chirping happily as its round, black eyes took in the garden. I could instruct it mentally, but I still found myself saying, “Come on, Ghostie, let’s have a look around.”

Together, we crossed the short distance from the cabin to my raised garden beds for the alchemical herbs. I was most interested to find out how they had been doing.

Kneeling amidst the dark, moist soil, I first examined the Wispsilk. Delicate seedlings were just peeking from the earth, their nascent leaves covered in ethereal down. Heartened to see them emerging, I gently watered the thirsty sprouts with care. With time and tending, they would yield the leaves so useful for alchemical bindings.

Next, I inspected the Magebread flowers, drawn by their enticing aroma. The blossoms had opened wide to the afternoon warmth, revealing flashes of glittering pollen within. Soon, their petals would yield traces of concentrated mana nectar. Their healthy growth pleased me; they had done well during our absence.

I also checked on the Thauma Roots, using my trowel to gently shift the soil and expose several plump, gnarled roots. Faint violet light still pulsed within their coarse flesh, signaling the latent magical essence waiting to be extracted alchemically. A few required harvesting, but I would get to that later. For now, I wanted to inspect the rest of the farm.

So far, our main crop was the moonlight potatoes, and they seemed to be doing well, having grown at an exceptional rate thanks to their magical imbuement. Their tubers were just peeking out from the loamy soil. I examined each plant carefully, gently brushing away dirt to inspect the developing tubers.

The enchanted potatoes grew well in moonlight, and as a result, their mystical growth was accelerated compared to normal crops. Between that and the work of my minor spirits — one with Woodland affinity to accelerate growth further and one with Earth affinity to make the soil extra fertile — they were ready for harvest.

No mundane cultivation could match this. Row by row, I inspected the vines, thrilled to see the moon-kissed tubers proliferating rapidly beneath the dark soil. There were a lot of them, and we would be able to feed ourselves on them and sell or trade the rest for a little more varied diet. Potatoes were delicious, but I required a little more than just potatoes.

When the thorough inspections were finally complete, I mentally tasked Ghostie to water the alchemical garden — might as well make efficient use of the little domesticant. Having this mystical servant to assist with menial tasks amplified my own productivity considerably.

As it worked, I inspected the remainder of the plants and the fence. There had been some nibbling and burrowing at the edge of the field, ruining a small part of the harvest, and I resolved to solve that problem by having the domesticant patrol the plot at night to keep out any critters and pests.

Inspection complete, I stepped back and surveyed the garden beds and cultivated lands around the simple cabin with immense satisfaction. Since my arrival in this valley, the once wild and overgrown plots had been transformed through dedication and toil into orderly rows of crops and alchemical herbs.

It was deeply fulfilling to stand as witness to the literal fruits of patience, care, and applied mystical knowledge manifesting so tangibly before my eyes. And this was just the beginning — we had seeds for fast-growing tomatoes and onions ready to go.

Guided by my summoning abilities and intuitive connection to the valley’s natural bounty, together with Diane’s invaluable assistance, we would cultivate something sustainable and prospering here in this previously untamed world.

Up next, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and headed out to check on the traps and snares I had left around the homestead. Before we had set out to the Aquana Festival, I had made sure they were all disarmed — after all, it would be a waste to catch something and then leave it in the trap for a week. I had no objections to hunting, trapping, and fishing, but I did want to make sure that everything I caught would be used well.

Whistling and taking joy and pride in my work, I reset the traps and snares, repairing them where necessary and applying my Trapping skill several times.

Once I had completed this task, I returned to the cabin. Diane’s radiant smile of greeting welcomed me as I emerged from the garden’s edge.

“Everything’s looking good!” I told her.

“I’ll say,” she said, shooting me a wink.

I laughed at that, giving her a kiss on the lips as I headed to the edge of the river to wash the grime of honest work from my forearms. Once clean, I drew Diane’s slender frame close to steal a lingering kiss of affection. Our lips clung together sweetly, both of us simply enjoying these simple yet profound pleasures our shared dedication and labors had brought about.

“How about a nice early dinner and a night by the fire?” Diane suggested.

I nodded. “I think that sounds about as perfect as life is gonna get.”

She grinned and gave me another kiss before heading inside. As Diane turned her attention toward preparing a hearty dinner to replenish our bodies, I retreated to my secluded alchemy laboratory. There was some more inspecting to do. As I walked, I smiled at the sight of the radiant little domesticant watering the potatoes as it happily chirped to itself.

The comfortable interior of my alchemy laboratory with its racks of drying Wispsilk and orderly arrangement of jars and instruments soothed my spirit. I inspected the Wispsilk and found it ready for use, which meant I could make another batch of mana potions soon, as I already had Magebread nectar and Thauma Root pulp.

“Great,” I said to myself, satisfied with the process. I would get started on the next batch soon. It would also help level my Alchemy skill. So far, the effect of that seemed to be an increase in batches — just like higher Trapping skill yielded more catches.

I spent the remainder of the afternoon on the stack of firewood. We were burning lots of it, and the alderwood needed for the smokehouse especially was running out. We had been left a generous supply by the people of the Frontier Division who had made this place ready for us, but there was little left now.

The work wasn’t bad to do; there was a rugged satisfaction in chopping wood. Tomorrow, I would employ the aid of my Summon Minor Spirit spell to make sure some of the local saplings would grow faster — I didn’t want to chop every tree in a mile radius.

Whistling a happy tune, I continued my hard work until the sun’s rays grew weaker. By then, the aroma of a delicious meal was drifting my way, with a gentle plume of smoke rising from the chimney. It was time for dinner.
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The fire crackled merrily in the hearth as I added another log, sending a fresh wave of warmth washing over Diane and me as we relaxed at the small wooden table. Outside, the wind picked up as gentle rain began trickling. But inside our remote cabin, all was snug and serene.

I smiled at Diane as she sat sipping a mug of steaming chamomile tea across from me. Her brilliant sapphire eyes shone in the firelight. After indulging in a simple but satisfying dinner of venison stew with freshly baked bread to dip, we were both perfectly content.

Ghostie chirped a cheerful tune as it whisked around the cozy space, tidying up the meal’s remains with swift, spectral hands.

“Oh,” Diane hummed as Ghostie swept past her. “This is such a quality-of-life improvement.”

I chuckled and nodded. We had had no trouble doing our work ourselves, but that didn’t mean an extra pair of hands wasn’t welcome — especially if the owner of those hands never complained and was always ready to work.

With her mug drained, Diane rose gracefully to slice us each a generous piece of the berry pie she had prepared earlier. I watched her affectionately, admiring her nimble grace. Soon she returned bearing two heaping slices on tin plates. The tart-sweet fragrance made my mouth water.

“This looks absolutely delicious,” I remarked sincerely, picking up my fork.

Diane smiled, peering at me through dark lashes. “I certainly hope you enjoy it. We got lucky to forage so many berries! And I figured I could make jam… but well… Pie!” She took a delicate bite and closed her eyes blissfully.

I chuckled and dug in heartily. The filling was perfectly sweet-tart, complemented by the tender, flaky crust.

We ate in comfortable silence for several minutes, simply savoring the treat. The only sounds were the merry crackling of the hearth and Ghostie’s faint chirping as it tidied the kitchen area. Diane and I traded frequent glances and smiles across the table.

As I polished off the last morsels, I sat back with a satisfied sigh. “That hit the spot perfectly. You never cease to amaze me with your skill in the kitchen.”

Diane’s fox ears twitched happily at the praise. “Thank you!” she hummed. “I try.” She shot me a loving wink as she began gathering up our empty plates.

“Leave them,” I laughed. “Ghostie doesn’t mind doing the work.”

She covered her mouth for a moment. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I completely forgot. Of course!”

I took her hand and pulled her onto my lap, and she gave a happy giggle as she settled there. “Why don’t we just relax by the fire tonight and let Ghostie take care of things here?”

“Hmm,” she hummed. “That sounds… perfect.”

Neither of us minded the work, honestly. And domestic duty could feel pleasantly intimate at times. However, it was also great to just relax, and after a long day of travel and looking after the crops, that was what I was in the mood for. I drew Diane close for a long, sweet kiss, then led her over to the fire, where we sat down on the braided rug.

“This was a perfect evening,” I said, caressing her velvety cheek. “Just the time together we needed.” Diane snuggled against my chest with a contented sigh.

“Oh yes, I cherish our quiet nights in,” she agreed softly. “The delicious meal, the fire’s glow… What more could I ask for?” Diane tilted her face up for another lingering kiss.

I indulged her before we settled comfortably before the flames; Diane nestled between my legs and leaning back against my chest. I wrapped my arms snugly around her slender frame. Ghostie drifted over to add another log to the fire before vanishing to tidy the loft.

We exchanged idle chatter as we relaxed in the warmth and watched the flames dance. Diane pointed out shapes she discerned in the shifting blaze — soaring birds, prancing deer, leaves fluttering in the wind. I smiled and held her close, occasionally nuzzling into her velvety hair to place tender kisses atop her head.

Gradually our talk lapsed into a cozy silence, broken at times by Diane humming a song. My eyelids grew heavy watching the hypnotic flames. But I fought off sleepiness, desiring to savor every moment with Diane. Moments of connection like this sustained us, and I had missed them sorely in my previous life in New Springfield.

After a time, Diane craned her head back to smile softly up at me. “I know it’s still early, but would you care to head up to bed, my love?” Her brilliant eyes were full of promise.

I grinned and stole another kiss. “With you? Of course. Just let me take care of the… Oh no, Ghostie can do that.” Hand in hand, we ascended to our cozy loft chamber as I issued Ghostie the mental command to watch the fire and let it extinguish before heading outside to guard the plots.

Upstairs, Diane welcomed me eagerly into her arms. We traded slow, passionate kisses as I ran my fingers through her dark tresses, scratching behind her soft furry ears as her tail played with me under the blanket. I relished the velvet softness of her lips moving with mine.

Guiding Diane onto her back, I trailed kisses down her neck as she sighed my name, fingers tangled in my hair. I worshipped every inch of her with reverent devotion. And tonight, I would take my time savoring her fully.

Our tender passions escalated steadily as we gave ourselves to one another, the rest of the world falling blissfully away. Much later, I held a thoroughly satisfied Diane against me, our limbs entwined beneath the quilts. She nuzzled drowsily under my jaw as I gently stroked her hair, her fox ears tickling me. I listened to her breathing gradually slow and deepen into slumber, a faint smile on her lips.

Before I could drift off myself, I left one last kiss on Diane’s forehead. “Sweet dreams, my love,” I whispered in the flickering darkness. She nestled unconsciously closer in response.

With Diane secure in my arms, I let the comforting weariness claim me at last.


Chapter 38

I awoke from a deep slumber with that deep-down sense of wanting to hop out of bed and get to it. Beside me, Diane still slept soundly, her chest rising and falling rhythmically. Not wanting to disturb her rest, I carefully slid from beneath the quilts and began dressing for the day’s tasks.

I headed downstairs to wash up. After that, I got the stove lit to boil water for coffee. While waiting, I sliced some bread to toast. The familiar routines of the morning were comforting, and my mind was already going over everything I wanted to do today. When I had a moment, I opened the door and called Ghostie in. I had left the little domesticant outside during the night to keep critters off the farm, and it looked like it had worked.

When the coffee finished brewing, I savored the rich aroma as I poured myself a steaming mug. Diane joined me just as I was sitting down to breakfast, yawning and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. I wished her a good morning with a kiss on the cheek before passing her a mug of the invigorating brew. As she sat down and gave a sleepy mewl, Ghostie bustled about her, already cleaning up the crumbs I had left.

We ate a simple meal of toasted bread, fried eggs, and foraged berries. The food and coffee restored my energy and left me eager to get started on the day’s work. Diane said she’d help Ghostie tidy up, leaving me free to go check on the traps and snares.

After gathering my gear and my rifle, I headed out into the golden morning sunshine. A light mist still clung to the meadows bordering the woods. The valley air felt fresh and earthy, hinting at later heat as the sun climbed higher.

I hiked briskly through the forest to the first snare line along a winding creek. Kneeling to check each trap carefully, I found two plump rabbits which would make a nice stew. Resetting the empty snares took precision, but I worked efficiently.

Farther along the path, I checked a small trap I had set and found a single quail inside. My Trapping skill continued providing good luck in the hunt. The supplement of fresh game was crucial to vary our diet, and we got good coin for feathers and furs in town.

Approaching the next clearing, I suddenly caught a glimpse of tawny fur through the brush — likely a fox, at least two years old judging by its size. It was a rare sight, and I merely glimpsed it from afar before moving on. It snuffled around the undergrowth before hopping away, and I was left in awe at the sight of the beautiful creature.

As I looped back around toward the cabin, I reset the empty snares along the game trails. Overall it had been a productive early morning trapline check. I looked forward to cooking up the rabbits with Diane.

Arriving back at the cabin, I found Diane fussing with the fish nets and getting ready for a day by the river. Her fox ears perked up happily at my approach. After greeting me with a tender kiss, she fetched a bucket so I could clean and dress the fresh game by the riverbank. I smiled, enjoying our easy domestic rhythm together.

With the rabbits cleaned, I stoked up the fireplace and began chopping carrots, potatoes, onions, and garlic to add to the bubbling pot. I’d get a good stew going, which would be ready for tonight. Meanwhile, Ghostie made busy around the cabin. I could already see the difference from before: the place was immaculate. Before long, mouthwatering aromas of my stew filled the cozy cabin.

Leaving the stew to simmer, I checked up on Diane again. She was busy fishing, and she had already caught several trout. We enjoyed lunch together on the rocks, overlooking the clean water of the Silverthread as it cascaded away from our little place on Earth.

After a hearty lunch, I felt renewed energy flow through my limbs, ready to accomplish more tasks. There were several left — harvesting the potatoes and the Thauma Roots and making the next batch of potions foremost among them — but considering Diane’s catch, one job took precedence: we needed more firewood for the smokehouse.

Before I got to work, I performed the requisite maintenance on my axe. First, I cleaned the axe head thoroughly, making sure there was no wood matter or dirt anywhere. When that was done, I oiled up the sharpening stone and got to work sharpening the blade. I used the rough side of the stone first to make circular passes across the bit on both sides until all nicks, chips, and dents were gone. After that, I refined the edge on both sides with the finer side of the sharpening stone, using a few drops of oil.

With maintenance done, I began work in earnest. Hefting the axe, I embraced the vigorous exercise and the satisfaction of seeing the woodpile grow. This was rewarding work that kept the homestead functioning. Pausing to wipe my brow, I gazed out at the sun-dappled valley that was now home. Its beauty stirred my spirit.

The rhythmic chopping receded into the background as my mind wandered. I thought of life back in crowded, noisy New Springfield and how hollow it all seemed compared to the fulfillment of this frontier life. Sure, I had had good times, but ever since the Upheaval had happened, I had never lost the feeling that there was a whole world out there that I was missing out on.

And now, with my Class and with the support of the Frontier Division, I was no longer missing out. I was free, independent, making my own way with my loved ones, and my family would only grow.

Stacking the split logs neatly once my muscles grew pleasantly weary again, I decided to take another short rest before turning to other tasks. I stretched my back and took a few gulps of cool water. Reinvigorated, I mulled over what to do next. I was eager to get to brewing potions, but that was the task with the lowest priority — yes, it needed to be done before we’d trade in town again, but that wasn’t going to be very soon.

Truth was, I still had more firewood to chop, so I picked up the axe and swung it in steady, even strokes, further adding to the neat piles of split logs. The repetitive motions were meditative, allowing my thoughts to drift. Birdsong and the thunk of blade meeting wood kept me company.

When I had another sizable batch of firewood ready, I stacked it carefully with the rest. Stepping back, I surveyed my progress approvingly. Our homestead would have ample fuel, and the smokehouse would keep smoking for a while thanks to my efforts.

Wiping my dusty palms on my trousers, I turned back to the remaining unsplit logs. There was still time to continue replenishing our firewood reserves. The work brought deep satisfaction. I hefted the axe and resumed methodically chopping.

My muscles soon warmed to the familiar motions again. The sharp tang of split wood filled the air as I worked up a good sweat. Though the labor left my limbs pleasantly weary, I drove myself to keep my focus and maintain a steady pace through the late morning hours.

When the blisters began forming, I knew it was time for a longer respite. I rolled my shoulders to work out the kinks. The impressive pile of neatly stacked firewood testified to a productive few hours of determined chopping.

As I stretched my back and sipped water from my canteen, I gazed out at the sun-kissed valley, feeling contentment wash over me. Just then, the rumbling sound of a heavy engine reached my ears over the usual valley birdsong. It seemed a visitor was approaching along the winding trail to our remote cabin.

Wiping my hands, I turned curiously toward the sound, interested to see who would be emerging from the forest.


Chapter 39

As the vehicle slowly approached, I tensed, unsure of who would be arriving at our remote homestead. Diane had heard it too. Fox ears perked, she came up from the banks of the Silverthread and drew closer to me, her body tense as her sharp eyes followed the truck’s progress down the winding trail.

It was an unmarked truck, and I nodded at Diane. “Can you get my rifle, baby?” I asked, thinking it was better to be safe than sorry.

She replied with a nod and darted off. Meanwhile, I kept my eyes on the vehicle as it rolled closer. With the shadows cast by the canopy, it was impossible to make out whoever was inside. Diane was back in a moment, and the weight of the rifle in my hands was reassuring. I thanked her with a nod as the truck came closer still.

When it finally rolled to a stop on our property, a familiar face stepped out — none other than Caldwell himself! Relief washed over me at the sight of the man who had recruited me to this new life on the frontier. He stepped out of the truck and brushed off his suit — impeccable as always — as his steel-gray eyes settled on me and Diane.

“Caldwell, welcome!” I called out in greeting, striding over to shake his hand firmly, the rifle still in my other hand. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

Beside me, Diane relaxed her guarded posture and allowed a small smile now that she recognized our visitor.

“Good to see you again, David,” Caldwell returned warmly as he shook my hand. His sharp gaze drifted to the rifle. “Vigilant, I see. Good.”

I smiled. “They don’t call it the Wilds for nothing.”

He chuckled as his keen eyes swept appraisingly over the tidy homestead. “I was impressed to hear how swiftly you and Miss Whikksie have gotten settled in here and begun shaping the land.” His eyes returned to us. “They sing your praises in Gladdenfield, you know? Especially the shopkeeper.” He raised an eyebrow. “What was her name again?”

“Leigh,” I said, smiling.

A knowing grin spread on his lips, and he gave a nod. “Indeed. But this place is looking good. I see I made no mistake when picking you.”

Diane inclined her head graciously. “David has worked very hard, and this frontier life suits him,” she replied.

“Clearly so!” Caldwell chuckled. He turned back to me. “I apologize for arriving unannounced, but I was in Gladdenfield and something came up that required me to come down. I hope you don’t mind if I impose for a conversation?”

“You’re welcome anytime,” I assured him. In truth, I was eager to update Caldwell on all Diane and I had accomplished. “Please, come inside and make yourself comfortable. Stay for dinner if you like. We’re having stew.”

“Hm,” he hummed. “Well, I certainly won’t decline that invitation.”

Leading him into the cozy cabin, I quickly stoked up the fire against the evening chill that would soon come. Meanwhile, Diane politely offered Caldwell a chair at the wooden table before hurrying to portion out three bowls of the venison stew we had prepared for dinner. I poured mugs of cool water to accompany the meal.

Soon we were all seated and digging in hungrily. The stew’s rich flavors elicited an approving hum from Caldwell as he ate. Across from me, Diane flashed a subtly pleased smile at our guest’s enjoyment of her cooking.

“So, David,” Caldwell began. “Please, tell me about the skills you’ve developed on the frontier so far.”

“Well,” I replied. “I’ve learned a lot about farming, hunting, trapping, and fishing to provide food. We’ve been mostly self-sufficient.” I looked at Diane, and she nodded vehemently.

“I’ve been focused on fishing,” she said. “We’ve also been foraging for berries, roots, and herbs. But to be honest, David hasn’t needed much guidance. To tell you the truth, Caldwell, I think he would’ve made it out here without me easily.”

“It would’ve been less fun, though,” I said around a mouthful of food.

She laughed and gave me a playful nudge that said we were more than friends, and I was fairly sure that Caldwell’s knowing smile said he noticed.

“Very good,” Caldwell said. “It’s clear you two are swiftly developing the self-sufficiency needed to thrive out here. Being able to live off the land is absolutely crucial on the frontier.”

“It’s definitely been a big adjustment,” I agreed. “But also deeply rewarding. We can see real progress, and it’s a good life.”

Diane nodded, her eyes shining with happiness. “Mmhmm, I agree completely!”

Caldwell smiled. “And I’ve been to Gladdenfield Outpost before I came down here. If I understand correctly, David, I must congratulate you on a victory in the Gauntlet Run. That was mighty impressive for someone so new to the frontier. You showed true grit and determination.”

I laughed. “Thanks,” I said. “I… uh, it was a case of sudden-onset competitiveness…”

He grinned. “The same thing that made you fight valiantly — and prevail — in the grand melee tournament at the Aquana Festival as well. Is that right?”

I chuckled, feeling a little put on the spot, but Diane quickly chipped in. “He did!” she exclaimed, beaming as she looked at me full of affection. “You should’ve seen it. He wiped the floor with the competition, and without being a bully about it!”

I smiled thankfully at her. “It was an honor to compete against so many skilled fighters there,” I said. “The arena battles were incredible tests of combat prowess.”

“Indeed,” Caldwell agreed. “My little birdies told me the crowds were impressed. You are something of a celebrity in Gladdenfield Outpost now, and surely the dwarves of Ironfast will remember your name as well.”

“They did seem to enjoy the action,” I said. “Though it was a rough fight — especially the last round. I was fortunate to prevail.”

“Nonsense,” Caldwell said. “You showed grit and determination, and you won. A rare victory for… a mage Class?” He perked an eyebrow at that, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“A Frontier Summoner…” he mused softly. “It has been a while since we saw a Class like that, David. It explains why I felt your energy calling out amid the drab masses of New Springfield. It is a unique and powerful Class, and I understand well that it needed a ritual to awaken. Very few manage to unlock such a Class on their own.”

I leaned in, interested. “So… I was this all my life.”

He gave a solemn nod. “Indeed.”

Diane shot me a happy look as if her suspicions were confirmed. “All that was needed was something to rouse your talent,” she said.

Caldwell gave her an agreeing nod. “Now,” he said, glancing down at his bowl of stew, “I’ll cease harrying you for a moment. Let us eat. Such a delightful meal should not be allowed to go cold. I happen to have brought a fine whiskey from the city, pre-Upheaval, and I suggest we enjoy it as we continue the conversation after dinner.”

I grinned. “Well, sounds like a plan to me.”

With a smile and a nod, he attacked his meal with gusto, and Diane and I followed suit.
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“Level four, huh,” Caldwell mused as he poured us both a twenty-six-year-old Glenfiddich. When I sampled it, the sharp and delicious taste went deep and made me exhale with a sigh.

“Such swift advancement is rare, David,” Caldwell continued. “Especially among the homesteaders. And a Summoner! How fascinating. I suspected your affinity for magic meant a special Class awaited you. With training, your mystical energies will only continue to grow.”

With a twinkle of amusement, his steel-gray eyes followed my domesticant as it chirped happily and began cleaning up after our dinner. “And a bound summon already,” he added. “Very good.”

I smiled, watching the domesticant for a moment as Diane sidled onto my lap. “I gained level four after the tournament, and that unlocked the power to bind one of those guys to me,” I said at length. “It’s still new and perplexing, but incredibly exciting. I can’t wait to see how these summoning abilities grow over time.”

Diane gave a happy hum. “David’s talents are already proving so helpful around the homestead. His minor spirits keep the soil fertile and help the crops grow!”

“Splendid!” Caldwell said after savoring his whiskey. “Well, it certainly seems you two are thriving out here. I had expected the two of you would do well, but you seem to be doing even better than I had expected.”

“It’s been a big adjustment but deeply rewarding,” I agreed after swallowing a mouthful. “We feel a sense of purpose shaping this land with our own hands. It’s possible to see real progress.”

Beside me, Diane made a soft sound of agreement, her eyes shining.

When Caldwell asked about my summoning abilities, I proudly described some of the nature spirits I had manifested to aid our work.

“Well, like Diane said, I’ve been able to manifest some minor nature spirits to help with chores around the homestead,” I explained. “Earth spirits enrich the soil, and Woodland spirits help the plants grow. My skills are still new, but regular practice is yielding tangible results. In addition, I can summon domesticants like Ghostie here…” I nodded in the direction of the ghost-like creature that was working hard in the kitchen. “And I also have a spell that allows me to summon a guardian, although I’ve not had much use for that yet.”

Caldwell’s eyes glittered with interest. “Fascinating!” he remarked. “I’m very eager to see how you develop these nascent mystical talents. And I’m sure your guardian will find purpose.”

Over our second round, the conversation turned to hopes for expanding the homestead. “We’d like to clear more pastureland eventually for livestock,” I mentioned. “Diane is really eager to raise goats for milk and wool.”

Diane spoke up eagerly. “Oh yes, having a little herd would be wonderful! I just adore goats.”

Caldwell nodded. “Well, as you grow more self-sufficient, consider trading your surpluses with nearby elven, dwarven, foxkin, or catkin settlements,” he suggested. “It might be worth it to travel to places other than Gladdenfield Outpost. For example, you will get a much better price for produce in the dwarven settlement of Ironfast as they have fewer farmers due to the threats of the Shimmering Peaks and the less fertile soil. And besides mundane livestock, some interesting creatures came to Earth from Tannoris that could be useful as well.”

“Great advice, thank you,” I replied. “We’ll be sure to explore trade once we have excess goods. And I’m very curious about potential Tannorian livestock too.”

Diane could barely contain her excitement. “Ooh, yes,” she hummed. “Leigh knows a lot about Tannorian creatures, being a Beastmaster.”

As we finished the second round, Caldwell savored the taste of his whiskey and sighed with satisfaction.

I grinned. “At this point,” I said, “I’m going to offer you to stay here tonight. We can make a nice spot for you by the fire.” The implication, of course, was that it was unwise to drive after drinking, and I wanted my friend to be safe.

Caldwell raised an eyebrow, apparently confused, and I smiled and nodded at the bottle of whiskey in his hand as he poured us both another. He laughed.

“Oh! I see,” he said, then waved it away. “You are kind, but I must continue my journey this evening. I know a quite effective purge spell to whisk the whiskey from my system, so to say. And I do not fear the things that prowl these Wilds after dark.”

“Teach me that one someday,” I muttered, taking another sip of the fine whiskey.

He laughed. “Perhaps, perhaps! But I must say, David, this land holds such promise for those bold enough to work it. I am proud of how you have embraced the challenge. You represent the future of the frontier.”

I inclined my head, humbled by his high praise. “Thank you, Caldwell.”

He nodded, then grew serious. “There is another reason I came to see you both tonight. I was hoping you might lend me your assistance with a matter that touches closely on our future as the Frontier Division.”

I blinked in surprise. “Of course, anything we can do to help.”

Caldwell’s sharp eyes bore intently into mine. “Good,” he said. “I would not ask if it were not of grave import.”

I met his solemn gaze unflinchingly. “Of course. What do you need us to do?”

Caldwell nodded, looking relieved before taking another swig and leaning back. “Well,” he began, “it’s a bit of a sad story…”


Chapter 40

Caldwell leaned forward, his expression grave as he looked at both me and Diane. “Recently, an elf of great renown and skill approached the Frontier Division seeking aid. He is something of a… controversial figure. No great lover of humanity or non-Tannorian beings, you see.”

I nodded, my eyebrow rising. “Sounds like a charming fellow.”

He chuckled softly. “Indeed. Anyway, this elf came to us desperate for help acquiring something very rare from the Wilds — something he has been unable to procure himself. He promised the Frontier Division access to his very exclusive arcane knowledge if we assist him. And you must understand that this is the kind of knowledge we cannot access through our elven allies in the Coalition. This man works with no one, and he lives — as they say — off the grid.”

“What kind of knowledge are we talking about?” I asked.

“He has access to a warding spell that could allow the Frontier Division to begin sectioning off parts of wilderness for cultivation without the need of building walls and allocating security officers. According to arcane lore, these wards will keep the threats of the Wilds at bay long enough for us to employ a mobile security team.” His gaze intensified. “We could protect ten times the territory we do now. People could leave the city and set out for new places! More freedom!”

It sounded good, like something I would have wanted had I still been in New Springfield or any other Coalition-protected city.

“Who is this mage?” Diane asked hesitantly.

“I am unsure if he is a mage,” Caldwell replied. “He was an eminent teacher at the Thilduirne Arcane Academy, but he chose exile long ago to pursue a simpler life after tragedy hit him. This was shortly before the Upheaval, which destroyed Thilduirne, and he is the only surviving alumnus of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy. All other copies of his knowledge were lost.”

Diane nodded sadly. “There are many such stories from the Upheaval, like that of Talamas-Adaa. The elves especially suffered much, and swaths of Tannoris were destroyed.”

“It is the same with Earth,” Caldwell commented. “The Upheaval created much, but it also destroyed much.”

I nodded slowly, grateful for still being here myself. Things were different for my parents.

Caldwell’s steely gaze bore into mine. “This elf has agreed to reveal his powerful warding spell if we help find what he requires.”

I sat back, turning over this unexpected revelation. Beside me, Diane listened raptly, ears perked.

“What exactly does he require?” I asked.

“He will tell you that himself,” Caldwell said. “He is secretive. Paranoid perhaps, but he is also desperate. What he seeks lies in a place he cannot seem to find, and he needs adventurers to retrieve it for him.”

“So why not employ actual adventurers,” I suggested. “Like Clara out of Gladdenfield?”

Caldwell grinned. “He asked for you specifically.”

“For me?” I blinked, trying to process this. “Why?”

“He asked for the Champion of Aquana,” Caldwell said. “Perhaps it is some kind of elven superstition — maybe he believes you have Aquana’s blessing. But he specifically asked for the man who fought in Lord Vartlebeck’s tourney at the Aquana Festival and won.”

I exchanged a look with Diane, and she seemed as confused as I was.

“You can understand why I am eager to assist this elf,” Caldwell said. “His arcane knowledge could greatly aid the Frontier Division’s purpose.”

I nodded slowly. “What is it you need us to do?”

Caldwell smiled. “Speak with the elf,” he said. “Do not say yes now. Speak with him and make your own assessment. While I am keen to learn his warding spell, I don’t see a reason to jeopardize you or your life. You alone know best what you can do, and if you feel that you can accept his quest, then I would ask you to please do so. But understand you are under no obligation.”

I nodded, weighing each word that he spoke. It seemed a fair proposition, and I appreciated that he put no pressure on me. I sat back, intrigued but uncertain. “I want to help, but I need to know what the dangers are.” Beside me, Diane nodded anxiously.

Caldwell nodded. “Have faith in your capabilities, David. You will not have to go alone; the Frontier Division will make available means to hire some men if needed, but perhaps you have companions of your own that will come.”

Diane bit her lip but kept silent. I knew she would accompany me everywhere, and I believe she was also thinking of Leigh. The bubbly blonde was a Beastmaster after all — she would be useful to any party venturing out into the Wilds.

I furrowed my brow contemplatively. “When would we depart on this venture?”

“One week from today, our elf will be in Gladdenfield Outpost,” Caldwell stated. “That should allow ample time to prepare yourselves and put the homestead in order for a short absence. The mission itself could take as little as seven to ten days.”

I met Caldwell’s gaze squarely. “Alright, I’ll meet him.”

Caldwell looked relieved. “Excellent. You have my gratitude. I must take leave to continue preparations. Meet the elf in the Wild Outrider. He said you will recognize him by his purple cloak with golden trim bearing the unique sigil of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy.”

With that, he rose, bowing to Diane and thanking her and me for our hospitality. “Keep the whiskey,” he said. “It is especially good on cold winter evenings, I find!”

Smiling, I led Caldwell to the door and shook his hand as he took his leave. Within a minute, he had purged himself with his spell, and his truck soon rumbled down the winding trail into the moonlit valley until the sound faded, leaving only gently rustling trees. I had to wonder what level he was to venture out at night so fearlessly.

I turned to see Diane watching me solemnly. Taking her hands, I squeezed gently. “I know you’re worried for me. But this is important work. If I can help Caldwell, I would like to. I owe him much, and he acts in the interest of people in the cities — people who are just like I was, dreaming of freedom.”

Diane managed a small smile. “I cannot pretend I’m happy about this perilous mission,” she admitted. “But I understand why you feel compelled to help.” Her grip on my fingers tightened. “I’ll come with you. And perhaps Leigh will too!”

I smiled, lifting her slender hand to my lips. Then I drew her into my arms, hugging Diane close beneath the stars to soothe her anxiety over what lay ahead. Within my own chest, I felt a stirring of excitement. I was keen to go out there and see what more waited to be discovered. But I would do so wisely, well-prepared, and after careful consideration — especially if my loved ones were coming with me.

We stood that way awhile before retiring to bed, our minds heavy with thoughts of the task Caldwell had assigned. Much preparation and work around the homestead awaited on the morrow. But together, we would manage it with dedication.
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When the morning’s light woke me, it took me a few seconds to realize where I was, but Diane’s warm body against mine was a fine reminder. At once, yesterday’s conversation with Caldwell flooded back into my mind, and I found that the excitement for the quest was lasting.

But there was much to do before we could travel to Gladdenfield and meet with Caldwell’s elf contact. The homestead needed attention, and we’d have Leigh come over to visit before that as well.

Giving Diane a kiss on her raven hair, I rose from bed, eager to harvest the now abundant crop of moonlight potatoes our dedication had cultivated. Harvesting and storing this crop would provide sustenance through the coming months and surplus to sell or trade in town. But before we would sit down for breakfast, I did a quick round of the snares, bringing any bounty home for cleaning.

After breakfast, Diane and I donned our work clothes and gloves and readied our hand trowels, gathering buckets, and burlap sacks. Outside, we found Ghostie diligently guarding the field, and we set about first carefully inspecting each plant, noting their overall health and robustness, before beginning the harvest.

Kneeling between the first rows, we began gently digging around each plant, carefully loosening the rich soil. One had to be cautious not to damage the delicate potato skins or tender roots anchoring them below. Once freed, we grasped each large tuber and gently pried it from its earthen bed.

The harvested potatoes were spectacular — some as large as my fist and a few even bigger. Their skins were healthy, and so were the plants themselves. Diane and I exchanged an awed smile, thrilled at how large and plentiful the yield was.

Working slowly and steadily down the rows, we continued the tedious but rewarding process of unearthing each potato. The freshly dug tubers were transferred into burlap sacks, their taut skins still flecked with bits of moist soil.

Occasionally, a potato would snap free unpredictably and go bounding down the furrow. These we would quickly retrieve and place with the others — we did not want to lose a single spud! Soon enough, our sacks were overflowing with the harvest.

As we worked, Ghostie tirelessly floated back and forth, assisting us. It carefully transported each full sack of harvested potatoes to the cellar, returning with empty sacks so we could continuously fill them. Having this supernatural helper to ferry the filled sacks amplified our productivity considerably. By mid-morning, I did a quick check-up on the cellar and found an impressive yield.

The root cellar itself was a deep dugout beneath the cabin, lined with stones and insulated with packed earth to maintain cool, humid conditions ideal for potato storage. One by one, Ghostie stocked the shelves as Diane and I continued working our way down the densely planted rows out in the field. Later, we could store the surplus spuds in crates and sell them to Leigh.

Around ten, we finally straightened up, our backs pleasantly sore from hours of stooped digging. Gazing across the now denuded potato beds, I smiled tiredly. Though our muscles ached from the work, our efforts had borne fruit, literally filling the cellar with bushels of the mystical tubers. We would eat well this coming winter! And the money would allow us to buy new seed potatoes when the right season came around again.

After a short break for coffee and brunch, Diane and I returned to finish harvesting the last potatoes. The enchanted spuds had clearly thrived in the fertile soil and magical moonlight; it was incredible witnessing their abundance. By late morning, the last had been pried from the dirt and transferred into storage.

When the work was done, I did a final survey of the field’s vacant furrows. Hard work, skillful cultivation, and a touch of magic had coaxed forth a prodigious yield from the valley’s fertile soil. Gazing at the now barren beds, I swelled with pride in our accomplishment.

Diane slipped a slender arm around my waist, leaning into me contentedly. “Look at how many potatoes we were able to harvest!” she exclaimed.

I smiled down at her grime-smudged but glowing face, sharing in her joy and sense of fulfillment. “It’s a good harvest,” I agreed. “And we can plant the tomatoes and onions next!”

She nodded enthusiastically. “According to Leigh, they should grow fairly quickly!”

“We’ll do that later though,” I said. “We should plow first, and I want to summon an Earth spirit to imbue the soil again. We’ll do that tomorrow, after we harvest the Thauma Root as well.”

“Great idea,” she agreed, and we got to work swiftly.

First, we collected our muddy tools and buckets and handed them to Ghostie so it could clean them. We cleaned up the rest, and I made a final inspection of the tubers to ensure that Ghostie had laid them out well, which it had. At that time, my stomach was rumbling, and it was time for lunch. Together, Diane and I made our way back to the cabin.

Diane hummed happily as she prepared a lunch of bread and yesterday’s leftovers while I sat down at the table and gave my weary limbs some rest. My pleasantly tired body rejoiced at the prospect of good food and comforts after the long morning working the soil.
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My mind was pleasantly empty as I sat at the table and rested. Soon enough, Diane placed a pitcher of fresh water in front of me and served the leftovers of yesterday’s venison stew with some bread to dip in the tasty broth.

I gratefully dug in, and Diane joined me with a broad smile. She had worked up an appetite too, and we were silent for the first few minutes as we ate and sated our hunger.

“This is delicious, thank you,” I said sincerely after the worst of my appetite had been stilled. The bread was a little old, but she had solved it by toasting it and slathering it with salty butter, enriched with some of the herbs we kept in the pantry. My stomach rumbled appreciatively as I took another big bite, savoring the flavors.

“Of course!” Diane replied. “We’ve earned a good meal after all that work this morning.”

As we ate, Ghostie whisked in to clear away crumbs and dirt clods that had fallen from our work gloves earlier. Its spectral hands worked swiftly and tirelessly. It was so great to have that little domesticant around, doing all the tedious jobs!

Over our simple but satisfying lunch, talk turned to the mission Caldwell had proposed. In a few days, we would depart for Gladdenfield Outpost to meet with the mysterious elf seeking aid. Though eager for adventure, trepidation still lingered.

“I have to admit, I’m a bit anxious about venturing out into the unknown Wilds,” Diane said. “Anything could be awaiting in those unmapped lands.” She chewed her lip, looking at me across the table. “And it’s been a while since I was really out there.”

I nodded solemnly. “You’re right, it’s a bit daunting. But with proper precautions, I think we can manage it.” I reached over to give her hand a reassuring squeeze. “And it’s the right thing to do if it helps the Frontier Division protect more people. I know from experience that a lot of people in the walled cities are really eager to finally venture out again.”

Diane managed a small smile. “I know, and I’m glad we can assist. It just feels strange leaving our peaceful valley for potential danger.” Her brilliant eyes were clouded with concern.

“We won’t be taking any risks unless I feel certain that we’re up for them,” I said, placing my hand over hers to reassure her. “We’ll hear what this elf has to say, and if either of us feels like it’s too dangerous, we won’t be doing it at all.”

Diane visibly brightened at that. “I think that’s wise,” she agreed. “And then again…” Her eyes drifted over me for a moment. “You are already very powerful. More so than me or Leigh… We should be able to handle some things.”

I nodded. “I hope so, but I’m still not taking any risks when it comes to you two.”

Diane shot me a grateful smile at that. As we continued eating, talk turned to speculating what unique region of the frontier we could be venturing into. The merged continents of Tannoris and Earth contained many uncharted and perilous domains.

“Do you think we’ll actually encounter magical creatures from Tannoris?” Diane asked curiously before taking a sip of water. Her sapphire eyes went wide with intrigue at the prospect.

“Who knows!” I replied after swallowing a mouthful of broth. “Considering the story that Caldwell told us, I think it’s very plausible to assume we’re heading into an area heavily touched by Tannoris. We might run into anything, honestly.” The possibilities fascinated me.

Diane smiled softly. “All the more reason for getting Leigh on board!” she said. “Leigh can handle the critters. She might even befriend one or two and get them to help us.”

As lunch wound down, I pushed my plate away with a satisfied sigh and leaned back in my chair. “Well, regardless of what awaits, I feel ready to face this challenge with you two by my side.”

Diane shot me a bright smile across the table. “We’ll make a great team out there,” she agreed, reaching over to squeeze my hand. Her anxiety seemed to have faded. “Do you think Leigh will want to join us?”

I smiled and nodded. “She takes the store very seriously — as she should — so she’ll likely have to find someone to cover for her while we’re gone. Then again, we won’t be away much longer than we were for the Aquana Festival.” I shrugged. “I don’t expect her to say no to an adventure, though. She’ll probably join us.”

Diane gave an enthusiastic nod. “I sure hope so,” she mused.

As Ghostie cleared away the meal’s remains, talk returned to the work we still needed to do around the homestead before we could comfortably leave it. We had potions to brew, ingredients to harvest, crops to plant, and meat and fish to smoke.

With lunch concluded, we rose from the table and headed back out into the bright afternoon sunshine, invigorated by food, conversation, and each other’s steadfast support. The fields beckoned us back to work, but we would soon see fresh purpose in Gladdenfield. We left Ghostie still bustling about the kitchen to clean up.

As Diane and I stepped outside, I glanced around the peaceful homestead that had become so dear to my heart these past months. It was nice to have a few more days around here before we’d head back out into that wide world for an adventure.


Chapter 42

After lunch, I decided to harvest some of my fledgling crop of Thauma Roots to add to my stock of alchemy reagents. During my inspection of them yesterday, I had noticed that several were ready to be harvested, and I did not want to wait too long — my Identify Plants skill had shown me that they could wither if left unharvested.

Donning thick gloves, I selected several mature specimens that had reached the proper length. Carefully grasping the leafy stems, I eased each Thauma Root from the loamy soil, taking care not to bruise or nick their delicate flesh.

Bringing the harvested roots over to my worktable, I washed away clinging bits of earth and trimmed away the thin rootlets from the main swollen taproot. Then, using a small sharp knife, I carefully peeled away the coarse exterior of the mystical crops.

This revealed the supple inner flesh, which pulsed with a faint violet glow. This living light emanated from the latent magical properties concentrated within. I sliced the cleaned roots into half-inch discs to maximize exposure of the valuable interior.

Working swiftly before the ephemeral magical glow could fade, I took up my mortar and pestle and began grinding the Thauma Root slices into a thick, viscous paste. Slowly the opaque pulp began to take on a shimmering quality as I worked.

When fully pulverized, I tapped the glittering violet essence from my implements into a mason jar for the next phase of production. Each step had to be completed swiftly before potency diminished.

Now, the time had come to use the prepared ingredients and brew another batch of mana potions!

On my worktable were arranged jars containing rare glowing Magebread nectar harvested from the arcane blossoms cultivated in my garden, dried Wispsilk leaves, and pulped Thauma Root that I had carefully cleaned, peeled, sliced, and pulverized through vigorous effort — a shimmering violet pulp brimming with latent magical essence.

As the cauldron heated slowly and began boiling the minute quantity of water within, I quickly consulted my notes before preparing the harvested ingredients in accordance with the instructions I had left myself. When the water was steaming, I dimmed the fire and, carefully tilting the jar, I allowed the glowing Thauma Root paste to fall into the now-steaming water. The viscous stuff quickly dispersed in the steaming water, and I gave a satisfied nod before moving on to the next stage — the Magebread nectar.

Of all the ingredients I cultivated in my alchemical garden, the Magebread nectar was the most precious. A single bloom produced only a little, and the plants took up ample space. As such, when working with Magebread, I triple-checked my quantities and took extra care not to waste a single drop of nectar. I used the stirring rod for this. As the nectar was absorbed by the mixture, flecks of gold swirled around the so-far colorless liquid.

Finally, I added the powdered Wispsilk leaves from their jar. The fine, emerald-colored flakes — a potent binding reagent — settled into the concoction, making it thicker and more viscous.

Now, I rekindled a low flame and heated the mixture slowly. I frequently stirred the components with my glass rod, allowing the binding agent to do its work. As the brew boiled, I watched the familiar process as the concoction swirled and shimmered — the alchemical reaction that would result in the desired mana potions.

I watched with fascination as most of the water steamed away. What liquid remained settled into a pale, opalescent silver-blue concoction, signifying the proper mystical fusion and stability. As my notes confirmed, this was a sign that I should continue with the next step.

First, I extinguished the fire and lifted the cauldron with iron tongs, transferring it to its rack to cool off. As it cooled, I cleaned my instruments and put them back in their place, making sure my laboratory would be tidy for the next use.

When this was done, I poured the concoction into an earthenware bowl, lamenting that I still had not yet bought the proper glassware for this process. Still, it had worked the last time, and my innate knowledge and the skillbook on alchemy were clear: glass was best for letting the liquid settle, then earthenware, and metals were to be avoided. I was certain that it would work now.

The liquid glowed vividly as it settled, imbued with remarkable concentrated mystical essence distilled from my harvested ingredients. Working carefully, I poured the potion into the vials I had prepared, filling each with the shimmering turquoise elixir.

By the time I finally set down my implements and extinguished the alchemical station fire some time later, my table gleamed with an array of over twenty freshly produced mana potions, each one containing concentrated mystical quintessence distilled solely from the rare reagents I had meticulously cultivated and harvested.

Holding up one of the finished vials, I gazed with deep satisfaction at the glimmering results of this day’s dedicated alchemical efforts. Each drop of this iridescent mana extract represented hours of hard-won progress, from the tending of my arcane garden to the preparation of ingredients to the intense focus required to properly amalgamate and transmute the components into such a potent final form. It was challenging work, but the fruits of applied alchemical knowledge felt deeply fulfilling.

And if we were going on an adventure, I would hold onto several of these for my own use…

Now ready, I carefully stored the array of freshly produced mana potions along with my brewing implements, fastidiously wiping down the workspace afterward. Meticulous documentation was a key practice for any serious alchemist, so I dutifully recorded the results of this large batch transmutation in my journal, noting the precise measurements of ingredients and step-by-step processes followed so that I could continue refining my methods over time.

Leaving my alchemy laboratory after cleaning and tidying the space, I strode out into the fresh air ready to check off the next tasks. Watching dusk slowly paint the valley in rosy hues, I realized the alchemical work had cost me most of the afternoon, and there was no sunlight left to complete other tasks.

That was fine with me. I was tired, and we still had some time before Leigh would visit and we would have to venture to Gladdenfield to meet with Caldwell’s mysterious elf at the Wild Outrider.

Wiping sweat from my brow, I gave a satisfied nod as I mentally went over the day’s work. Meanwhile, Ghostie continued busily floating about the grounds on patrol. I gave a smile at the sight, then continued toward the house, where smoke was already rising from the chimney.
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After a long day working the fields and brewing potions, I was eager to enjoy the fruits of our labor with a hearty dinner featuring the potatoes Diane and I had harvested that day. Diane busied herself at the stove, slicing up a few of the plump spuds while I set the table with wooden bowls and utensils.

The aroma of the potatoes sizzling with herbs soon filled the cozy cabin. Diane hummed as she tended to the skillet, using a fork to turn each potato slice until lightly browned. Beside her, a pot of beans simmered away, sending up equally appetizing scents. In addition, there was some trout in the pan, and the scent of the sizzling fish made my mouth water.

“Supper’s just about ready,” Diane called over her shoulder to me. “Why don’t you pour us some fresh water while I dish up?” I nodded and grabbed the pitcher from the sideboard, carefully filling both our cups nearly to the brim with water.

Settling down across from Diane at the worn wooden table, my stomach growled loudly in anticipation. Diane laughed merrily. “Someone’s eager for their potatoes!”

I just grinned in response, eyeing the delicious fare as she brought it all over.

With great care, Diane used a slotted spoon to transfer the sizzling potato slices onto our plates until each was heaped high. She then ladled out plenty of steaming beans to accompany the potatoes before taking her own seat.

“Dig in! The fruit of our hard work!” Diane encouraged, already spearing a slice of potato on her fork and bringing it eagerly to her lips. The tender spud gave way with a satisfying crunch, imbuing her senses with its earthy flavor and the aroma of the herbs.

Following suit, I bit into one of my own potato slices and nearly moaned in pleasure. The exterior had browned to a perfect crispness, yet the interior remained pillowy soft. The humble tuber tasted sweeter and richer than any I could recall. I guess I could taste the hard work we had poured into the harvest.

For several minutes, the only sounds were the clink of forks on wooden bowls and sighs of gustatory contentment. Diane and I savored the fruits of our shared labor bite by tender bite. The steaming beans made the perfect accompaniment to the potatoes and the fish.

As our initial hunger pangs were gradually sated, I finally paused to take a long drink before glancing across the table at Diane. “This potato harvest was even more plentiful than I’d hoped,” I remarked appreciatively. “I’m happy we planted them.”

Diane smiled, looking up from her plate. “So am I,” she replied. “I’m not a farmer — not many foxkin are — but we seem to have a good patch of soil here!” She speared another bite, closing her eyes blissfully as she chewed and savored the tender morsel.

We continued enjoying second helpings as darkness gathered outside, bathing the cozy interior of the cabin in a warm, even glow from the fire crackling merrily in the hearth at the far end of the room, keeping the darkness at bay. Our appetites finally satisfied, Diane and I eventually sat back with simultaneous sighs of repletion.

“That was delicious,” I said sincerely, setting down my wooden fork next to my cleaned bowl. “What a satisfying meal!”

Diane nodded agreement, dabbing her lips delicately with her napkin. The comforting heaviness in our bellies was testament to a simple dinner well enjoyed.

We allowed ourselves a few minutes of rest for digestion’s sake, simply gazing into the flames in unhurried silence. Eventually, Ghostie started clearing away the dishes, but we both rose quickly to assist.

Together, the three of us efficiently tidied up the remnants of our dinner. Diane put away the few leftovers for tomorrow’s lunch while Ghostie scrubbed the pots and dishes clean before setting them on the rack to dry. I busied myself with the fire — I could already see we would need more wood soon.

With the kitchen tidy once more, Diane went to make us some herbal tea, while I stepped outside briefly to haul more split logs in from the neatly stacked pile. Arms laden with wood, I nudged the cabin door shut with my foot before depositing the logs by the hearth.

“There, that should keep us nice and toasty,” I proclaimed, dusting a few stray bits of bark from my hands, which Ghostie immediately came to clean up. Diane gifted me with a smile of thanks as she settled onto the rug before the now crackling fire. Its cheery glow lit her features beautifully.

“Come join me?” Diane entreated, patting the space beside her invitingly.

I needed no further persuasion. I sank down onto the soft rug with a grunt of satisfaction, mirroring Diane’s relaxed posture as we stretched our feet toward the fire’s warmth.

Idly, I reached for Diane’s hand, gently clasping her slender fingers in mine. Diane hummed contentedly at the contact, nestling closer until her head came to rest on my shoulder. We exchanged a tender smile, simply enjoying the momentary stillness and closeness after our meal.

As the flickering flames gradually soothed away the day’s exertions, a pleasant weariness settled over us both. But despite the temptation to nod off right there in the firelight’s glow, I forced my eyes open, loath for the cozy moment with Diane to end.

Giving my hand a gentle squeeze, Diane murmured, “I’ve been working on a new song. I’m not really sure if it’s any good. Can I sing it for you?”

“Of course!” I replied. I greatly enjoyed Diane’s singing — she had a rich voice, and the songs she composed were all tender and sweet.

Diane smiled and clapped her hands. Settling more comfortably, she began to sing in her sweet, lilting voice:

“My love, my heart, my everything;
No one else makes me feel the way you do.
Your smile chases the shadows away.
Your laugh makes my heart sing.

When the day is done and we’re side by side,
All the world fades away in your eyes.
No matter what each new dawn may bring,
My home’s where you are, my love.

Sometimes this life tries to pull us apart,
But your hand in mine helps me stand strong.
Through rain or shine, sorrow or joy,
I know I’m right where I belong.

My love, my heart, my everything.
Every moment with you is a gift.
All I’ll ever need is your smile so sweet,
To fill my life with meaning.

They say no wealth is made to last.
But my love for you will never fade.
Grow old we will, but never apart,
Forever and always in each other’s hearts.”

Her voice trailed off on the last gentle note, and she shot me a very expectant, vulnerable look that was just the cutest. She was a talented singer and songwriter, but she had her insecurities, which made sense I suppose. It is always the hardest to endure criticism when something comes from the heart.

But I was enthralled, clasping her hand tightly. “That was beautiful, Diane,” I said earnestly when I found my voice again.

Diane ducked her head shyly. “Just a little something I made up to the tune of a folk song from when I was younger.”

She sidled up next to me, her sapphire eyes big as she had bared her insecurities to me. “I’ve been thinking about… love a lot lately,” she said.

I smiled gently. “Me too,” I said. “I treasure having found it.”

Diane blushed and rested her head against my chest, her fox ear tickling my chin. “Writing that verse made me think of you,” she said, “and how lucky I feel to have found someone who makes me feel at home no matter where we are.”

I smiled. “It wouldn’t be home without you.”

She gave me a loving look. “Why don’t you sit in front of me?” she said. “Your shoulders are sore from all that work. I’ll massage them for you.”

That sounded like heaven, and I scooted over to sit in front of her.
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After a long day of working on the farm, my shoulders were feeling sore and tense. Diane’s offer to massage them was more than warmly received, and I settled back against her with a sigh. Her soft body was the perfect cushion, and I released a sigh of pleasure as her soft but strong fingers explored my shoulders.

“Oh my,” she hummed. “Your shoulders must be really bothering you, right?” she asked sympathetically.

I nodded. “Yeah, just a bit tight after all that digging and hauling today.”

“Here, just relax, and I’ll make it all better,” she offered.

As she began to knead the knotted muscles, I let out a soft groan of relief. Her slender fingers worked with precision, locating and smoothing out each point of tension. I hadn’t realized just how tense the day’s labors had left me, but this was really good.

“That feels wonderful,” I murmured appreciatively as Diane rolled her knuckles firmly along either side of my neck. Already I could feel the accumulated soreness start to dissipate under her ministrations.

“I’m glad I can help you relax a bit after your hard work today,” Diane replied, satisfaction in her voice as she continued patiently working the stiffness from my shoulders and upper back.

I focused on keeping my breathing steady and even, allowing my body to gradually release its grip on the strain and fatigue that had built up. With each rolling squeeze of Diane’s thumbs, more tightness yielded, leaving me feeling pleasantly loose and relaxed.

Her agile fingers walked the length of my trapezius muscles, locating knots and coaxing them patiently to unwind. She applied just the right alternating levels of pressure, backing off when a sensitive area protested before easing into it again.

As the massage continued, any lingering tension gradually melted away under Diane’s practiced touch until only soothing warmth remained. Her thumbs traced long strokes outward along my shoulders as I inhaled and exhaled deeply.

Each pass of her hands now glided smoother over muscles that had softened and unkinked thanks to her patient dedication. She varied her strokes skillfully — kneading, loosening, and finally lightly stroking along the top of my back.

“There we are, how does that feel now?” Diane asked after some time, giving my shoulders an affectionate final squeeze before her soft hands slipped away.

Rolling my neck slowly, I was impressed by the increased range of motion and lack of tightness that remained. “Amazing,” I said sincerely, twisting to face her with a smile. “You really have a healing touch, Diane.”

She flushed prettily with pride at having succeeded in easing my discomfort. “I just want to take good care of you, my love.”

Impulsively, I drew Diane into my lap so I could properly express my gratitude with a long, sweet kiss. She hummed happily against my lips, arms twining around my neck.

“What would I do without you?” I murmured when we finally parted, tucking a silken strand of raven hair behind her ear.

Diane nuzzled her cheek against my palm, eyes glowing with affection. “Well, you won’t ever have to find out,” she promised, stealing another kiss.

I held Diane close, cherishing her nearness as I basked in the pleasant aftermath of her massage efforts. My neck and shoulders now felt wonderfully loose and supple thanks to her dedication.

She snuggled contentedly into my arms; lithe frame molded cozily into mine. Her velvety ears tickled my jaw as she rested her head on my shoulder with a sigh.

We lingered that way awhile, simply enjoying the intimacy of holding one another as the valley bathed in darkness outside. Slowly, the fire grew weaker, and night birds called softly in the dark of night.

Eventually I placed a tender kiss atop Diane’s head. “We should probably turn in for the night soon,” I murmured, stifling a yawn.

Diane hummed agreement, squeezing me affectionately before rising from my lap. “Let me help tidy up first.”

Together we swiftly straightened and tidied the cabin’s interior, stoked the fire for the night, and secured the doors. Ghostie buzzed about as we did so, helping with the tasks it could help with before I let it out for the night to stand watch over the fields. Within the cozy space, only flickering firelight and our murmured endearments could be heard.

When everything was in order, Diane took my hand, smiling up at me softly. “Ready for bed?”

I smiled and drew her close, kissing her raven hair. “With you? Always.”

Hand in hand, we made our way upstairs, content in the sanctuary of our remote valley as the night deepened around us.


Chapter 43

The morning dawned bright and clear as Diane and I readied ourselves to manually till the vacant rows that had previously held potatoes. After a quick breakfast and retrieving any catches from the snares, we headed out to the field with Ghostie drifting along behind.

At the field, I carefully inspected each furrow, confirming the soil remained rich and fertile. But manually turning the earth would enhance its suitability for new crops. After that, I would imbue the soil with one of my Earth spirits, making sure it was the best it could be.

Having no workhorse, I would rely on my own muscles and stamina along with Ghostie’s magical and endless stamina to plow the field. Diane offered to follow behind clearing clumps to further prepare the beds.

I took hold of the shovel while Ghostie hovered adjacent with another, ready to assist with the arduous task. Together we began laboring down the first row, overturning the soft loam and plowing as man has done for countless ages. The fresh earthy scent of newly turned soil filled the air, and I felt connected to my land as I did the hard work.

But the job was challenging. Shoveling is hard work even when the soil is soft, and I decided that if we were ever to expand our farmable land — which was something I planned on doing — we would need an actual plow and a beast to pull it. Slowly we worked our way up and down each row as Diane cleared clumps behind us.

The morning hours passed swiftly; our focus narrowed to the repetitive motions. My shoulders and hands soon ached fiercely from wrestling with the shovel. But furrow by furrow, Ghostie and I worked diligently to manually turn over the entire field.

When the final row was overturned, I finally straightened with a pained groan, rubbing my throbbing palms. Ghostie hovered patiently nearby awaiting further orders. Surveying the field’s series of straight, evenly tilled rows filled me with humble satisfaction.

While I stretched my sore muscles, Diane kindly offered me a dipper of cool water. “You’ve worked so hard, my love,” she said supportively. After hydrating, I turned my focus to the next phase — summoning Earth spirits to enrich the freshly turned soil.

Settling on my knees, I closed my eyes and cast my Summon Minor Spirit spell, manifesting an Earth spirit as I drew on my mana and sent it blasting outward from my core.

An orb of arcane energy swirled before manifesting into a stout, rock-skinned humanoid. It regarded me steadily, awaiting instruction, and I gave it the mental command to imbue the soil with its magic.

Bowing, the spirit began passing its stony hands over the newly turned earth around each plant. Wherever its rocky hands went, the soil became darker, richer, and much more nutrient. The soil restored from feeding the previous crop of potatoes and would be ready for the next crop.

I directed the benign entity out over the furrows we had plowed and instructed it to channel its energies into the soil. Soon, rich light suffused the beds as the spirit imbued the earth. With this little creature, crop rotation or letting fields lie fallow was no longer necessary.

Methodically, I guided the spirit through the field row by row until it had enriched every inch we had manually worked. When it disappeared, I simply summoned a new one. Having attained level 4, my store of mana reserves were good enough to summon six of these little guys if necessary.

Though draining for my mana, I continued this process to further empower the soil until the entire plot was infused with magical fertility awaiting new crops. Diane and I were both in awe at the visible effects of the spirits’ work manifesting before our eyes.

As midday approached, we returned to the cabin for a simple but filling lunch to restore our energy. I winced as my taxed muscles began seizing up from the morning’s exertions. But it was satisfying work.

As we ate, Diane and I spoke excitedly about the incredible effects of the Earth spirits on the soil.

“Did you see how the furrows seemed to shimmer after the spirits passed over them?” Diane asked, eyes shining. “It’s amazing what they can do!”

I nodded, swallowing a bite of bread and cheese. “No mundane means could have enriched the earth so profoundly,” I agreed. “The spirits amplified the soil’s vitality tenfold. I still think this is one of the most useful spells.”

“I don’t know,” Diane laughed as she watched Ghostie pass by, cleaning up after us already. “I think your domesticants come pretty close!”

I grinned and nodded. “Fair enough.”

Diane smiled, taking a sip of cool water. “Still, it’s so fulfilling seeing the results of your summoning magic before our very eyes,” she said. “I’m sure we would have managed without, but it makes life here a lot easier.”

“It does,” I agreed. “And I’m hoping we’ll see even more quality-of-life spells later down the line when I advance again. I’m pretty sure that if we do the quest for Caldwell, we stand a fair chance of leveling.”

She nodded enthusiastically, and I could see her contemplate my words. Diane had mostly been worried about safety, and she hadn’t thought much about the potential benefits of completing a quest, which only now seemed to sink in.

We continued eating slowly, marveling over the Earth spirits’ mysteries and talking about our possible advancement. And as we finished our meal, Ghostie buzzed around behind us, swiftly gathering up crumbs and tidying the kitchen area.

I smiled watching the dutiful spirit work, grateful for its continual assistance around the homestead.

Bellies full, Diane and I lingered a while longer discussing hopes for which crops would thrive best in the mystically-enriched soil. But soon enough, the revitalized field beckoned us back to continue our work nurturing the valley’s bounty.

Together we rose, spirits renewed. Outside, the furrows awaited.
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After lunch, Diane and I donned our work clothes, gloves, and hats and headed out to the field with baskets of onion bulbs and tomato seedlings. Once we were back on the plot, Ghostie joined us with happy chirping.

At the field, we inspected the furrows. Now that the spirits had done their work, the soil looked rich, dark, and perfectly turned over. Nodding in satisfaction, I motioned for Ghostie to begin dropping onion bulbs along one set of furrows while Diane and I started transplanting the tomato seedlings along the others.

Working slowly and methodically, Diane and I removed each fragile seedling from its pot, loosened the roots, and placed it into the prepared furrow, packing the dark soil gently around its base. The tender plants needed care in handling so as not to damage their stems or newly established roots.

It took us an hour or two, but we had soon finished transplanting all tomato plants into evenly spaced rows. As I patted the soil around the base of the last seedling, I stood up with a groan, stretching my back muscles. Planting an entire field was arduous work but deeply rewarding.

Wiping sweat from my brow, I turned to see Diane finish settling the last seedling into place with a satisfied smile. She stood gracefully, only the faintest sheen of perspiration on her dainty brow betraying the lengthy labor. Her brilliant eyes shone with accomplishment.

“Just look at all those future tomatoes!” Diane enthused, gazing out over the field. “With the spirits’ help, we’ll have such an abundant crop.”

I smiled and put an arm around her slender shoulders in agreement, sharing in her joy of creation. “Yeah,” I agreed. “And let’s see if Leigh is true to her advertising and these are fast-growing.”

Diane laughed and gave me a playful nudge. “She’d never pull a fast one on you,” she hummed.

I grinned and nodded agreement.

After a short water break, we moved on to planting the onion bulbs. Ghostie had finished spacing them evenly along the furrows and now awaited instruction. Together, Diane and I knelt between the rows and began carefully placing each onion just below the surface, roots down and tips up. Ghostie would help with tidying up.

The process was slower and more meticulous than the tomato seedlings. Each onion had to be positioned precisely and covered properly to prevent damage or disease. But our progress remained steady beneath the warm morning sun.

After a while, I paused to stand and stretch and looked out over the field with satisfaction. Nearly all the bulbs were tucked snugly into freshly turned earth, promising a bounty of the aromatic vegetable.

Diane came over to stand beside me, slipping a slender arm around my waist. “We make a great team,” she said contentedly, looking up at me with a radiant smile.

“We sure do,” I agreed, leaning down to plant a kiss on her cheek, eliciting a happy hum. With Diane’s support and skill, even lengthy tasks like this never felt like solitary drudgery. Working side by side kept our spirits lifted.

After a quick drink of cool water, we returned to our knees, finishing the last row of onions. Soon enough, the final bulb was nestled securely into the nurturing soil. I sat back on my heels and massaged my sore neck, gazing over the field with pride.

“Come harvest time, we’ll have onions and tomatoes galore,” I remarked to Diane as we collected up the empty crates and baskets. “Should be enough surplus to trade for some seeds and livestock in town after winter.”

Diane’s eyes shone at the prospect as she brushed soil from her gloves. “Oh, I can’t wait! We’ll get rich before long!” She laughed at her own joke, and so did I — this was honest, nurturing work, but being rich was a long way off.

After putting away the planting tools, we left Ghostie to water the new plantings while Diane and I took a break in the shade.

Settling in the shade beneath a rustling tree, we shared a canteen of cool water and a handful of oat biscuits to replenish ourselves after the lengthy planting and kindle our appetites for dinner. The murmur of water pouring over furrows and birdsong in the branches overhead was tranquil.

Diane nestled contentedly against me, her lithe frame pressed close. I wrapped an arm around her, breathing deeply the earthy scents clinging to her hair and clothes.

Gazing out over the verdant valley, I felt profound gratitude for all we had manifested together here — a fertile garden, smokehouse filled with provisions, an alchemy laboratory, and a clean and cozy cabin. But most important was the loving partnership that enriched the solitude of living out here on the frontier.

This humble plot between the whispering trees had become home, more than any crowded city streets I’d known. With dedication, our dreams would take root and flourish. Diane seemed to share these quiet musings, her fingers gently entwined with mine as we sat gazing out over our land, each pondering our own thoughts.

When the simple but restorative break concluded, Diane and I returned to the field to help Ghostie finish and tidy up. I then took a moment to summon my Woodland spirit and let it work its magic on the new crops. I watched as the playful little sprite blessed our crops; they grew visibly under our eyes.

After returning the tools to the cabinet in the mudroom, Diane and I turned our dusty boots back toward the cabin, ready for a well-earned dinner and rest.


Chapter 44

The fire crackled merrily in the hearth as Diane and I settled onto the braided rug with mugs of steaming chamomile tea. Outside, the wind howled as a gentle rain pattered against the windows. But inside our remote cabin, all was snug and serene.

There had been something on my mind the past few days, but with the hubbub of getting the homestead in order and Caldwell’s visit, I hadn’t really gotten around to it. Now, I would, though.

As Diane sipped her tea, I retrieved and returned with the ornate leather tome Lord Vartlebeck had gifted me for winning the tournament. The title “Farming and Ranching” glinted on the cover in gilded letters.

Diane leaned over curiously to peek as I gently turned the first parchment page.

“Oh, how fascinating!” Diane exclaimed, her brilliant blue eyes wide with interest. “Finally getting around to it?”

I nodded, equally intrigued by the secrets waiting to be unveiled within the ancient tome’s pages. Magical agricultural knowledge could allow us to yield more bountiful harvests to support ourselves and trade. If the Farming and Ranching skills were anything like Trapping, mastering them would increase the yield from my fields and gardens!

Focusing on the opening text, I began to read. The words flowed melodically, imparting arcane agricultural knowledge that imprinted itself upon my consciousness. Diane leaned in closely, utterly engrossed in the tome’s contents.

The introductory section covered ideal crop rotations to replenish vital soil nutrients between seasons. While this was perhaps less relevant to farmers with arcane means to replenish nutrients — like myself — it still stood at the principles of farming and remained useful.

Interspersed in the text were detailed diagrams showing sample garden plots with certain plants grouped together in a specific sequence to maximize productivity.

Turning the pages slowly, I came to a passage detailing training techniques for domesticating various farm animals. The instructions for gentle but firm animal handling were rich with specifics, advising the reader on establishing human authority while still building trusting bonds.

“Just look at all that detail,” Diane remarked in awe, glancing over the complex steps outlined. “You’ll be a professional at animal husbandry in no time with guidance like this!”

I chuckled in agreement, continuing to pore over the ancient manual while Diane returned to her tea and her own book. My tome’s immense breadth of agricultural wisdom was deeply humbling. Coming from the city, my knowledge had been so limited. But through the tome’s guidance, a whole new frontier of understanding was unfolding.

The fire’s cheerful crackling accompanied my engrossed reading. Our cooling mugs of forgotten tea sat nearby as I turned page after page, striving to fully absorb the lessons so I could apply them to our own modest plot. The book’s weathered pages contained generations of distilled experience.

The next section had intricate irrigation diagrams accompanied by equations for calculating water flow based on terrain and soil composition. I was eager to apply some of this knowledge to our own terrain, and I wondered if spirits with a Water affinity — so far, I had only used them for fishing — could be useful here.

As the hour grew late, I paused, carefully closing the tome. Diane shot me a sleepy smile over her book; she had already been nodding, and she stretched and yawned cutely. “I think I’m about ready for bed,” she purred.

I drew her close and kissed her silken hair. “Me too,” I said. “We have a few more days for me to finish off this book, so I’m not in a hurry.”

Diane nuzzled against me contentedly. “Oh yes,” she mused. “It should be a day or three before Leigh arrives.”

I nodded agreement, thinking that it might take me a bit longer to finish the book, but I could take it with us to Gladdenfield and finish it there. Of course, if we were heading to Gladdenfield with Leigh, I wouldn’t be able to apply the knowledge straight away, but it would be in my mind for when we returned.

I stood and stretched, then walked to the front door to give our property a final check.

Outside, the moon cast its magical glow over the lush fields as the rain tapered off, leaving glistening droplets on leaves. I imagined that ethereal light nourishing future crops as they slumbered in tidy furrows. Our dreams lay in the soil. Seeing Ghostie patrol the fields elicited a smile from me before I headed back inside.

The fire had gradually burned down to glowing embers during my engrossing study session. Taking Diane’s empty mug, I placed it with mine on the mantle before carefully stowing the valuable tome on its shelf for tomorrow.

I stifled a yawn as we rose to ascend the ladder up to bed, pleasantly weary after a long but fulfilling day. Upstairs, Diane welcomed me eagerly into her slender arms beneath the quilts. We traded slow kisses as I ran my fingers through her silken tresses, scratching behind her velvety ears until she purred with pleasure against me.

Guiding Diane gently onto her back, I worshipped her porcelain skin with tender devotion, and our tiredness and need for sleep were soon forgotten for the moment as other needs came to the foreground.

When we were finally sated, I held a thoroughly satisfied Diane close against me as we drifted toward slumber. As I finally surrendered to welcome sleep, my mind dwelled on glorious visions of the homestead continuing to take shape through our shared dedication.
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Over the next three days, Diane and I fell into a steady routine around the homestead as we worked diligently to get everything in order for Leigh’s upcoming visit and our subsequent journey to Gladdenfield.

Each morning began with us rising at dawn together. After washing up, I would get a pot of rich, fragrant coffee brewing on the stove while Diane prepared a breakfast from our larder.

We would sit across from one another at the worn wooden table to indulge in fluffy egg omelets brimming with foraged mushrooms, crispy bacon, and toasted bread slathered with homemade blackberry preserves. Over breakfast, we’d talk and make our plans for the day.

Then, fortified by the wholesome meal, I would gather my gear and hike out to methodically check each trap and snare along my winding trapline through the woods and meadows. Kneeling in the dew-kissed grass, I would carefully reset the empty snares with precision before bagging any fresh catches to bring back.

More often than not, I returned with several plump rabbits or quail to later clean and smoke. Stocking the smokehouse with these lean game meats would provide sustenance and coin.

Meanwhile, Diane would make her way down to the pebbly riverbank, her brilliant blue eyes scanning the rippling water keenly. Settling atop a flat boulder, she would spend long tranquil hours casting her line, waiting for subtle tugs signaling lively fish had taken her bait.

Using skills honed through her Scout Class, her catches were consistently impressive. The cool rushing waters of the Silverthread teemed with trout, bass, and catfish that she would reel in steadily, bringing home bounty for many meals to come.

When I returned from checking the traps, Diane and I would work side by side tending to the garden plots, ensuring the crops remained healthy and strong. Tomatoes and onions grew in tidy rows, staked up tall and leafy. Together we nurtured them, gently working the soil, watering from the creek with pails, and plucking any encroaching weeds.

In addition to these tasks, I made sure to harvest any ready reagents from my secluded alchemy garden daily. Using a small silver blade, I would gently cut Wispsilk leaves, remove Thauma Roots, or collect Magebread blooms, mindful not to damage their delicate structures lest their arcane potency evaporate. I stored each ingredient separately in covered jars, wanting to be certain I had ample reserves before our coming travels.

Then, for a few hours each afternoon, the valley would ring with the repetitive chunk of my axe biting into logs as I focused on stockpiling ample firewood. I embraced the vigorous activity, taking satisfaction in steadily adding to the neat rows of split logs until my back and arms burned pleasantly from the exertion.

As I worked up a sweat, my mind wandered, picturing how we might clear and pasture more land for livestock in seasons to come. Our needs for fuel outstripped even my most ardent chopping, however, and finding a sustainable supply would need to become a priority.

When the sinking sun’s amber light filtered through the rustling leaves, signaling an end to our outdoor labor, Diane and I moved our efforts indoors. Together we would clean, salt, and prepare the day’s bounty of fish and game for preservation.

I stoked glowing embers beneath the smokehouse while Diane dexterously removed scales and bones before layering the dressed cuts atop the wire racks in tidy rows. Shutting the door, fragrant alder smoke slowly infused the harvest, the rich scent and prospect of having food reserves helping to set my mind at ease about the days ahead.

Each evening as rosy dusk settled over the valley, Diane would prepare a filling meal using that day’s bounty. Savory trout fried up crisp in cast iron over the hearth, venison stews brimming with tender vegetables, or roasted quail glazed with honey were all staples she expertly elevated. The frontier cooking was good and hearty!

We would share these dishes across from one another at the worn table accompanied by a pitcher of apple cider or clear water. Ghostie darted about after each meal, whisking away dishes to be cleaned and putting everything to order with inhuman efficiency.

At night, I would leave Ghostie to diligently float about the periphery keeping away possums, raccoons, deer, or other hungry interlopers that might pillage our plants under cover of darkness. Between our combined efforts, the garden flourished.

As my domesticant patrolled the grounds, Diane and I nestled skin-to-skin beneath thick quilts in the cozy loft, Diane and I would often express our passions for one another through tender caresses and sighs of pleasure. Her lithe foxkin form entwined with mine never ceased to enchant me. Since our adventures with Leigh, Diane had also grown a bit bolder in her sensuality when we were intimate. She delighted in trying new positions or using her mouth and hands in creative ways to provide and receive satisfaction. Within the sanctuary of our remote valley, we cherished these unhurried moments of shared intimacy.

After our play, I would prop myself up against the headboard with pillows and open the ancient skillbook Lord Vartlebeck had gifted me. Beside me, Diane would nestle comfortably under the covers with her own book of poetry or fiction, purring happily at being close to one another.

Together in bed, we would read by the golden flicker of oil lamps for an hour or so before drowsiness overtook us. Occasionally, Diane would ask questions about some farming technique or animal husbandry tip that piqued her curiosity from my reading. I would do my best to explain the principles in plain terms, equally happy to share knowledge with my inquisitive beloved in these peaceful moments.

The days passed in that manner until noon of the fourth day when I saw a rider coming down the trail to our homestead. I leaned on my shovel and peered in the distance, about to ask Diane for my rifle.

But I recognized the cowboy hat and the cheerful ‘howdy!’ that drifted our way…


Chapter 46

As the horse and rider drew nearer, I saw Leigh’s wind-tousled golden locks peeking out from beneath her wide-brimmed hat. She caught sight of me and waved excitedly before pulling up her steed just outside the yard.

“Well, howdy there!” Leigh called in greeting as she swung down fluidly from the saddle. “I hope y’all don’t mind me just ridin’ up like this!”

“Not at all!” I assured her warmly, striding over to help as she began unfastening her packs and gear. “We’re so happy you could make it out here. Please, make yourself at home.”

Diane emerged smiling from the cabin to add her welcome. Together we helped Leigh unpack and get her strong chestnut mare settled in the pasture — it was small for a horse, but she would only be here for the night, and we could turn her out later and let her graze.

“Thanks for having me out here,” Leigh said happily, giving us both quick one-armed hugs once her hands were free. “I’ve just been dyin’ to see this place of yours!” She shot us both a warm look. “And both of you, of course!”

“Well, we’re excited to show you around,” Diane replied. “How was the ride out?”

Leigh laughed. “Long and dusty, but can’t complain! Ran into a few critters, but Colonel here kept me safe by carrying me off.” She patted the neck of her loyal steed fondly. The horse responded by nuzzling her, and I immediately noticed how well-behaved it was, following her every command to the letter — those had to be the benefits of being a Beastmaster.

I smiled. “I’m glad to hear the trip was uneventful. Why don’t you relax a bit, and then we can give you a tour of the homestead?”

“Sounds perfect, sugar!” Leigh enthused.

Inside, we got Leigh settled at the table with a refreshment while Diane sliced some freshly baked bread. I could tell Leigh was intrigued by the little domesticant as it floated around assisting. Soon we were all chatting brightly between bites of the snack to refresh ourselves after Leigh’s long ride.

Over the meal, Leigh regaled us with humorous tales of some of the odd customers and strange requests she’d gotten at her shop since we left town. Her colorful accounts left Diane and me laughing frequently. It felt good to sit and simply enjoy one another’s company for a spell. I found that I had missed her and her upbeat stories a lot, and my mind once again wandered to my desire to have her around more often.

When the refreshments were finished, Leigh leaned back with a satisfied sigh. “Woo! Y’all sure know how to make a gal feel welcome ‘round here.”

“Ready to look around the place?” I asked her with an eager smile.

“You betcha!” Leigh replied, hopping up brightly.

We started our tour outside with a walk around the perimeter of the modest homestead, pointing out the smokehouse, garden, alchemy laboratory, and the charming bank of the Silverthread River where we fished and relaxed often in the sun. Leigh admired the tidy plots of crops and alchemical ingredients. Her eyes shone with interest as we described our tasks and self-sufficient lifestyle.

“Why, you two sure have done so much with this place in just a few weeks,” Leigh marveled as we strolled through the gardens overflowing with ripe vegetables.

“It’s been very fulfilling work,” Diane said, smiling proudly. She gave me a happy nudge as we walked. “And David and I make a good team.”

“We sure do,” I agreed.

Circling back around, we showed Leigh the cabin and the cellar where the potatoes were laid out in great numbers.

“Well, look at that!” Leigh exclaimed. “You’ve got enough spuds down here to feed an army!”

I chuckled. “Hopefully enough to last us the winter, and we wanted to load the surplus up in crates and sell them to you. We’re going back with you to Gladdenfield tomorrow, so we can transport them in the Jeep.”

She perked a dark blonde eyebrow. “You two are headin’ to Gladdenfield?”

I exchanged a look with Diane before nodding. “We’ll tell you all about it later,” I said. “For now, let’s finish the tour.”

We further showed her the cozy cabin and the loft where we slept, which prompted Leigh to chuckle.

“So little space,” she hummed, studying me with her big blue eyes. “I bet you two have to get really creative in bed…”

I laughed, and Diane shook her head with a playful grin. “I see you haven’t changed a bit,” she playfully scolded her friend, and Leigh threw up her hands with a disarming smile.

After showing Leigh the kitchen and the living room, we headed back outside, where I showed her the interior of my small alchemy workshop where I concocted potions from cultivated reagents. Leigh’s curiosity was plain as she pored over bottles of brightly colored brews and examined my tools and equipment.

“Ain’t this something,” Leigh mused as she perused my meticulous alchemical notes and formulas. “Why, you two have a veritable laboratory!”

Diane smiled happily. “David does the alchemy,” she said. “I honestly don’t understand any of it.”

Leigh shook her head with a look and nodded. “That makes two of us, darlin’!”

Finishing the tour, we headed back to the house. It was time to talk to Leigh about the quest Caldwell had proposed for us… and to ask her if she was interested in joining up with us.
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Back inside the cozy cabin, I poured each of us a mug of cool apple cider before we all settled down around the worn wooden table.

“So what’s this I hear about you two fixin’ to head back to Gladdenfield tomorrow?” Leigh inquired, taking a sip of the refreshing beverage.

I nodded. “Diane and I need to meet with someone there. A… shall we say potential business partner.” I didn’t want to reveal too much yet before gauging her interest.

Leigh’s curiosity was clearly piqued as she leaned forward intently. “Oh? What sorta business opportunity we talkin’ about here?”

“Well…” I began slowly. “Let’s just say it involves a bit of a journey into uncharted territory. This fellow claims to have access to certain valuable resources and knowledge. But he requires some assistance acquiring a rare… something or other that we’d be tasked with retrieving.”

I could see the intrigue lighting up Leigh’s blue eyes as she processed this cryptic summary of our quest. “Go on…” she urged.

Diane shot me an encouraging look, silently signaling that she, too, wanted me to continue. She was obviously eager to find out if Leigh would be inclined to join us on this quest.

“This mission was requested by Caldwell on behalf of the Frontier Division,” I explained. “Our contact is apparently an elf living in the frontier. Maybe a mage or a hermit — I don’t honestly know. He’s seeking aid from capable adventurers, which Caldwell believes we can provide. Specifically, he asked for me — the winner of Vartlebeck’s tournament at the Aquana Festival.”

Leigh let out an impressed whistle. “Why, color me curious! What a mysterious tale!” She leaned forward eagerly in her chair. “What’s this rare thingamajig he needs so bad?”

I glanced at Diane again before replying. “We’re… not entirely sure yet. I would assume it’s some form of reagent, or perhaps a powerful artifact. The full details will only be provided once we meet with him in Gladdenfield. But it likely exists somewhere deep in uncharted wild lands.”

“He must be offerin’ something mighty valuable in return if Caldwell is recruiting on his behalf,” Leigh mused aloud. Her sharp blue eyes were now alight with building excitement, and I could tell her own restless spirit of adventure was stirring.

Diane nodded in confirmation. “This elf is said to possess very rare magical knowledge that the Frontier Division is eager to learn,” she explained. “Including warding spells that can help protect settlements from the threats of the Wilds.”

I took over again. “Exactly. Which means successfully completing this mission could ultimately help a lot of people, human and non-human alike, thrive out here on the frontier.” I looked between both women earnestly. “Caldwell believes we’re capable, but it will likely require venturing into dangerous unmapped regions. Diane wanted to come, right?”

Diane gave me a brave smile. “Wherever you go, I’ll be at your side.” Her hand found mine and squeezed. After our time together, her unwavering loyalty was no surprise but still a profound delight.

I smiled at Leigh. “So here’s the question… How would you like to come along as well?”

Leigh drummed her fingers contemplatively on the tabletop. “Hmm, risky but righteous work, traipsin’ out into the great unknown, just the three of us?” A grin slowly spread across her face. “When do we leave?”

Diane and I both laughed at her enthusiasm. Clearly the allure of adventure still called strongly to Leigh’s free spirit despite the dangers that potentially lay ahead.

“We’re planning to meet our contact tomorrow at the Wild Outrider inn,” I told her. “If you’re interested in coming along, we’d be happy to have you. Your animal handling skills could be invaluable where we’re going.”

Leigh nodded confidently. “You bet they will! Ain’t no beasts or critters that don’t eventually warm up to me.” She smirked and tossed her golden waves. “Present company included, as y’all well know.” Diane and I chuckled, with Diane flushing slightly.

“So you’re in?” Diane asked hopefully.

“Try and stop me, baby!” Leigh confirmed with a wink. “It’s been a while since I’ve been out there, and I’ve been hearing the call of the wild frontier lately. And with you two… Well, I can’t resist that offer.” Her eager grin was infectious. “I’m sure I can get someone to watch the store a few days. Just tell me when!”

“Excellent,” I said sincerely. Having Leigh along would provide another valuable skillset and a welcome dose of humor and levity around the campfire on long nights under the stars. “We’ll head for Gladdenfield tomorrow then — after we get the homestead ready.”

The three of us touched mugs together in an impromptu toast, excitement rising at the prospect of the quest ahead. Our first adventure together out in the wilderness! Around the table, Diane, Leigh and I began happily discussing preparations and speculating on what mysterious mission awaited in the frontier’s uncharted depths.

“One thing’s for sure, with y’all by my side, there ain’t nothing we can’t handle together out there!” Leigh declared confidently, giving my shoulder an affectionate rub.

Diane smiled, but I could detect traces of lingering anxiety behind her eyes. Taking her hand again gently, I said, “Don’t worry, we’ll make thorough preparations and won’t take any undue risks. Our first priority will always be keeping one another safe.”

Diane nodded, mollified by the reassurance of caution. There were still details to be sorted out and supplies to be gathered on the morrow. But already the promise of exploration beyond the known horizon stirred our spirits. With my two capable partners at my side, I felt ready to embark into the wilderness seeking whatever revelations awaited discovery.

Our conversation carried for a while as we shared hopes and speculation about the journey ahead. But soon enough, the homestead called again, and it was time to make things ready.


Chapter 47

After discussing the mysterious quest with Leigh, Diane and I spent the remainder of the afternoon immersed in preparing the homestead for our imminent departure. There was much to do before we could comfortably lock up and leave the place for a few days.

As we tied up loose ends, Leigh cheerfully offered to get supper underway. “You just point me to the pantry and leave the cooking to me!” she declared. “I’ll whip us up a real hearty meal to fuel us up for tomorrow’s travels.”

I smiled appreciatively. “That would be wonderful, thanks Leigh. Let me show you where everything is.”

I proceeded to provide her a quick tutorial on operating the cast iron stove so she could get to work preparing our dinner. Opening up the cellar hatch, I illuminated the way with a lantern and led her down the creaking steps. Our well-stocked preservation cellar contained shelves laden with potatoes, smoked game and fish, alongside wild vegetables and herbs we had foraged.

After examining the options, Leigh selected a nice venison roast along with some wild carrots, potatoes, pearl onions, and an array of wild herbs to add flavor. I helped carry everything upstairs and get it situated on the countertops while Leigh rolled up her sleeves, ready to get cooking.

Meanwhile, Diane was carefully taking stock of our supplies, making a list of anything we would need more of before setting out into the wilderness.

“We’ll need to be well supplied with good traveling fare,” she remarked as she inventoried. “Dried fruits and nuts, hard tack biscuits, jerky…” Her quill scratched busily across parchment.

I nodded in agreement. “Good thinking. We can purchase any essential supplies missing from your list when we reach town tomorrow before departing.”

Diane gave a satisfied nod and continued her diligent tally, brow furrowed in concentration.

Outside, I did my round of the snares and traps, emptying them and disarming them as we'd be gone for a while. It would be a waste if I caught anything while not being here.

After that, I spent some time walking the property perimeter with Ghostie, checking the split rail fences for any breaches and reinforcing weak areas. The little domesticant already knew the grounds well from its nightly patrols, but I wanted it to be extra familiar during our absence.

“You’ll be on your own out here for a few days,” I told Ghostie as we walked. “So stay vigilant, my friend.” I knew the little creature couldn’t talk, but it was hard to suppress the human tendency to communicate vocally. In return, the domesticant chirped cheerfully in affirmation and gave me a brisk salute.

Satisfied the fences were secure, I next inspected the smokehouse and garden plots. The garden showed healthy signs of growth thanks to my spirits’ enriching care. And the smokehouse was in good shape, the latest batches of meat and fish smoked and ready.

Kneeling between the tomato trellises, I rubbed my palms together and then summoned forth my Minor Woodland spirit. Its sprightly form manifested in a swirl of verdant leaves.

Closing my eyes, I instructed it to hasten the growth of our crops. Its form glowed brighter, suffused with natural vitality. Then it zipped eagerly among the plants, dancing over each furrow and saturating the soil with renewing energy. Soon it faded back into glimmering motes that dispersed on the breeze. The garden would continue flourishing thanks to the spirit’s efforts.

I repeated the process with the earth spirit, watching with a smile as the rocky little creature trudged about and infused the soil, making it more fertile. I knew it was a little overkill as I had already given the soil the same treatment yesterday, but I wanted everything to be as good as it could be before we set out.

Inside, I rekindled the hearth fire with a poker while the savory aromas of Leigh’s stew filled the room. Diane and Ghostie were just finishing loading surplus smoked trout and fowl into crates for transporting to town come morning. I gave them both an appreciative smile as I stirred the coals and added more wood, building up a nice cooking fire for Leigh. The mouthwatering scents of wild onion, garlic, venison, and herbs all mingling set my stomach to rumbling.

Over our hearty supper of tender venison stew with roasted tubers later, Leigh regaled Diane and me with humorous anecdotes from her life on the road as a roaming Beastmaster before she’d settled in Gladdenfield.

“Why, I remember this one time I ran into the orneriest mule you ever saw!” she recounted between bites, waving her spoon. “Its master wanted me to break the beast for riding, but it was having none of it. Every trick I tried almost got me a hoofprint on my behind!”

Diane and I chuckled frequently at her colorful accounts of stubborn creatures and demanding animal owners. But all too soon, the empty stew bowls signaled an end to the leisurely meal. We soon turned our conversation to finalizing plans for the morning’s departure.

“The crates of potatoes and smoked goods are already loaded in the Jeep,” I told them over a final cup of rich coffee. “If we leave at the end of the morning, we should reach Gladdenfield before midday tomorrow.”

Diane and Leigh both nodded agreement to the start time I proposed.

“Oh, what about your little helper?” Leigh asked, watching Ghostie whisk by with empty mugs. “Is it coming along with us tomorrow?”

I gave her a summary of how I planned to have Ghostie remain here keeping watch over the homestead while we were gone. Leigh shook her head in amazement as I explained how tirelessly the domesticant would continue its work in our absence.

With dinner concluded, we soon had the kitchen area tidied up neatly. Diane double-checked our provisions and travel supplies while I inspected our weapons, clothing, and gear to be sure all was in order for the journey ahead. Leigh trailed after us lending her assistance where she was able. Working smoothly together, we soon had everything ready to embark in the morning.

“Whew, I’d say we make a pretty productive team!” Leigh remarked brightly, leaning against the wall and fanning herself. “Got all our ducks in a row in no time flat.”

I smiled. “We do work well together, and I’m grateful for all your help today.”

Leigh waved off my thanks. “Ain’t no thing! Just doing my part.”

Our tasks complete, we decided to turn in early and get a good night’s rest before tomorrow’s travels. After a brief competition between Leigh and Diane over who got to snuggle up with me that night, we finally settled on Leigh taking the downstairs cot while Diane and I headed up to our cozy loft to share the bed.

I bid Leigh a good night at the foot of the ladder before following Diane upstairs and leaving our guest settling comfortably into the quilts and furs on the cot warmed by the fire. Soon we had all slipped gratefully into a well-earned rest.

In bed, Diane immediately nestled into my arms with a contented sigh, the long day of preparations having tired her out. I held her slender frame gently, listening to her breathing gradually deepen into soft slumber. The familiar comfort of having her near quickly lulled me into restful sleep as well.


Chapter 48

The next morning, I awoke feeling energized and eager to get on the road. Beside me, Diane stirred and blinked awake, her velvety ears twitching adorably. We headed downstairs for a quick washup, where Leigh was already bustling about, making a delicious breakfast of fried eggs, crispy bacon, and griddle cakes.

“Rise and shine!” Leigh called out cheerily. “Can’t journey on empty stomachs after all.” Soon we were all seated around the worn table, indulging in the replenishing fare and steaming mugs of rich coffee. Our conversation centered on speculation about what we might find out once we reached Gladdenfield.

With our bellies full, we did a final check of gear and loaded up the Jeep. I made sure to bring my rifle and handgun just in case, along with a satchel of mana potions I had brewed using my alchemy skills. I also brought the skillbook, too eager to finish it to leave it at home.

After all, chances were we’d move on to the quest if we accepted it, and that meant we wouldn’t be returning home in the interim. Meanwhile, Leigh swiftly saddled up her chestnut mare, Colonel, and secured her camping supplies.

Stepping outside into the golden morning light, I smiled, seeing Ghostie already diligently going about its morning chores. I called the domesticant over and crouched down to level with its big, black eyes. “Guard our homestead well, my friend,” I said.

Ghostie chirped and briskly saluted, its message clear — I could count on its vigilance.

With a final fond look over our secluded valley, Diane and I climbed into the Jeep. Beside us, Leigh swung easily atop her handsome steed. “All set back there?” I called. “Ready when you are!” Leigh confirmed with an enthusiastic thumbs up. I started the engine, which rumbled to life reassuringly.

Navigating the dusty trail winding out of the valley, I gripped the wheel lightly but steadily. Beside me, Diane watched the passing scenery, a small smile on her lips. Soon we had emerged from the sheltering trees back into open wilderness. In the side mirror, I caught occasional snatches of Leigh’s lively whistling as she and Colonel trotted beside the Jeep, staying out of the dust cloud it threw up. I found that the Jeep wasn’t even that much faster than Leigh’s horse on this trail, which made me once again consider switching to animals for transportation.

The miles passed smoothly beneath bright clear skies. Occasional curious creatures would peer from the brush at our passing convoy before darting away. Diane kept careful watch, ready to alert me to any potential hazards on the crude path ahead. But no threats arose during the sunny drive.

After a while, we crested the final hill above Gladdenfield Outpost. I felt a swell of excitement at the familiar sight of its log walls and rooftops nestled amidst the lively frontier. Diane, too, sat forward eagerly, no doubt picturing the coin we’d earn from this surplus haul and the adventure that was waiting for us. Behind us, Leigh whooped excitedly at the sight of her hometown.

At the gates, the guards waved us through immediately with no more than a cursory glance at our supplies. Inside, the energy was very different from what I remembered from our pilgrimage to the Aquana Festival some weeks past. The place had calmed down and was back to its usual small-town charm, and what few vehicles there were — ours included — could make their way down the thoroughfares with ease.

Navigating the streets, I soon located Leigh’s shop and steered us into the narrow alley beside it to park.

“Here we are!” I called out as I killed the engine. Leigh was busy stabling Colonel near the gates, and she would join us in a few minutes. While we waited, Diane and I loitered around the store, leaning against the sturdy timbers and watching the people pass by while offering friendly greetings.

After Leigh arrived, she unlocked the store, and we began unloading the Jeep. “Let’s get it all inventoried!” Leigh called out excitedly. “And you two can put your stuff upstairs.” After unloading, Diane and I grabbed our personal gear and brought it upstairs.

Inside the blessedly cool shop, I smiled, seeing the familiar bolts of cloth, shelves of goods, and cases filled with Leigh’s eclectic wares. She moved briskly behind the counter, retrieving her ledger and an inkpot to begin jotting down the new inventory.

After leaving our stuff upstairs, Diane and I made ourselves at home, happy to see Leigh in her element as she efficiently accounted for each bushel and crate. Soon she’d have it all ready and make us an offer.

When the work was complete, Leigh closed her ledger with a satisfied sigh and turned to Diane and me with a sunny smile. “Alright!” she huffed, waving her hand at the ledger. “I have it all inventoried and tallied up! Usual rates, but go check it out to see if it’s satisfactory.”

Diane and I exchanged a smile before we headed over to the ledger to go over Leigh’s calculations. The blonde’s work was immaculate — not a single item was missing from her list — and the price she offered was indeed more than suitable. The massive haul of potatoes and the mana potions I had brewed got us the most coin. I expected her margins on the stuff she got from us weren’t stellar, but her store did more than well enough. We agreed on the price, and Leigh counted out the coins for us, which we stowed upstairs for the time being.

“Alright,” I said when I returned downstairs. “That concludes the business.”

Both girls looked at me enthusiastically and nodded. “Which means it’s time to check in at the tavern, right?” Leigh ventured.

I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s see if we can’t find this mysterious elf…”


Chapter 49

The sun was high overhead as Diane, Leigh, and I made our way through the dusty streets of Gladdenfield toward the ramshackle tavern known as the Wild Outrider. This was where Caldwell had instructed us to meet his mysterious elven contact.

The sounds of the lively frontier settlement surrounded us as we walked — raucous laughter drifting from street stalls selling liquor, a peddler hawking his wares, and a smithy’s rhythmic hammering rang out. Now and then townsfolk would call out cheerful greetings to the gregarious Leigh, who waved merrily in response.

But in contrast to our earlier visit to town, many folks recognized me as well. I had won Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament, as well as the Gauntlet Run, and most folks seemed to respect that profoundly.

Soon the squat, timber facade of the tavern rose into view, tucked between two other buildings along the main thoroughfare. Even from outside, we could hear the ruckus of coarse laughter and shouting emanating within.

Pausing before the entrance, I turned to Diane and Leigh. “Alright, we’re here. Let’s secure a table and keep an eye out for any elves.”

Diane nodded bravely, though I could see the nervousness shining in her brilliant sapphire gaze. Leigh just flashed a casual grin, evidently unfazed by our mission.

I pushed through the doors into the tavern’s dim interior, thick with roiling pipe smoke. Today, rough-looking patrons crowded the place — drunk dwarves arguing loudly at the bar, shifty-eyed catkin playing cards, and various vagabonds. Off-color jokes and raucous laughter rang out above the lively fiddle music. Darny was busy behind the bar, keeping his patrons happy, and waved at us as we entered.

Wrinkling her sensitive, dainty nose at the stale odors surrounding us, Diane moved closer to me while Leigh seemed utterly unbothered. I wondered if she knew some of the rowdier folks as fellow regulars. Scanning the audience, I saw no elven faces — only the scowling, bearded visages of frontiersmen and wanderers.

We managed to secure one of the only unoccupied tables not already littered with empty mugs and pipes. A harried serving girl hurried over, and Leigh cheerily ordered us a round of drinks. I chivalrously insisted on paying, and we settled in with a nice, cold brew.

The boisterous discussions around us centered on local happenings, bawdy jokes, and rambling drunken boasts by equally soused listeners. Nowhere did I catch even a whisper of elves. As we sat, I glanced repeatedly toward the entrance, but I kept my calm. The way Caldwell had said the elf would be dressed, it would be impossible to miss him.

As we relaxed, Leigh regaled us with humorous descriptions of some of the tavern’s more colorful regulars whom she recognized. She did so in hushed tones, of course, preventing any of them from hearing it.

While we nursed our drinks unhurriedly, I occasionally glanced toward the entrance whenever it creaked open. Welcoming in a new dusty face each time — some roaming trader, a trapper with a bundle of furs. But no elf yet. The way Caldwell had described him, I was sure I’d notice him, so I wasn’t too concerned.

The three of us whiled away the minutes chatting about nothing consequential, simply enjoying one another’s easy company. Leigh’s humorous banter helped distract from the slower passage of time. She seemed utterly unbothered by the wait, idly twirling one golden lock. Diane was a little more nervous, watching the door with her sharp eyes almost continuously.

I leaned back comfortably in my chair. Based on the warm sun still streaming through the windows, I guessed it wasn’t yet midday. Our elf had time yet to appear. And the inn’s laughter and music were starting to grow on me. Diane offered an unsure smile, still a little uneasy.

“No need to worry,” I told her. “I’m sure he’s on his way.”

Leigh grinned. “And in the meantime, we’ve got drinks and good music! What more could we want?”

Unable to argue with that cheerful logic, I simply lifted my tankard in agreement. No sense in rushing things.

We whiled away another half hour chatting of nothing consequential, simply taking in the rustic tavern atmosphere. Though I still kept one eye on the door, I was breathing easier. And just as I signaled for another round, the entrance creaked open, framing a tall, lithe figure against the sunlight…

I straightened immediately at the sight of the elf framed there, his fine robes marking him apart from the usual clientele. As he began gliding between tables, his posture slightly bent, Diane whispered “The sigil!”

I followed her gesture to the prominent crest of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy on the robes — our elf had arrived.

Making way for the elf, the noisy patrons stole glances at his out-of-place finery as he passed. But he seemed accustomed to such awed stares, offering polite murmurs as he made his way through the gloom toward a table tucked away in the corner.

As the elf drew closer, he threw back his hood and looked around.

It was Waelin, the stern elf alchemist I had aided previously! I rose from my chair and waved at him, getting his attention.

He spotted me soon enough, and he made his way to our table, keen gaze sweeping over me appraisingly. Up close, the immense weight of ages was evident in his eyes, belying his ageless face. I met his stare openly, intrigued that fate had brought us together again.

His eyes narrowed slightly in consideration before he spoke. “Congratulations on winning Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament.”

Though polite, I sensed the same skepticism in his tone as before. But this time, the tables were turned. He wanted something from me.

I nodded. “Come sit down with us,” I said. “Have a drink.”
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Waelin inclined his head politely and took the empty seat across from me. Though he hid it well, I could tell he was slightly uncomfortable in the raucous tavern surroundings. The way I understood it, he usually rested here whenever he came to Gladdenfield, but it was clear that he spent little time in the actual tavern.

“I will have water, thank you,” Waelin stated when the serving girl hurried over. His sharp silver eyes swept over Diane and Leigh appraisingly. “I see you have companions as well.” Though terse, I sensed this was his way of showing interest.

“Of course,” I replied. “Caldwell told me I might need an adventuring party for this, so I brought them along. You already know Leigh and Diane, right?”

“Indeed I do,” Waelin allowed. “Leigh and I have had dealings in the past, and Miss Whikksie accompanied you on your previous quest for the Moon Blossoms, if I recall correctly.” He then turned his piercing gaze back to me. “Caldwell said you were willing to render me aid.”

I met his stare levelly. “I’m open to hearing your request,” I replied. “Why don’t you start by telling us a bit more about yourself and what you need?”

Waelin stiffened slightly at my directness but answered evenly. “Very well. As you may know, I was formerly an instructor at the Thilduirne Arcane Academy before its destruction. I chose exile to live simply but require aid acquiring something I am… unable to reach myself.”

His silver eyes took on a distant cast. “Like many elves, I relocated here, hoping to find sanctuary. The merging brought our ancestral home and yours together and left Tannoris much diminished. And yet… pockets remain untamed where things old and powerful still dwell.”

Diane leaned forward curiously. “So this item you seek… it’s somewhere in the wilderness?”

Waelin shook his head sharply. “I cannot say. Not here.” He took a slow breath before continuing. “My kind once commanded great magic. Though weakened, some places remain little touched. I need those able to brave the unknown and retrieve something of importance.” His eyes bored into mine. “Thus I require your… skills.”

I furrowed my brow contemplatively, intrigued but cautious. “And in return, you’ll share elven warding magic to help the Frontier Division protect settlements?”

Waelin gave a solemn nod. “I possess such lore. But revealing it is… complicated.” His eyes darkened. “Suffice it to say your Caldwell drives a hard bargain. Once I confirm your success, we shall make an exchange.”

Though cryptic, I sensed no deceit in the ancient elf. His need was sincere. Still, risk remained. “Before agreeing, I require more details about hazards we could face. My friends’ safety comes first.”

The elf considered this carefully before responding. “Your caution is warranted. I cannot disclose the nature of what is sought here before I have your agreement — that knowledge is perilous. But know that it lies within a Dungeon… There will be other creatures there, and they may be hostile.”

I weighed his words. “What kind of creatures?” Diane and Leigh nodded, eager to learn this as well.

“Wardens,” Waelin clarified. “Summoned and bound creatures that guard the Dungeon. They may be elemental in nature, and they will be bound to specific locations.”

Leigh nodded. “I know the type,” she said. “As magical creatures, my Beastmaster abilities don’t work on them, but they’re usually pretty… well, dumb.”

Waelin nodded. “They patrol an area. That’s it. They show little initiative or intelligence.”

“What level will they be?” Diane asked. It was a good question.

“No higher than level four,” Waelin said.

I nodded, feeling more confident about our ability to tackle the creature threats. Still, intruding in forgotten elven realms could hold other challenges. I would prepare accordingly.

“Why don’t you go yourself?” I asked. “And why me?”

Waelin smiled. “The Dungeon does not allow elves. It has a core that is… not fond of my kind. And I figured that whoever won Lord Vartlebeck’s little tourney would have the skills needed to brave this threat. Besides, we have done business before, and it was satisfactory.”

“So it has nothing to do with Aquana’s blessing?”

He shook his head. “Just something I said to confuse anyone who might have been listening in on my and Caldwell’s conversation. I need a capable human who does not employ elves. You have revealed yourself capable, and you have no elf companions I know of.”

“Why all the mystery?” I asked, eyebrow perked.

“Because I do not want others to know of the Dungeon. The treasure contained within is valuable and unique. And it is of utmost importance that I acquire it. Now…” He spread his hands. “If you wish to talk further, we should go to my chambers.” His eyes fixed on me, then on Diane and Leigh. “What say you?”

We exchanged glances for a moment, and I could see the excitement in their expressions. They both nodded at me.

“Very well,” I said to Waelin. “We’re interested…”


Chapter 50

Waelin nodded, looking satisfied that I had agreed to at least hear him out further. “Very well. Let us continue our discussion then.” He took a slow sip of water before rising and beckoning us to follow.

Several pairs of eyes were on us as we followed the wizened elf up the stairs to his private quarters in the Wild Outrider. He opened the door to us and let us in, then beckoned for us to sit down. Before we picked up the conversation, he spoke a swift incantation in elven, clarifying afterwards that it was a spell to prevent our conversation being overheard or scried.

“As I mentioned,” he began, “the object I seek lies within an ancient elven ruin deep in the wilderness. Specifically, a Dungeon that has stood since before the Upheaval and was carried over whole from Tannoris.” His voice dropped lower. “Within lies an artifact known as the Star Jewel. It is this which I quest to recover.”

My curiosity was piqued by the arcane name. “What exactly is this Star Jewel?” I asked.

Beside me, Diane and Leigh leaned in eagerly to hear more details about our mysterious objective.

“It is… a relic of great power,” Waelin explained carefully. “Forged in the First Age by elven magic during the height of our civilization. The Jewel has grand restorative properties.” His eyes grew distant as he dwelled on the lore. “It can be used to cure ailments and restore life, but it is a tricky thing; it is said to disappear after use, only to appear elsewhere years later.”

Leigh let out an impressed whistle. “That sure sounds like powerful magic,” she said. “Why are you so set on getting this jewel?”

I nodded, agreeing with her line of questioning.

Waelin inclined his head slightly. “I have told you before, during the Aquana Festival… My niece, Celeste, is deathly ill,” he said. “She is with me now… resting.” He gestured at a narrow door leading away from this room.

I nodded, remembering the conversation. “I am sorry the Moon Blossoms didn't heal her.”

Waelin nodded. “As I said, her ailment is stronger than the Moon Blossoms’ curative powers. There is no medicine that can heal her, save the wholesome power of the Star Jewel. It is my last hope, as it is hers.” His brow furrowed pensively. “And it lies all but forgotten in the depths of the Nimos Sedia — the Shining Dungeon. I had hoped it wouldn’t be necessary, but now there is no other choice.”

“And this Dungeon won’t allow elves inside?” Diane asked. “So that’s why you need others to retrieve the Jewel?”

“Just so,” Waelin confirmed grimly. “Nimos Sedia’s wards repel any elf who attempts entry. I do not know the story behind it; perhaps some mage who hated my kind. Either way, we cannot so much as step foot upon the threshold. Thus do I require capable agents to recover our lost Star Jewel.” His piercing eyes fixed on me.

I took a slow breath considering his request. An ancient elven relic of great mystical power did sound enticing. “You’re certain this artifact still rests within the Dungeon?”

“Beyond any doubt,” Waelin stated firmly. “Before the Upheaval, we of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy descried it sealed within. None have breached Nimos Sedia since its fall. The Jewel awaits still.”

“If it’s so secure, why worry about recovering it now?” Leigh asked curiously.

Waelin’s stoic features tightened anxiously. “Celeste’s time on this world is fading.”

His insistence was compelling. This quest clearly meant a great deal to Waelin on a personal level. Still, doubts lingered. “And you believe we three are capable of succeeding?” I pressed.

“I do,” Waelin stated without hesitation. “Your resourcefulness and skill is proven, and your level is right for the challenge. I will furnish you with healing potions and antidotes, and you will succeed. I know this.”

I exchanged another look with my women. Leigh nodded, and Diane did so too after a moment of consideration. For myself, I did not need to think long.

“Very well,” I said. “We’ll make the attempt,” I said. “If the Star Jewel can help your niece and in doing so help the efforts of the Frontier Division, that would be reward enough.”

Beside me, Diane and Leigh hummed their agreement.

Visible relief washed over Waelin’s aged features. “Good, good,” he muttered fervently. From his robes, he produced a map and spread it on the table before us. “Now heed closely…”

As the elf traced a path across the faded map, I leaned in intently, memorizing each landmark and direction. The route looked straightforward enough through forested country for perhaps two days. The terrain would be too rough for the Jeep or a horse. Then the path turned into a remote valley already labeled ominously as “Blighted Land” in spidery script.

“Blighted Land doesn’t sound too inviting,” Diane remarked uneasily, voicing my own thoughts.

“The valley was tainted by dark magics,” Waelin explained grimly. “Furious beasts now stalk there. But perseverance shall see you through safely.” His confidence in our skills was oddly comforting. “There are no creatures there above level two, and you should be safe. Besides, your Beastmaster’s skills should help you brave the area.”

Past the Blighted Lands, an imposing mountain range loomed where Waelin indicated the hidden pass into the secluded valley that supposedly harbored Nimos Sedia. He concluded by carefully reiterating the landmarks that would lead us to the ruined Dungeon’s lost threshold.

I sat back, committing the route fully to memory. “We’ll find this Dungeon and recover the Star Jewel,” I told Waelin seriously. If an entire settlement’s safety depended on success, we could not fail.

“My prayers go with you.” The relief in Waelin’s voice was clear. This quest meant more to him than even the promise of powerful magic. The man cared for his niece, and his devotion to his family made him friendlier in my eyes.

“Before we go,” Diane said, her gaze flitting from me to Leigh to Waelin. “Could we see your niece?”

Waelin blinked. “See her? Why?”

Diane shrugged, a little red with all eyes on her. “Well, I suppose we’re doing it for her, too, right? I… Well, I would like to see who we’re helping save.”

I thought about it and nodded, understanding where the desire came from.

Waelin contemplated for a moment before something that resembled a smile appeared on his old and weary face. “I suppose so,” he said. “Yes… Come with me.”
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Waelin rose slowly from his chair and gestured for us to follow him to the narrow door on the far side of the room. His movements were careful and measured as he turned the worn iron handle and eased it open just enough for us to file through into the dim chamber beyond.

“Please, enter quietly,” he cautioned in a hushed voice. “Celeste rests within.”

I exchanged an uncertain glance with Diane and Leigh before stepping cautiously over the threshold after Waelin, senses heightened. But all that greeted us was the sweet scent of burning incense and gentle shadows.

My eyes quickly adjusted to the low lighting within the sparsely furnished room. Dominating the space was a simple cot draped in wispy elven silks upon which lay the still, delicate form of an elven maiden — surely Celeste.

And even in repose, her beauty was evident.

Long locks the color of amber were fanned out over the pillow, contrasting beautifully with her smooth, pale skin. The blanket covering her curvy and womanly frame rose and fell shallowly in sleep. I caught glimpses of finely pointed ears peeking through her finely braided amber tresses.

She was Sleeping Beauty incarnate!

Though gaunt and wan from her mysterious affliction, the elegant angles of Celeste’s face still conveyed vestiges of majestic elf beauty. Her eyes remained closed, long dark lashes resting against sharp cheekbones in slumber. Even the dim lighting lent her skin an almost luminous glow. Most elves I had seen in my life were disappointingly plain-looking, but Celeste was one of the few who had those looks that could stop a man’s heart.

As I studied her, I realized she reminded me of the visions of the elven maiden Devaara, triggered by the magical words of the Storyteller at the Aquana Festival. She had that same vibrant color hair, and their noble features were remarkably similar.

Waelin moved silently to the bedside and gazed down at his ailing niece. In sleep, some of the pinched lines of pain smoothed from her brow, lending the illusion of health, however temporary. Her hands, folded delicately atop the covers, looked as fragile as glass.

Diane crept closer behind me, blue eyes wide and sympathetic. Even brash Leigh was subdued, mouth agape at the elf maid’s ephemeral loveliness. I felt my own chest tighten looking down at her diminished, helpless form. Her life truly did seem to be hanging by a slender thread.

Kneeling, Waelin carefully drew back the blanket, exposing one of Celeste’s slender arms. Even in the low light, angry red spiderwebs of infection were starkly visible, marring her alabaster skin. Waelin’s lined face grew even more somber as he studied the spreading sickness before covering her again gently.

“As you can see, she worsens despite all efforts,” Waelin murmured, more to himself than us. His weathered hand lingered a moment, almost protectively, on Celeste’s blanketed shoulder before he slowly straightened again.

My companions and I remained silent, sharing looks heavy with meaning. Having seen the frailty of the ailing elf maiden now lent greater weight and urgency to the task entrusted to us by her uncle. We could not fail; her life depended on it.

Gazing at Celeste’s deceptively peaceful, beautiful face, I knew she would haunt my thoughts in the days ahead, a constant reminder of how fragile life could be. The idea of her gentle radiance being snuffed out before her time was unbearable.

Waelin gestured wordlessly toward the door, and we filed out quietly, heads buzzing with unspoken thoughts. Once back in the main room, I met Waelin’s eyes and gave a single firm nod. Our course was clear.

“We will find this lost Star Jewel, no matter the peril or challenge,” I told him solemnly.

Beside me, Diane squeezed my hand in silent emphasis of our shared commitment. Even carefree Leigh wore a look of somber determination. Saving Celeste had become personal now that we had glimpsed the soul our struggles would spare.

Tired relief broke over Waelin’s careworn features like dawn’s first light. He clasped my shoulder briefly in wordless gratitude, the most open display of feeling I had witnessed from the reserved elf.

“You cannot know what this means to me,” he rasped fervently. “With the Star Jewel, my niece will be made whole again. Of this I am now certain.” His eyes shone with fragile hope, revealing the weariness that must have plagued this man ever since he began his quest to heal his niece.

Diane gave Waelin a sympathetic pat on the arm. “We will find a way,” she assured him gently. Though she still looked anxious at the uncharted perils ahead, her compassion for Celeste’s plight now overrode her own hesitations.

“You just make sure she keeps fightin’ till we get back,” Leigh added staunchly, signaling her own commitment to the quest.

Waelin inclined his head in acknowledgement of their solidarity. For long moments, he simply stood gathering himself as the mantle of stoicism settled over his features once more. But the iron resolve in his eyes remained bright with new purpose.

When Waelin turned to me again, it was with fresh vigor to finalize the details of our imminent journey into the unknown. He briskly summarized what provisions and equipment he recommended, emphasizing medicine and antidotes to counter any toxins.

Finally, he saw us to the door, pressing a satchel of medicine and healing elixirs into my hands along with earnest wishes for our success and safe return. His parting gaze lingered on each of us in turn as if sealing our likenesses in memory.

Stepping back out into the bustling frontier settlement, I felt the full weight of our grave purpose settle over me. But looking at Diane and Leigh’s resolute faces beside me, I knew that together, we would forge ahead into darkness without hesitation or complaint.

The ailing elf maiden’s exquisite, haunted face lingered in my mind’s eye as we strode purposefully back into town to make ready for the journey ahead. For her sake, we would brave the nameless perils of the wilds.

Her life, and Waelin’s hopes, now rested in our hands alone. And we would not fail them.


Chapter 51

After leaving Waelin’s quarters, we headed back to Leigh’s house to further discuss our quest. Inside, I stoked up the fire to remove the chill in the air, while Leigh busied herself preparing a belated lunch to restore our energy.

Soon we were seated around the table with bowls of vegetable stew accompanied by slices of crusty bread still warm from Leigh’s oven. The simple but nourishing fare, along with a pitcher of ale, washed the dust of travel from our throats and bellies.

Across from me, Diane picked at her food, her appetite diminished by anxiety. I reached over and gave her hand a supportive squeeze. “Try not to worry,” I encouraged gently. “We’ll make thorough preparations before departing. And we’ll watch out for one another along the way.”

Diane managed a tremulous smile in response. “You’re right, of course,” she replied bravely before determinedly tucking into her meal.

When our bowls were cleared, Leigh poured us each a mug of steaming herbal tea before we settled in to discuss the journey ahead in greater detail.

“From the sound of it, we’ve got two or three days’ travel through open country before things get truly perilous,” I remarked. “We’ll want to be well equipped with basic camping supplies like food, water, bedrolls, and cookware.”

Leigh nodded in agreement. “I’ve got all that covered, sugar,” she assured me breezily. “I have lots of that and good packs to stow it all in.”

“Once we near the Blighted Lands, we’ll need to be extra cautious,” Diane added anxiously. “The beasts in that valley sound horrible.”

I gave Diane’s arm a reassuring pat.

“Don’t you worry none,” Leigh told her supportively. “With my animal handling skills, I reckon I can keep us from tanglin’ with most critters if we give ‘em a wide berth.”

Diane still looked uncertain. “I hope so,” she murmured. “Warding off hostile wildlife has never been my strong suit.” Her sleek black furry ears drooped slightly.

“Hey now, that’s what I’m here for!” Leigh insisted staunchly. “Between wranglin’ beasts, David’s magic, and your crossbow, nothing’s gonna give us trouble we can’t handle.”

I smiled at Leigh’s irrepressible confidence. “We’ll keep our wits about us and avoid unnecessary risks,” I said seriously. “Our goal is to get in, find this artifact, and get out safely. The moment we feel too much is at risk, we’ll call it off or get reinforcements.”

Both women nodded at that sensible approach. We would prioritize caution on this journey into the unknown.

“Waelin mentioned the Dungeon has some kind of guardians,” Diane said contemplatively. “Magical creatures bound to protect the place. Should we expect trouble from them?”

I furrowed my brow, thinking back on the elf’s descriptions. “He suggested they would be hostile but dimwitted,” I recalled. “If they patrol hallways and rooms, we can send summons to deal with them or lure them to a place where we have a tactical advantage over them.”

“And with your alchemical concoctions to aid us, you’ll have plenty of mana,” Diane suggested helpfully.

I grinned, appreciating her faith in my amateur mixtures. “Let’s hope so. I’ve brought potions to replenish energy. But fighting face-to-face will be a last resort.” I smiled. “I’m a summoner, so I’m not going to stand in front with a sword. Let the summons do that part!”

The girls laughed at that, and I could feel excitement flourishing within them.

“And hey,” I added. “Apart from this being an adventure, it’s also a road trip. We get to see places we’ve never seen before. We get to explore. Who knows what we’ll run into? Personally, I’m pretty excited.”

“Oh, me too!” Leigh chirped, clapping her hands. “It’s been so long since I’ve been out there. I’m really happy to do some exploring and adventuring.”

Diane smiled happily, picking up more of the excitement. “Yeah,” she said. “It’d be nice to see some new sights…”

With that, the conversation turned to the prospect of exploring and charting the Wilds. Diane’s apprehension gradually eased as we talked through preparations and speculated on the things we might see and do.

As we spoke through the afternoon and into the evening, the lively sounds of Gladdenfield Outpost’s streets outside faded as residents and travelers finished their business and headed home for the night. Inside Leigh’s cozy dwelling, we let the fire gradually burn down as we finalized details for our imminent departure. The time had flown by, so we set to preparing dinner before getting some rest afterwards.
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After dinner, we collapsed together onto the plush sofa in Leigh’s living room. We kicked off our boots with unanimous groans of relief. After discussing our plan to go to Nimos Sedia and all the excitement, we were all pretty tired.

Leigh was the first to rise, padding barefoot across the creaking floorboards toward the kitchenette. “I’ll brew us up some nice calming chamomile tea,” she offered. “We could all use something soothing after all that preparatory work!”

Diane and I murmured gratitude as Leigh filled the kettle from a porcelain pitcher and set it over the stove’s flickering flame. Soon, tendrils of steam began curling up from the heating vessel.

While we waited, I slipped an arm comfortingly around Diane’s slender shoulders. She had turned quiet again after the initial excitement, no doubt anxious about the dangerous quest. Sensing her disquiet, I drew her nearer, so her head came to rest upon my shoulder.

“It’s going to be alright,” I soothed gently. “We’ll be fine as long as we prepare properly and watch each other’s backs out there.”

Diane managed a smile at the reassurance, some of the creases leaving her furrowed brow. But tension still gripped her delicate frame.

The merry whistle of the kettle provided a timely distraction. In moments, Leigh was pressing warm mugs of fragrant tea into our hands with an encouragement to “drink up!” before settling onto the plump armchair across from us with her own steaming cup.

For a time, we simply sipped in unhurried silence, allowing the honeyed infusion to soothe our minds and bodies. Some of the day’s weight seemed to lift from my shoulders in the wake of the calming brew. But while Leigh soon relaxed back into the cushions, Diane remained taut as a bowstring beside me.

Noticing Diane’s lingering unease, Leigh set down her mug and peered at her sympathetically. “Aw, sweetie, no need to fret yourself sick over what’s coming,” she crooned. “Why don’t you let David here give you a nice shoulder rub? He’s got magic hands!” A playful wink accompanied the suggestion.

Diane glanced uncertainly at me, cheeks coloring. “Oh, I wouldn’t want to trouble you…” she demurred shyly, lowering her gaze.

“Trouble me?” I chuckled. “Getting to rub your shoulders is a privilege!”

She chuckled at that, throwing me a coy look. “Well, alright. It sounds like a good way to relax…”

Carefully taking the half-finished tea from her clasped hands and setting it aside, I guided Diane to sit on the floor between my knees with her back presented toward me. “Believe me, it would be my pleasure to help you relax.”

With care, I began kneading the knots of tension from Diane’s slender shoulders and upper back through her blouse. Though dainty in build, her muscles were rigid beneath my fingertips. Applying firm but gentle pressure, I felt her gradually begin surrendering as I smoothed out each area of accumulated strain.

“Oh, that’s just heavenly,” Diane sighed, neck craning to the side to grant greater access as my thumbs traced along the taut cords up to her nape. “You truly have a gift for this, David. I can feel the stress melting away already.”

I smiled, encouraged to continue my ministrations by her breathy sounds of relief. “Just let all those anxious thoughts go,” I murmured. “Focus only on how your body feels right now.” Using my knuckles, I traced longer strokes outward along either side of her spine, eliciting another soft moan.

From her seat, Leigh looked on approvingly, wearing a subtle, knowing smile. “Mm, ain’t nothin’ better than a rubdown after a long day,” she remarked airily before taking another leisurely sip of tea.

I just chuckled and shook my head, keeping my focus wholly on the woman nestled trustingly between my knees. Diane’s occasional hums of gratitude told me my kneading fingertips were hitting their marks and slowly unburdening her of the day’s strain. I worked diligently until I could feel her frame leaning into my touch, loose-limbed and pliant.

After some time, I gently turned Diane’s head from side to side, eliciting satisfying pops from her slender neck. “There we are, how’s that feeling now?” I asked, repeating longer strokes down the length of her back.

Diane rolled her shoulders experimentally, head swaying side to side. “Simply wonderful,” she declared, twisting to flash me a smile of genuine gratitude. “I feel like an entirely new woman! You’ve worked all the awful tightness away.”

“I’m so glad I could help you relax a little,” I replied sincerely, giving her shoulders an affectionate final squeeze before withdrawing my hands and rising to my feet. Diane hopped up fluidly and turned to pull me up into an embrace, reaching up on her toes to press a soft kiss of thanks to my cheek.

“Your massages truly are magical,” she murmured near my ear, nuzzling against me for a blissful moment before stepping back. The lingering shadow of anxiety had receded entirely from her eyes now, replaced by serene calm. My efforts had succeeded.

Leigh set down her drained teacup onto the side table by her chair with an exaggerated sigh of satisfaction. “Well, I’d say we’ve all more than earned ourselves a nice, quiet evening in after the emotional day we’ve all had, wouldn’t y’all agree? What do you two say we all relax here in the living room before we go to bed, nice and cozy! I got plenty of soft stuff for us to relax on by the fire!”

Diane and I readily voiced our consensus. After the sobering meeting with Waelin and learning of the difficult quest awaiting, Leigh’s cozy apartment felt like a sanctuary where we could unwind and regain strength and clarity of mind.

Rising with a leisurely stretch from her armchair, Leigh stifled a small yawn behind one hand. “Alrighty, then I’ll rustle up some comfy spare quilts and pillows for us all,” she announced. Without awaiting a response, she began bustling about industriously to prepare makeshift beds for us all to share the room.

As Leigh busied herself gathering bedding from the linen cupboard, I settled back onto the sofa and slipped an arm around Diane’s slender shoulders when she joined me there. Still emotionally drained from the day, Diane nestled wordlessly against me, slender fingers twining with mine. In this moment together, no speech was needed.

Soon Leigh returned, her arms laden with thick quilts and downy pillows. “There now, ain’t no way we’ll go cold tonight!” she proclaimed, dumping her haul onto the floorboards in a cozy looking heap. Diane and I both rose to help her shake out and smooth each blanket until a trio of plush pallets surrounded the hearth rug in a ring, making a cozy little nest.

While the girls put the finishing touches on the makeshift beds, I moved to add another split log to the flickering flames in the stone hearth, stoking up the fire to keep it crackling merrily. Shadows danced across the room as the renewed blaze snapped and popped.

With everything arranged to her satisfaction, Leigh wasted no time sprawling atop her chosen quilts with a dramatic groan of satisfaction. “Well now, ain’t this just about the coziest arrangement you ever saw?” she remarked sunnily, patting the space beside her in invitation.

Diane answered with a soft laugh, crawling over to nestle down onto the thick blankets as well. Beaming, Leigh wrapped both arms snugly around her friend and nuzzled into her neck, eliciting more giggles.

“Why don’t you come over here, David?” Leigh said, a naughty light burning in her eyes. “Diane had her massage, but I feel like you should get one too. Ever had a four-hand massage?”

I grinned broadly at the prospect. I was certainly up for a four-hand massage…


Chapter 52

The girls both watched with big eyes as I undid the buttons of my shirt and made to lay down.

“No, no,” Leigh said, wagging her finger. “The rest, too! It’s a full body massage!” Her accent twanged playfully as she spoke, a sparkle in her eye that matched the heat of the room.

I chuckled, my body radiating with building desire as I stripped down entirely, revealing the full extent of my body. The girls’ eyes traveled over my form with an almost palpable desire, and I reveled in their attention.

“Now you can lay down,” Leigh said with a smirk, her eyes twinkling as she looked me over once more.

I lowered myself onto the plush rug before the fireplace, feeling the soft fabric beneath me, the heat from the flames warming my exposed skin.

Leigh and Diane approached me, each with a bottle of oil in their hands. Leigh dripped some onto my back, the cool liquid causing me to shiver with anticipation. Her hands made contact with my skin, and I let out a low, satisfied groan. The feel of her soft fingers kneading into my flesh was intoxicating.

Diane soon joined in, her smaller, athletic hands finding their own rhythm on my body. I could feel her hesitation at first, but as I relaxed under her touch, she grew bolder, her hands exploring my body with growing confidence.

The two women worked in unison, their hands gliding over my skin, the oil acting as a conduit for their touch. Their fingers dug into my shoulders, kneading the tight muscles until they loosened under their expert ministrations.

I closed my eyes, allowing myself to sink into the sensation. The room was filled with the soft crackle of the fire, the rustle of their clothes against my bare skin, and the occasional giggles from the girls. The heat, the touches, the sound, all combined to form a symphony of sensation that left me in a state of bliss.

Their hands traveled lower, trailing down my spine, causing shivers to ripple through my body. The sensation was exquisite, their fingers knowing exactly where to press, where to knead, where to caress.

Leigh’s hands worked their way down my lower back, her fingers tracing the contours of my muscles. Every stroke, every touch sent waves of pleasure coursing through my body. Diane’s hands, meanwhile, ventured to my legs, her fingers trailing down the length of my thighs.

I could feel her fingers tracing the defined muscles of my legs, her touch light but firm. Her hands were warm against my skin, the heat seeping into my flesh, making me tingle all over.

Then, I heard the soft rustling of fabric, followed by a round of giggled whispers. Curiosity piqued, I cracked an eye open, but I couldn’t really see the girls, their hands still moving over my body, unless I turned my head.

A playful smile tugged at my lips as I closed my eyes again, content to let them have their little secret — I had a suspicion of what the rustling fabric had been…

The girls’ hands continued their exploration, Leigh’s hands kneading my lower back while Diane’s continued their journey down my legs.

Their touch was tantalizing, their fingers gliding over my skin, leaving trails of warmth in their wake. I could feel their bodies moving around me, the soft touches, the gentle sound of their breaths.

I felt Leigh’s hands venture to squeeze my buttocks, causing me to let out a surprised grunt. I could hear her chuckle at my reaction, her fingers continuing their ministrations with a renewed vigor.

“Sorry,” she purred. “Couldn’t help myself.”

I chuckled and shook my head.

Diane’s fingers found their way to my calves, her touch light as a feather. I could feel her fingers exploring the muscles, her touch sending sparks of pleasure through my body.

I was in a state of absolute relaxation, my body melting under their touch. My mind was filled with the sensation of their hands on my skin, their soft giggles filling the air.

I heard another rustle of fabric, followed by a soft gasp. I knew they were up to something, but I chose to keep my eyes closed, to savor the moment, to enjoy the anticipation.

I felt a new touch on my skin, something soft and fluffy brushing against my leg. I stifled a chuckle, guessing that it was Diane’s fox tail. I felt it glide over my skin, adding a new texture, a new sensation to the mix.

“Like that?” she purred, and I could hear the joy in her voice.

“It feels nice,” I confirmed, winning a happy giggle from my fox girl.

Their hands continued their dance over my body, their touches unrelenting. I was lost in the sensation, the pleasure, the intimacy of their touch.

Leigh’s hand slid back up my spine, her fingers tracing the line of my muscles. At the same time, Diane’s fingers massaged my feet, her touch sending waves of pleasure up my legs.

I let out a soft sigh, my body sinking into the rug. I could feel their bodies close to mine, their heat radiating against my skin. It was starting to feel a little like teasing…

I could hear their soft laughter, their whispers filling the air. Their hands continued to move; their touch unyielding.

I felt a sudden warmth on my back, naked skin against mine, and I realized that Leigh had straddled my legs. Her hands were firm on my back, her touch sending sparks of pleasure through my body.

There was a soft sigh from Leigh, her hands slowing in their movements. I felt her lean forward, her hair brushing against my back.

After a few seconds, she got off again, and I heard a soft rustling, followed by a few whispered words. I could feel their bodies moving around me, their hands still on my skin, as they were making their naughty little plan.

“Okay,” Leigh purred. “We’re finished with your back. Now it’s time for you to turn over…”
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I turned onto my back, and a broad smile appeared on my lips when I saw that both girls were now fully naked. My eyes traced the curves of their bodies, drinking in the sight of their bare skin illuminated by the soft glow of the flickering fireplace.

They were beautiful — Leigh voluptuous and curvy, parts of her body already covered in oil. Diane had plenty of curves, too, but her overall build was much more toned and lean, and she bore her athletic qualities with grace.

“We were getting oil all over our clothes,” Diane explained with a blush, nodding down at her delectable naked body.

“I bet,” I said with a grin. Now fully turned, my rock-hard cock was claiming their attention. Diane blushed a little at the sight, and Leigh bit her bottom lip as she stared at it.

They both moved towards me, their naked bodies brushing against each other, the soft sounds of their giggles filling the room. Their hands moved over my chest, fingers tracing the lines of my muscles, their touch light but firm. I felt a rush of electricity ripple through me, my muscles flexing under their gentle ministrations.

Their hands continued to glide downwards, reaching my waist. I felt Leigh tease around where my tip rested on my lower abdomen, and my cock bucked at the nearness of her warm hand. With a playful wink, she kept going around it.

Both girls had their eyes on my cock now, their lips parting in an unspoken admiration. I could see the lust in their eyes, their bodies responding to my arousal.

Leigh was the first to give in to her lust, her hand wrapping around my cock, testing its girth and giving my weapon a little squeeze that made me grunt. She gave a low moan as she began to stroke me, her hand moving up and down my shaft.

Diane watched, her eyes wide, her cheeks flushing a deep red.

“This is part of the massage, too?” I asked, a broad grin on my lips.

“Full body is full body,” Leigh said, eliciting a naughty giggle from Diane. “But I think this needs some expert attention from my colleague masseuse!”

Diane licked her lips, then leaned in. I gasped with delight as her lips brushed against the head of my cock.

“This is a very special foxkin technique,” Leigh said, gathering Diane’s loose hair in her hand so she could suck my cock better. “Full relaxation massage.”

I chuckled, then let out a low growl as Diane began to suck me off in earnest, her tongue teasing the sensitive skin. Leigh watched, a wicked grin on her lips, one hand playing with my balls while the other held up Diane’s hair.

“You like this technique, don’t you?” Leigh murmured, her southern accent thickening with arousal. “You like having your cock sucked by Diane’s pretty mouth…”

I nodded, unable to form words, as Diane’s mouth slid down my length. Leigh’s hand teased my balls, rolling them gently in her palm. I felt a surge of pleasure course through me, my hips bucking up against their touch.

“Can’t wait to see you fill Diane’s tight pussy again,” Leigh breathed out, her words sending a jolt of anticipation through me as she kept her naughty eyes on me. “Such a perfect technique deserves a reward, right?”

Diane blushed at Leigh’s words, her eyes flickering to mine, her mouth still full of my cock.

I grinned and nodded. “It sure does.”

“That would be the perfect end to this massage,” Leigh purred, her palm massaging my balls while she gave Diane a playful little tug on her hair. “For you to cum in Diane’s sweet, tight pussy.”

Diane’s blush deepened, her sapphire eyes wide and watching me for a reaction, but she didn’t let up sucking me off.

I grinned; my arousal heightened by her shy response. “Oh, it would,” I agreed, my voice low and husky. My mind was already wandering to the way I’d fuck Diane.

Leigh’s grin widened, her fingers tightening around my balls. “I have the best ideas!” she purred, making me chuckle as she softened her grip on my balls and began gently kneading them again.

Diane whimpered, her lips sliding off my cock with a wet pop. “Hmm…” she hummed, her cheeks scarlet at all the dirty talk. “So good…”

Leigh smiled and gave another playful tug on her long, raven locks. “Don’t stop,” she said, turning her attention back to me. “You need to get David nice and ready if you want him to fuck you, baby.”

Diane’s eyes met mine once again, her blush spreading to her ears. Her hand reached out, fingers brushing against Leigh’s as she began stroking my shaft — slick with her spit — while Leigh kept working on my balls.

I groaned, my head falling back onto the pillows. “Fuck…” I muttered, my fingers curling into the blankets beneath me. The pressure in my balls was building, my cock throbbing in their hands.

“You’re close, baby?” Leigh asked, her voice filled with satisfaction.

I nodded, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps. “Fuck, yes…” I hissed, my hips jerking up into their touch.

“So ready,” Leigh cooed, her hand slowing down, her grip loosening. “You wanna cum in Diane’s tight, wet pussy?”

“Leigh!” Diane gasped, her blush deepening. But I saw the way her eyes grew even smokier, the way her nipples hardened. She wanted it as much as I did.

Leigh chuckled, her hand still lazily stroking me. “Diane needs it, David. She needs you to fill her up… Can you do that for her?”

I groaned, my hands gripping the blankets tighter. “Fuck, Leigh…” I muttered, my body aching with the need to release. “I’m going to creampie you both.”

And before either of them could respond, I shot up and grabbed Leigh by her waist and pulled her onto me, making the lusty blonde purr and writhe as she settled her deliciously curvy self on me…
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Leigh settled in my lap with a delighted mewl, my rock-hard cock, slick with oil, resting against her soft tummy. “You’re gonna fuck us both, baby?” she purred, blue eyes blazing naughtily.

“You bet,” I replied, my voice a low growl.

Diane, sitting on the edge of the luxurious rug, watched us with wide sapphire eyes, her fox ears twitching in anticipation. The fire from the nearby fireplace danced off her naked skin, highlighting her curves.

With a firm grip, Leigh guided my thick shaft between her legs, running the tip of me up and down her wet folds. Her eyes met mine, an unspoken promise of pleasure hanging in the air. I flexed my hips, nudging against her entrance, causing her to bite her lip in anticipation.

“Why don’t you sit on his face, baby?” Leigh suggested, turning her gaze towards Diane. “Let him eat you out.”

Diane reddened, hesitating before joining us, her fox tail swishing nervously behind her. But I was having none of her reservations — I wanted her on top of me as well. I needed to taste her.

I reached out, my fingers sinking into her soft, delicious skin, and guided her down onto me. She went along with it, purring with arousal until she straddled my face, toned thighs to either side of me.

Then, her mouth fell open in a silent gasp as she felt my tongue on her. Her taste was sweet, intoxicating, and I reveled in her shudders, the way her body responded to my ministrations.

Leigh watched with fascination as I ate Diane out, her fingers toying with herself in rhythm with my lapping.

“That’s so pretty,” she hummed. “Look at that! Doesn’t that feel good, baby?”

“It does,” Diane hummed, gently grinding on my face. “Ahn… yes… Oh, it feels so good!”

Leigh purred her approval and rose a little from my lap, running my cock along her wet slit once again. I bucked in her hands, eager to penetrate her and feel her tightness around me.

She moaned her delight and slowly sank down onto me, her eyes fluttering closed as she took me in. I groaned at the feeling of her, warm and inviting, her inner muscles clenching around me. It was pure bliss, her tightness enveloping me.

Diane whimpered above me, her body trembling with desire as I kept lapping at her little clit. Her arousal was evident, her scent filling my nostrils. On a whim, I placed one hand on her toned ass, slippery with massage oil, and let a finger crawl its way to her tight little pucker. She moaned with arousal as I played with that sensitive spot, her tail swishing wildly.

Leigh began to move above me, her hips rocking in a seductive rhythm as she took every inch of my rod. Each bounce was a new wave of ecstasy, her walls caressing me with each movement, massaging me toward my orgasm. I matched her pace, thrusting up into her as she came down, our bodies moving as one.

The room was filled with the sounds of our passion, the crackling fire playing a sensual symphony to accompany our moans and the wet slapping of skin. Diane’s mewls mixed with Leigh’s husky moaning, creating a melody of pleasure that drove me wild.

Diane’s body tensed above me, her breath hitching as she neared her climax. To push her over, I slipped my forefinger an inch into her oily and welcoming pucker, and she gasped for air and began grinding on me even faster. At that, I doubled my efforts, my tongue driving her wild as her harem sister bounced on my dick.

With a loud cry, Diane shuddered, her orgasm washing over her. Her body convulsed, her muscles clenching rhythmically. I drank in her release, my senses overwhelmed by her taste, her scent, her sounds.

Leigh watched in awe as Diane rode out her climax, her own movements never ceasing. She pressed both palms down on my chest as she rode me hard, and I felt her tighten around me, her body reacting to Diane’s release, her pace quickening.

“Oh, David,” Leigh moaned, her accent thick with arousal. “I want to feel it inside me, baby. I want your cum,” she purred, her dirty words driving me wild.

I groaned in response, my hands gripping her hips and guiding her movements even as Diane still quivered on my face. Leigh’s body responded to mine, our rhythm intensifying.

Leigh’s cries grew louder, more desperate as she neared her climax. I could feel her tightening around me, her body preparing for release.

“Ahnn… Fuck! I’m cumming… God! Give it to me, David,” she begged. “I want to feel you cum inside me.”

I grunted, still drowning between Diane’s delicious hips as my pelvis bucked upwards. I was teetering on the edge, my climax imminent.

Leigh’s body clamped down on me, her orgasm making her cry out in pleasure. I felt her inner walls clenching and releasing in waves, pulling me deeper into her.

My own climax hit me like a tidal wave, my body spasming as I spilled into her. I groaned her name between Diane’s thighs, my voice echoing in the room, as I shot rope after rope of hot seed into her warm and welcoming body.

Leigh’s body shook with the force of her orgasm, her cries of pleasure filling the room. I could feel her clenching around me, milking me for all I was worth as she kept bouncing on my cock in her lustful way.

I held onto her, gripping her hips as I pushed another spurt of cum deep inside her. My body shuddered, my release now painting her insides.

The room fell silent, save for our heavy breathing. Leigh collapsed onto my chest, her body slick with sweat as Diane was still panting beside me, recovering from her orgasm, her fox tail twitching lazily.

But I needed only a moment to recover, so great was my desire. With a rising need in my chest, I pushed Diane off my face, making the cute fox girl yelp in surprise.

“Yeah, baby!” Leigh murmured, already knowing what was about to happen. “It’s her turn now… Fuck her nice and hard!”
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Diane was on her knees in front of me, those mysterious sapphire eyes of hers peering over her shoulder, shrouded in a seductive, smoky haze.

With a voice dripping with a lustful purr, she called to me. “Do it, David,” she beckoned. “Take me! I want it.”

In response, a grin stretched across my face, my cock pulsating in eager anticipation.

“With pleasure,” I replied, my voice a low rumble of promise as I eased myself into position behind her.

“Do it,” Leigh hummed. “Show her, baby!”

I found her still trembling, quivering in the aftershocks of her recent orgasm. Her profound wetness made the initial penetration smooth and effortless, the head of my cock slipping into her invitingly, her soft warmth enveloping me. I was taken aback by the incredible tightness of her, causing me to shut my eyes to savor the exquisite sensation.

“Oh yes, David,” she moaned as I pushed deep into her. “This… Ahn… So good!”

With a deep, steady push, I bottomed out inside her, causing her to emit a startled gasp that echoed in the quiet room.

Leigh sat on her knees next to me, running a soft hand over my back. “That’s it, baby,” she purred. “All the way in. Let her feel you as deep as she can take you!”

“Goooods,” Diane moaned, throwing her head back as her tail swished in front of me.

I then thrust, slow at first, akin to a languid dance, but soon the rhythm grew faster and more relentless. Every thrust was punctuated by the swish of her fox tail against my stomach, a mesmerizing sight and a deliciously soft sensation.

As I plunged into her with growing fervor, Leigh reached between my legs. The delicate touch of her hand against me was electrifying, her fingers gently massaging my balls while she brought her plump lips close to my ear, brushing it and making me shiver.

“Make her cum again, David,” Leigh murmured, her voice laced with desire. “Make her tremble on her knees, baby. I want to see it.”

With a throaty growl of agreement, I reached forward to grab Diane’s swishing fox tail. In a sudden show of dominance, I pulled her tail with a firm tug, causing her to cry out with a mix of surprise and pleasure.

“Ahn!” she moaned. “David… it’s… Oh Gods-oh Gods-oh Gods!”

“Cum for him, Diane,” Leigh crooned. “Cum!”

The sensation of her tightness clenching around me was heavenly, her pussy squeezing my cock so tightly I feared I would lose my composure too soon. But I pounded into her with all my might, making her delicious frame jiggle and shudder under my power.

“I’m… I’m cum — ahnn! I’m cumming, David!”

And with that, Diane began trembling uncontrollably, arching her back as I pulled her fox tail and smashed even deeper into her. Her orgasm seemed to stretch out, her body convulsing in pleasure as she cried my name in a misty moan. I felt her juices coat me, making me stiffer and more eager to give her my seed.

She shuddered again, her pussy tightening around me even more as she drifted for a second, then came down from her delicious orgasm, her head hanging as I slammed inside her again.

“Now it’s your turn, David,” Leigh cooed, her voice resonating with anticipation.

“Yesss,” Diane moaned, her voice husky. “Cum in me… David, please… Fill me up…” she pleaded, her voice hoarse and heavy from the intensity of her orgasm.

This combination of their dirty requests and the intense sensation of Diane’s pussy around me was simply unbearable. My orgasm was coming, and I wanted nothing more than to fill Diane’s pussy with my seed.

“I’m close,” I warned, my voice strained from the effort to hold back.

“Let it out, David,” Leigh urged, her voice breathy and eager.

I couldn’t resist any longer. With a final, powerful thrust, I let go.

The climax that washed over me was like a torrential storm, one of the most potent I’d ever experienced, my entire body writhing in the throes of pleasure. My cock pulsed inside Diane, each spurt of cum bringing with it another wave of ecstasy.

“Yes, David!” Diane cried out, her body shuddering against mine as she felt my warmth fill her. “Fill me up!”

Leigh was still next to me, her hand fondling my balls, her breath hot against my ear. “That’s it, baby,” she whispered, her words fueling the incredible rush of my climax as her hand coaxed every drop of seed from my stones. The satisfaction that followed was indescribable, my body still tingling from the intensity of the release.

I sighed with deep, contented delight as the remnants of my release shot into Diane’s warm and tight body. A satisfied grin crept onto my face as I gave her butt a resounding smack that echoed in the room, causing her to yelp in surprise, her fox tail swishing wildly.

“Hmm,” Leigh purred as we collapsed into a heap on the blankets and pillows in front of the fireplace. “You fucked us both good, baby!”

I smiled, rolling to my side to face her, taking in the sight of her flushed cheeks and tousled blonde hair. Her freckled breasts heaved with each breath, a sight that stirred my cock even in its sated state.

“Well, I aim to please,” I replied, the smirk in my voice evident. My hand trailed lazily across her belly, dipping below her navel, tracing the curve of her hip. I loved the feel of her under my touch, soft and warm, and the little shiver that ran through her when my fingers brushed against her sensitive skin.

Diane snuggled closer as well, her bushy fox tail flicking gently against my bare thigh. She was still panting, but she had a broad smile on her lips as she traced little patterns on my chest with her fingertips, her sapphire eyes shining after her delicious orgasms.

“That was wonderful,” Diane mumbled, a blush creeping up her cheeks. She was not as bold or as dirty-mouthed as Leigh, but I loved the contrast. I turned my head to give her a slow, sensual kiss, my hand moving to cup her firm breast. Diane shivered under my touch, her eyes fluttering shut.

We lazed about for a few more minutes as the fire slowly grew weaker. Cold crept in, and we soon headed to Leigh’s bed together. It was a tight fit, but none of us minded.

As I lay in bed, a beauty in each arm, my thoughts went out to tomorrow. Never a dull moment on the frontier, because adventure and exploration were waiting!

Finished and eager for early access to my next book? Check out my Patreon: patreon.com/jackbryce
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Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 4
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Mana: 25/25
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Summon Minor Spirit — Level 10 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 6 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 1 (8 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 1 (15 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 6 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 7 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 7 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 5 (1 mana)


Chapter 1

I awoke to the smells of sizzling bacon and brewing coffee drifting up from downstairs. Taking a deep whiff, I cradled a happily purring Diane a little closer to me.

“Breakfast smells good,” I said, voice still heavy with sleep.

“Hmm,” Diane agreed. “Leigh’s looking out for you.” She stretched lazily, arching her delicious backside against me. “Why don’t you go on ahead? I’ll be there in a minute.”

Grinning, I gave her butt a pinch before rising. After washing up briskly, I found Leigh already bustling about her kitchen, cheerfully humming to herself as she cooked up a hearty breakfast.

“Mornin’ sunshine!” she chirped by way of greeting as I entered. “Figured we’d want a good meal before hittin’ the road today. Explorin’ the Wilds to find a Dungeon is hungry work, after all!”

“This smells amazing, Leigh,” I said appreciatively, snaking my arms around her waist and giving her a kiss on the neck that made her giggle.

“Go on,” she hummed. “Grab some coffee, baby, and take a seat. Diane still nappin’?”

“She’ll be down in a sec,” I said as I poured myself some coffee from the pot. “Thanks for taking care of breakfast for us.”

Leigh waved away my gratitude as she scooped up eggs, bacon, and toasted bread onto three plates. “My pleasure! Gotta start big adventures on full stomachs after all,” she replied, setting the heaping plates on the table along with little bowls of fresh berries she had taken from the store downstairs.

The simple but hearty fare had me grinning in anticipation even before I took a bite. A moment later, Diane joined in a cute, oversized shirt, stretching lazily before she placed a kiss on my cheek and sat down, licking her lips at the sight of the tasty breakfast Leigh had prepared.

Over breakfast, we discussed our intended route one last time as we ate. I traced the path Waelin had shown us on the map, tapping certain waypoints. “So,” I began. “It looks like about two days’ travel through this forested region here. I suggest that, at the end of the second day, we camp in the forest. We wouldn’t want to hit the Blighted Land at night, I don’t think.”

Diane and Leigh exchanged looks and nodded, turning a little more serious at the mention of a more dangerous part of our journey.

“Past the Blighted Land, we should find the hidden pass into the secluded valley where the Dungeon of Nimos Sedia is located.” I gave both girls a pointed look. “That’s where we’ll find the Star Jewel to help save Celeste.”

“So, a three days’ journey?” Leigh asked.

“At least,” I said. “We should prepare for ten in total, I think. Caldwell said it would take us no more than ten days, and I trust his judgment. It looks like the forest and the mountain will have plenty of fresh water. I wouldn’t drink from a stream in the Blighted Land, so we’ll have to stock up on water before we cross into that area.”

Diane nodded, looking anxious but determined as she chewed her bacon. “I just hope we don’t run into too much trouble. Do you really think we’re ready for this?” Her big blue eyes were uncertain. I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

“We’ve got this,” I said supportively. “Between your crossbow, Leigh’s animal skills, and my summoning magic, we can handle whatever gets thrown at us out there.”

Leigh gave Diane an energetic pat on the back. “David is too right! We got all our bases covered.”

With her friends’ encouragement, Diane’s expression firmed with resolve. We continued eating heartily, fortifying ourselves for the long miles ahead. Outside, the sounds of Gladdenfield Outpost awakening drifted in through the open windows — merchants setting up stalls, a smithy’s distant hammering.

After we had polished off second helpings, I rose and started gathering up our packs and equipment. “Alright, let’s do one final check we’ve got everything.” Together, the three of us began methodically taking stock.

Sorting through my own pack, I verified we had matches and a lighter, our tent, bedrolls and sleeping bags, rope, a flashlight, spare batteries, my Farming and Ranching skillbook in case I had downtime, and other camping gear.

I also carefully checked my potion satchel, satisfied to see an array of mana draughts — I had brewed those myself — and the antidotes and healing potions Waelin had furnished for the expedition to save his niece, Celeste.

Meanwhile, Diane ensured we had enough food supplies. There were trail rations, dried meats, pickled vegetables, but also fresh supplies that we could eat on the first few days. Her keen eyes missed nothing as she inspected each item before stowing it neatly.

Leigh whistled cheerily as she took stock of cookware, spare sets of clothing for each of us, first aid supplies, a compass to help us navigate, and some of the imbued lures that she, as a Beastmaster, could craft and use to befriend animals.

Before long, we had three sturdy packs stacked by the door containing all the essentials for wilderness survival thanks to our combined efforts. I did one final weapons check — rifle and handgun cleaned and loaded, knife sharpened. The girls also gave their chosen arms a quick inspection — Diane her crossbow, and Leigh a simple six-shooter. Both girls also carried a long knife.

“I’d say we’re all set!” Leigh proclaimed proudly, hands on her hips as she eyed our assembled equipment.

Diane gave a determined nod to agree with her harem sister. I knew my competent companions were the best guarantee for success of any venture we would undertake beyond Gladdenfield’s secure walls.

After tidying up the remains of breakfast, we shouldered our packs and stepped outside into the bustling frontier settlement. The sun had just crested the distant hills, washing Gladdenfield’s dusty streets in golden dawn light. Gentle woodsmoke hung in the crisp morning air.

Townsfolk were already up and about on various errands. Many called out greetings to Leigh or nodded respectfully to me as the victor of Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament. Their well wishes for an uneventful journey followed us as we made our way toward the main gates.

“This is it, girls,” I said, feeling the excitement for the journey in my bones. “A new adventure.”

Diane and Leigh made excited sounds as they clung to one of my arms each, and we nodded at the guard as we passed beneath the tall timber palisades, leaving behind Gladdenfield’s secure borders.

Ahead, the open wilderness beckoned, both thrilling and daunting in its vast scale and unknown dangers that lurked within. This was it — together we were stepping into the Wilds on another great adventure!


Chapter 2

Stepping past Gladdenfield’s gates, we set off down the winding path leading into the dense forest. Ancient trees with gnarled trunks and leafy canopies towered on all sides, filtering the morning light into golden beams that painted the forest floor.

The crisp scent of pine and earth surrounded us as we hiked beneath those silent sentinels. Here and there, massive boulders and fallen logs offered reminders of the primordial forces that had shaped this land over eons, with strange rocks or cracked pits showing the signs of the Upheaval that had united our world with the magical realm of Tannoris.

Ferns and bushes clustered along the sides of the trail, rustling gently in the breeze. Tiny wildflowers peeked out from the undergrowth, their fragile beauty contrasting with the ancient strength of the mighty oaks and pines.

We made good time, but we still admired our lush surroundings. Leigh paused frequently to point out interesting plants she recognized from her wilderness training, regaling us with her knowledge of which beasts fed on such plants and which were avoided because they were poisonous.

Now and then, the excited chatter of squirrels or birdsong filtered down through the leafy canopy overhead. Shafts of golden light slanted between the trees, illuminating swirling motes of pollen. There was a timeless serenity to this ancient wood that eased the mind and spirit.

As we continued deeper into the forest, the terrain gradually grew more rugged. Exposed roots crossed the path, and we had to pick our way carefully over them. Moss-cloaked boulders offered respite, so we paused atop one to share some dried fruit and nuts.

Diane’s nerves about the journey ahead seemed to have settled. She pointed upwards, a smile lighting her face as she traced the path of a hawk soaring lazily on the thermals high overhead. Its keen eyes were likely scanning the spaces between the trees, searching for prey stirring in the undergrowth.

After our brief rest, we continued onward. The pleasant chill of the recent night still lingered beneath the sheltering boughs. Our packs felt lighter, our steps coming easier as our muscles adjusted to the gentle rhythm of the hike.

Around late morning, we came upon a small brook glinting merrily over smooth stones as it wound its way through the woods. I refilled our canteens in the cold crystal water while Leigh pointed out tiny silver minnows darting amongst the pebbles.

“Oh, I would have loved to catch a few of those,” Diane said, licking her lips at the sight of the fish.

I chuckled, amused by her love of the catch. “Well, we have plenty of food and a long journey ahead. Maybe on the way back, we’ll take a little more time to relax. Unless you can catch one in the, say, fifteen minutes we’ll take a break here.”

Of course, that was a challenge to Diane.

Leigh and I enjoyed the soothing babble and glimpses of darting fish, smiling as we watched Diane at play, trying to catch one of the nimble minnows with her hands. Her delighted laughter when one evaded her grasp warmed my heart. Unfortunately, she didn’t manage to catch any of the sprightly fish.

After our pleasant stop beside the brook, I pulled out my compass and map, confirming we remained on course through the trackless wood. With Leigh’s wilderness skills, I had few qualms about getting lost even this far from civilization.

As the sun climbed towards its zenith, dappled shadows danced around us in the gentle breeze. All was tranquil aside from woodland birds conversing back and forth in the leafy canopy high overhead. The pungent scent of pine enveloped us as we followed the brook for a while, and the air out here was wholesome and purifying.

As we hiked, I reflected on how different this was from the tame parks and recreation areas of New Springfield. Out here, one was reminded viscerally that we were simply guests passing through a domain shaped over eons by implacable natural — and magical! – forces. It instilled humility.

The winding trail took us up a steady incline as the terrain grew increasingly rocky. Soon we were navigating between house-sized boulders draped in vibrant ferns and moss. Their craggy surfaces were pleasantly cool to the touch as we passed.

When the path forked around a massive fallen oak, I calmly oriented us using my compass, so we remained on course through the trackless ancient wood. Diane and Leigh assisted, and I had few qualms about getting lost with this company.

As we hiked, the girls pointed out small wonders along the way — a family of raccoons peeking from a hollow tree, ripening wild berries, or the pellets of an owl at the base of a tree. Each new discovery was a delight that kindled a spirit of outdoorsmanship within us all.

Now and then, the excited chatter of squirrels or a snatch of birdsong would filter down through the leafy canopy overhead. Shafts of golden light slanted between the trees, illuminating swirling motes of pollen.

When weariness crept into our limbs as noon approached, we agreed to start looking for a suitable spot to pause and eat a midday meal. A clearing carpeted in emerald moss between towering elms seemed ideal.

There we rested for a time, talking lightly as we shared hunks of cheese, dried meat, and sips from our canteens. Overhead, the swaying boughs murmured in the gentle breeze. All around us, life went on as it had for millennia untold.
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Our strength and spirits were renewed after lunch, so we soon resumed our trek with reinvigorated steps. Rounding a lichen-speckled boulder, we stumbled upon something unexpected — the crumbling facade of some ancient structure, nearly swallowed by the encroaching forest.

My girls and I exchanged amazed looks at this remnant emerging from the mists of ages past before we stepped closer.

Approaching cautiously, we noted fluted pillars and elegant statuary peeking from the vibrant blanket of ferns and ivy. Strange symbols adorned weathered arches carved with artful precision from now-cracked stone. It was old, much older than any building in the Americas.

“It’s Tannorian architecture,” Diane whispered in awe; her eyes wide.

Having come from that realm originally, she recognized subtle hallmarks in the alien design. “This must be thousands of years old, left here by the Upheaval.”

“That’s amazing,” I breathed, studying the magical mystery of another world with fascination. Even for those living on the frontier, discovering such wonders was rare.

“Let’s take a closer look,” Leigh suggested.

Mouth agape, I walked under the moss-covered archway and into the enchanting ruins.

“Has to be elven,” Diane said. “The kin don’t build like this.”

Spellbound by the lingering grandeur amidst decay, we carefully picked our way through the ruins, marveling at the otherworldly craftsmanship. Vines snaked over once-ornate balustrades, and windows framed nothing but leafy boughs.

Slowly and in their gentle way, the trees were taking this place back. But that only added to the mystery of the ruins.

Pushing deeper into the abandoned edifice, we entered a small courtyard open to the sky. There, enthroned atop a crumbling plinth, rested an exquisitely carved figurine of swirling stone — an elven woman with flowing robes and a serene countenance.

“Wow,” I breathed at the sight, stepping closer to the plinth.

Her delicate features were so finely wrought that it seemed impossible she was mere cold stone. Mesmerized, we circled the statuette, noting lifelike details from gracefully pointed ears to individually articulated folds in the robes.

“She must have been a goddess or mythical heroine,” Diane mused, studying the elegant sculpture. “I wish I knew more of the old lore.” Her eyes were sad, likely thinking of all the history lost in the Upheaval.

“Maybe Waelin will know,” Leigh said.

I nodded. “We could show it to him.”

Diane cocked her head. “Take it with us, you mean?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s beautiful. And this place is a ruin now. It belongs to no one. It would be nice to give it a second home.”

Diane nodded. “Maybe on our hearth?”

I smiled. “Exactly.”

Kneeling before the sculpture, I brushed away caking dirt to reveal an ornate plaque etched with looping symbols in the elven script. Though inscrutable to me, their flowing shapes had an innate beauty.

Leigh kneeled next to me and studied the symbols. I looked sideways at her, a puzzled smile on my lips.

“Ilmanaria,” she said. The winged woman gazed back as if in silent affirmation.

I blinked. “Wait… You can read elvish?”

“A little,” she said. “I don’t know many words, is the problem. But I can read the letters and know the sounds they’re supposed to make.”

I laughed. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises! You’ll have to teach me!” I glanced at Diane. “Ilmanaria. Does the name ring any bells?”

Diane considered it for a moment. “I think I recall her name from childhood tales. She was a guardian spirit of mages or something. I don’t know any more.”

“Well, let’s take it with us! Waelin will know more.”

Gently, I took the statuette from its place. For a moment, I hesitated; I did not want to desecrate this place or steal from it, but I sensed only tranquility. Those who had dwelled here in the past were long gone, and this beautiful artifact would receive a second life in our home.

Afterward, we jointly explored side chambers shrouded in cool shadow. There, painted frescoes still clung to otherwise bare walls. Strange creatures and unfamiliar landscapes had been meticulously rendered in pigments that defied time.

“These must be magical,” I said, amazed by how intact the depictions remained. “They have survived for so long, even when exposed to the elements.”

“It’s certainly possible,” Diane agreed. “The elves often use magic in their works, and it wouldn’t surprise me at all if they had some kind of way to make their art last longer!”

We watched in amazement, and the images seemed to dance before our eyes… sweeping vistas of majestic towers and rich castles unlike anywhere on Earth. Elven warriors with plumed helmets rode dragons into war, and mages in immaculate robes bent the very elements to their will. This art offered visceral glimpses into Tannorian realms both wondrous and alien.

As we lingered, admiring those masterpieces, I couldn’t escape the melancholic realization that we were likely the first in a long time to look upon them. All great civilizations crumble, often leaving only these haunting echoes behind, and much of the elven glory that once lived on Tannoris had passed.

When we finally tore ourselves away to continue our forest trek, the ruined sanctuary still occupied our thoughts. We all felt imbued with an almost spiritual vigor from experiencing the last lingering grandeur of that place.

But we needed to be on our way. Part of the joy of travel was certainly exploration, but we wanted to complete our quest as well.

We moved on, leaving the ancient structure behind us now. I glanced back frequently, appreciating this marvel that fate had put on our path.

“Can you imagine what it was like before the Upheaval?” Diane wondered aloud. “Great sprawling cities, magical academies filled with elven sages, dragonriders…” Her voice held melancholy longing for a past irretrievably faded.

As we resumed our trek, the sun had begun its gradual descent toward the distant hills. I felt vibrant and full of life, appreciative of what I had seen so far and looking forward to what was to come.


Chapter 3

As the sun sank lower in the sky, we sought out a suitable clearing to make camp for the night. Finding a nice flat area surrounded by sheltering pines near a brook flowing with fresh water, we set down our packs with a collective sigh of relief.

“I’d say this is a mighty fine spot to settle in for the night,” Leigh declared, hands on her hips as she surveyed our chosen campsite. I had to agree. The dense trees would provide good cover from wind or rain, and the nearby brook provided fresh water. Visibility would be limited, but that was an issue everywhere in the forest.

We quickly fell into a smooth routine, working efficiently together to get camp established before full dusk settled. Diane and I worked on assembling the tent while Leigh busied herself gathering dry tinder for a fire.

Before long, the canvas shelter was erected, and our bedrolls arranged neatly inside. Meanwhile, Leigh had a good stack of firewood ready, and I busied myself with getting a campfire underway.

Soon enough, we had a modest fire crackling, the cheery flames dispelling the encroaching gloom beneath the trees. The smoky scent of burning pine filled the little clearing.

With camp readied, we turned our attention to preparing a hearty trail supper. Leigh hummed as she filled a pot from the nearby stream to boil over the flames. Diane sliced strips of smoked venison while I measured out portions of beans and rice.

Soon the simple but nourishing meal was bubbling away over the fire as we watched the sunset paint the sky in brilliant hues of orange and pink through the trees. The tantalizing aroma of meat and beans mingled with woodsmoke made my stomach rumble.

When it was ready, Leigh carefully dished out portions of the hearty meal of rice, beans, and venison into our tin bowls and mugs. We settled on logs around the fire to enjoy the well-earned fare after a long day’s hike through the forest.

“Mmm, this hits the spot!” Diane said appreciatively between bites. The tender venison and savory beans perfectly sated our appetites built up from a day’s worth of fresh air and exercise.

Leigh smiled, clearly pleased her efforts were being enjoyed.

As we ate, fireflies began to blink into existence, their otherworldly lights flickering like tiny stars amidst the ferns and bushes just beyond the fire’s cheery glow. The effect was beautiful, and we all smiled with delight at the beauty of it.

Our hunger gradually diminished as we cleaned our bowls, leaving only comfort and drowsiness. Diane stifled a yawn. The excitement of the day’s discoveries was catching up rapidly, it seemed.

When Leigh began preparing a pot of tea to keep us warm as the night’s chill crept in, curiosity got the better of me again regarding her unexpected knowledge of the elven language we’d encountered.

“So, Leigh, you never did explain earlier — how’d you pick up reading the elven letters?” I asked once we all had steaming mugs in hand.

Leigh’s expression turned thoughtful. “Well, it’s kind of a long tale…” she began slowly.

Diane and I nodded eagerly for her to continue.

She took a slow sip of tea, gathering her thoughts. “Ya see, when I was just a youngin’ first setting out to be a wandering Beastmaster, I happened to meet this elf lady named Rahael. She was awful old and grizzled but one heck of an animal trainer who made her bones in Tannoris.”

As she spoke, Leigh’s eyes took on a faraway cast as if peering back through the mists of memory. The firelight danced over her fine features. “Ol’ Rahael kinda took me under her wing for a spell. I guess she took a likin’ to me. She taught me a lot about befriending critters and living off nature’s bounty.”

I listened raptly, fascinated to learn more of Leigh’s past mentors and tutelage. Even Diane seemed enraptured by the tale, absently turning a twig over in her hands as Leigh spun her story.

“I was with her nigh on a year, I reckon. We were roaming all over before she settled down in a frontier town called Fallhaven to retire. Anyhow, while we traveled together, she’d teach me all sorts of things.” Leigh smiled wistfully. “Elven writing was among her lessons. I… don’t really have a head for it, so I never really picked up much of that stuff, but the letters kinda stuck. Don’t know why.”

She shook her head as if in lingering awe. “But Rahael was a good mentor. She knew more than most folks ever will about the beasts of Tannoris. You’d expect the kin to know more, and they do in certain ways, but Rahael knew all the lore. I suppose I was just a humble pupil soaking up whatever she saw fit to teach.”

As Leigh elaborated on her mentor’s wisdom and unusual longevity, I found myself picturing those bygone days when a young Leigh had wandered the wilderness guided by the elf woman’s profound knowledge. Rahael sounded like a remarkable figure.

“I’ll never forget those days we had together before fate split our paths,” Leigh concluded. “She gave me the foundation that’s served me so well as a Beastmaster. I hope she’s doing well in Fallhaven.”

Leigh smiled wistfully down at her now-empty mug before meeting my eyes across the flickering flames. “Anyhow, that’s the long and short of it! Guess Rahael’s lessons stuck with me.”

“That’s really amazing you crossed paths with someone like that,” I said sincerely. “A good mentor can make all the difference in a place like this.”

Beside me, Diane hummed agreement, clearly as enthralled as I was by Leigh’s poignant tale.

As the embers burned lower, a tranquil hush fell over the little camp. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted its lonely night song. Weariness began seeping into our bones from the long day’s hike. After tidying up the remains of dinner, I told the girls I’d take first watch. We kissed each other goodnight, and they headed into the tent.

I was tired but also looking forward to sitting a while longer, soothed by the muted symphony of the forest at night.


Chapter 4

The next morning, I awoke from a deep, restful sleep with Leigh curled up against me. I blinked awake slowly, savoring the tranquility of the still, quiet forest. Leigh’s breathing was deep and even, and I took a moment to savor the sight of her like this.

Moving carefully so as not to disturb Leigh, I slipped on my boots and emerged from the tent, inhaling deeply of the crisp morning air. Wisps of mist clung to the undergrowth and ferns, illuminated by the first golden rays piercing the canopy. The babbling brook provided a soothing backdrop.

“Morning, sunshine,” Diane said with a smile. She sat on a boulder, crossbow on her lap, and shot me a warm smile.

I stretched and yawned. “How was the last watch?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing special,” she said. “It’s nice and quiet out here. I actually enjoyed it!”

I smiled before heading over and giving her a kiss on her forehead. “So did I!”

After washing up briskly in the chilled water, I got a small fire going and put a pot of coffee on to percolate. The rich, earthy aroma soon filled our little camp, complemented by strips of sizzling bacon I had set to fry in our iron skillet.

Before long, my efforts roused Leigh from her slumber. She emerged tousle-haired but bright-eyed, eager for some of the hot coffee and breakfast I was preparing. We ate heartily together as the forest came to life around us.

Over breakfast, we discussed hopes to cover more miles today. The map showed we were making steady progress, but the Blighted Land still lay some distance ahead through the trackless wood.

“Should be no more than a day’s march,” I said. “We’ll camp near the edge of the forest. There’s no point in wandering out into the Blighted Land at night.”

The girls nodded, a little apprehension showing. Knowing its menacing moniker, they were not particularly eager to reach its borders.

After breaking camp and concealing signs of our presence, we continued our forest trek as shafts of morning light illuminated our path. The subtly shifting terrain kept us alert. Trees clustered densely, suffusing the woods in primordial mystery.

We frequently checked the map and compass throughout the day, ensuring we maintained the right heading. The remote location left no visible paths to follow. Our progress relied solely on navigation skills and attentiveness to our surroundings.

Around late morning, a snarl of exposed roots crossing the forest floor forced us to pick our way carefully. But teamwork saw all of us across the hazard safely. Beyond, we discovered a tranquil glade carpeted in lush moss and swaying ferns.

We gladly paused there to rest and take on sustenance. A fallen oak provided ample space to lounge. From my pack, I passed around strips of dried venison to gnaw. The sheltered glen was tranquil, perfect for regaining strength.

Our hunger diminished; we spent a few extra minutes simply absorbing the ambiance. Wind swaying the canopy above, beams of light dancing amidst the ferns, the musty scent of earth and leaves — all combined to soothe body and soul.

But the winding trail beckoned us onward all too soon. We hoisted our packs and pressed deeper into the ancient forest. The hoar trees here were gnarled with age, the very embodiments of patient wisdom. Their whispered secrets went unheard.

Through the afternoon, the terrain grew increasingly rugged. Twisting roots snaked across the shaded forest floor, making the going slow. The winding path threaded narrowly between sheer ridges and plunging ravines now.

Navigating a particularly difficult stretch, I lent Diane a steadying hand until she was over safely. Leigh whistled cheerily, undaunted by the rough terrain. But we all breathed easier when the route leveled out again beneath enormous, moss-blanketed pines.

Gradually, the character of the woods shifted around us. The ferns and undergrowth thinned away, leaving bare earth and stone. The air seemed heavier, and fewer birdsongs filled the oddly muted forest. An intangible gloom permeated these older stands.

As we hiked briskly onward, weariness settled into our bones beneath packs that now felt heavier. But neither sunset nor suitable campsite presented itself yet. Anxiety nagged me about taking rest in this faded section of wood that felt strangely vacant.

Without warning, the tree line ended abruptly up ahead. We hurried our steps, emerging from brooding shadow into late afternoon sunlight that dazzled the eyes. Pulling up short, we found ourselves overlooking a stark, eerie valley shrouded in unnatural haze. Dead trees clawed at the sky, and leafless shrubs with thorns covered much of the dry soil.

“The Blighted Land,” Leigh breathed, voicing the recognition in all our minds. Spread below, the accursed valley exuded an air of malevolence that raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

Bordering the Blighted Land, the woods resumed, but the trees there appeared sickly and gnarled. Little healthy wild growth remained, as if the valley’s very soil was poisoned. In the distance, the mountains reared up in forbidding majesty under the darkening sky.

“We should backtrack and make camp,” I said, glancing at the position of the sun. “We made good time and hit the Blighted Land a little earlier than expected, but I still don’t want to be out here exposed after night falls.”

The girls readily agreed, looking askance at the unnerving valley.
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Retreating into the cover of the trees, we hiked until the ominous vista was lost from view, putting a ridge between it and us. In a sheltered hollow near a freshet, we established camp as dusk deepened. An eerie silence hung beneath the boughs.

As we prepared a simple meal of rice, vegetables, and dried meat, no one felt much like talking. The cloying sense of dread inspired by the Blighted Land had diminished our spirits. We focused on bolstering our defenses, gathering extra firewood and concealing the camp as best we could amidst the trees.

Afterward, we sat by the fire in silence for a bit, until Diane began humming softly, and her lyrical voice lifted gently into song:

“O wanderer, never fear the dark,
The dawn will come, shadows depart,
Brave the night that hides the way,
Take heart, see light of new day.

The road ahead lies veiled from sight,
With perils strange on moonlit night,
But keep one step before the next,
Your soul’s own flame will light your quest.

Let fears unspoken fade away,
Like mist before the sunrise ray,
Hold to hope through darkest hours,
Until the forest sunshine flowers.”

The melancholic folk melody was beautiful and heartening, and I soon found myself invigorated by Diane’s words. As Diane sang, the gloom permeating the muted forest seemed to retreat, if only for a fleeting span.

When the song ended, she shot Leigh and me a tremulous but hopeful smile. “Just a little something I learned on the trail once upon a time,” Diane explained with a melancholy sigh. “Music has a way of soothing the soul and keeping the dark at bay.”

I reached over and gave her hand an appreciative squeeze. “That was beautiful, Diane,” I said sincerely. “And you’re right, it’s exactly what we needed tonight.” Diane’s singing had never failed to stir the spirit.

Once we had eaten, we hastily stuffed our trash into bags and stowed it safely away to minimize any scents that might attract creatures in the night. Anxiety still nipped at me as I checked and rechecked the simple fortifications encircling our camp. Whatever unnatural things lurked in the Blighted Land, I wanted no encounters with them under cover of darkness.

Diane’s song echoed still in the back of my mind, keeping the all-pervading gloom at bay. None of us would get a full night’s unbroken rest, but caution felt essential this close to the Blighted Land.

I took the first shift of the watch, determined to let the girls sleep as long as I could let them. I occupied myself tending the fire as they retired.

Seated beside the crackling flames with my rifle close, I frequently cast glances into the encroaching darkness between the trees. Any hint of movement or sound put my senses on high alert. The dismal valley’s proximity infected even dreams, lending them a bleak quality.

In the night, strange sounds and animals’ growls bounced between the trees, telling tales of strange creatures wandering about. Now and then, something flittered in the canopy, rustling the leaves. After several hours had passed, I woke up Leigh, who took the second watch. I handed her my rifle to be on the safe side.

Gray light eventually spilled through the forest, waking me and Leigh up and stirring birds to song again. We found Diane patrolling the perimeter of the camp with her crossbow, and we hastily prepared to continue our journey.

As we departed the hollow, I glimpsed the Blighted Land ahead through the trees. The time had come for a more dangerous part of our journey.


Chapter 5

The morning sun rose, casting pale light across the ominous valley of the Blighted Land. Its twisted trees and thorny undergrowth seemed even more unnatural and threatening now that we stood at its threshold. An uneasy silence hung in the air, broken only by our footsteps crunching on the dry earth as we reluctantly pressed onward.

The further we ventured, the more oppressive the stillness felt. Even the morning birdsong was muted here.

Diane walked closer beside me, her eyes wide and scanning our surroundings warily. Leigh’s usual cheer had faded into tense focus. We all felt the foreboding that permeated this cursed valley and moved with heightened caution.

Strange shapes loomed out of the haze — monolithic shards of stone jutting at odd angles from the dusty earth as though thrust violently skyward long ago. They were pitted and scarred, devoid of any life.

Merely looking upon them gave me a sense of primordial dread. Diane and Leigh had no idea what they signified, and we gave the disturbing formations a wide berth as we navigated deeper into the Blighted Land.

The sparse vegetation appeared simultaneously dead and alive. Shriveled gray trees clawed at the sky with bare, twisted branches that seemed to creak and groan of their own volition. Dark, oily plants sprouted from cracks in the earth, their thorns glistening with sinister secretions. The further we ventured, the less anything resembled healthy flora.

“This whole place feels… wrong, somehow,” Diane whispered uneasily. “Like it doesn’t belong in this world.”

I murmured agreement, unnerved by the unnatural geography surrounding us. Each step took us deeper into a domain that felt almost malevolently aware of our presence.

“Remember what Waelin said,” I recalled. “Dark magics tainted this strip of land at one point.”

Leigh frowned, her head swiveling watchfully. “All the more reason we’ll stay sharp,” she cautioned tersely. “Critters that dwell in a place this creepy won’t be natural or friendly.”

Her warning only heightened our guardedness. We scrutinized every whisper of movement.

As we navigated down barren slopes, the dusty earth gave way beneath each step, replacing secure footing with disconcerting loose shale that shifted treacherously. Diane and I supported one another to prevent a tumble. Cresting a rise, we got our first glimpse of the valley’s heart.

A murky land lay below, its dark waters choked by coils of massive thorns snaking out upon the surface. Shadowy shapes moved ponderously in the shallows. Though at a distance, a palpable menace emanated from the noxious pool. We steered our course to arc widely around it through more arid high ground.

Strange skittering sounds sent a chill up my spine. I paused, peering toward a formation of jagged boulders — and froze.

A veritable herd of leathery reptilian creatures were clambering over the stones below, hissing to one another in some abrasive tongue. Their forelimbs were long tendrils that grasped like hands.

My breath caught, but Leigh placed a warning hand on my arm before I could react. “Don’t move a muscle,” she breathed. “Those are Grapplejaws. They hunt by vibration. They’re small, but their bite is venomous. In high enough doses, it can be lethal.”

Heart pounding, I remained utterly still, barely daring to breathe, as the pack of dreadful things scrambled unnervingly by. Luckily, they did not head toward us. Only once they had passed, we exhaled in relief.

We quickened our pace through that stretch, eager to put distance between us and the monsters. As we moved, Diane gasped and pointed skyward. Drifting lazily overhead were bizarre creatures that resembled massive, asymmetrical jellyfish, trailing a confusion of organic tendrils. Their forms pulsed and rippled hypnotically in the sky.

“What on Earth are those?” Diane murmured, staring agape as the things floated by.

Leigh squinted at them critically. “Not of this Earth, I reckon,” she muttered darkly. “Likely some Tannorian aberrations. I ain’t never seen them before either.”

The outlandish creatures soared with the wind currents, oblivious to us. Their alien biology was like nothing I had ever glimpsed, seeming to defy reason itself. We watched uneasily until distance obscured them from view over the jagged horizon.

As we navigated through that unsettling domain, the air remained still and oddly muffled, as if the strange geology somehow smothered the wind. Dust eddied lethargically around our feet. It felt like the Blighted Land itself resented our presence. Diane slipped her hand into mine for reassurance as we walked.
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As the morning came to an end, the heat intensified, reflecting up from the pale earth in shimmering waves. We were all too glad to take shelter briefly in the scant shade of a crumbling rocky overhang to rest and drink. No one spoke much, our minds and bodies burdened by the oppressive atmosphere.

Once we had regained a measure of energy, we again ventured forth into the unrelenting sunlight. I tried to hold the image of Celeste’s beautiful but frail face in my mind’s eye — we endured this hellish place for her sake and Waelin’s hopes. That fragile life depended on our fortitude.

And if we succeeded, Waelin would put his magic at the disposal of the Frontier Division, which meant that many more humans would be able to venture out of the cities. That would mean more food, freedom, and prosperity for humans.

As we continued, we were beset by strange phenomena that defied reason — skittering movements with no source, dust eddies swirling in opposite directions, distant echoes as though from caverns invisible to our eyes. The Blighted Land itself seemed capable of madness-inducing trickery.

When Leigh paused abruptly, staring hard at a mound of loose shale, I frowned and stood guard. But she merely furrowed her brow, deep in thought, before beckoning us onward again without a word. Her tense silence unnerved me, but explanation would have to wait. Survival was our priority.

The terrain remained harsh and barren, with landmarks that all resembled one another. But my keen sense of direction kept us oriented correctly. I had studied the map well, and we kept close to a gorge that ran roughly in the direction we needed to go.

Afternoon saw us clear of the valley’s heart, thankfully. The mountains’ foothills rose ahead. Cleaner air stirred, and some semblance of ordinary vegetation emerged from the parched earth as we neared the far border. Relief swelled within me, tempered by weariness. We were almost out of the Blighted Land.

But our respite was short-lived. “We’re being trailed,” Leigh stated bluntly, her expression grim. “Something’s been shadowing our steps most of the day.” My stomach dropped even as Diane’s eyes widened fearfully. Leigh’s intuition was seldom wrong. If she said we were hunted, we were.

Leigh chewed her lip pensively. “From the signs, I reckon it’s one of them Landcrawlers. Giant burrowing beast, tough as an old boot. Must’ve caught our scent.” She shook her head. “Damn shame, ‘cause it’s an aberration. My Class abilities won’t allow me to befriend unnatural beings like that. And it looks like the clever girl looped far wide around us but couldn’t fully hide the signs from me. She won’t attack until dark or until we leave her territory.”

I frowned, pondering this new challenge. “So… this thing is attacking us either way?”

Leigh nodded. “We’re not a large enough party to scare it off, and these Tannorian creatures have some kinda sense for levels. If we had about fifteen levels between us, the beastie would back off. But with Diane and I both level 2 and you level 4, it’s gonna try its luck.”

“That means we get to choose the battleground,” I said. “At the edge of its territory if we just keep walking, or any place within its territory if we stay there until night.”

“Yeah, but if we choose a battleground, that would also mean we’d have to be in the Blighted Land at night,” Diane put in. “Because it won’t come out until night, right?”

She was right about that. I turned to Leigh. “Any idea how big its territory is?”

She touched her plump bottom lip for a moment as she considered my question. “I reckon it should be up to the foothills,” she finally said. “Ain’t no way to be a hundred percent sure, though.”

“Is it a big beast?” I asked. “Could it reach prey up in the branches of those stunted trees?” I pointed at a copse of trees closer to the foothills.”

Leigh gave a lopsided smile as she pondered that. “That’s a good idea,” she said. “No, it couldn’t. But it’s got a pretty big body with lots of strength. It could uproot one of them trees by rammin’ it.”

“So we need something to distract it,” I said and grinned broadly. “Good thing I’m a summoner…”

The girls exchanged a look and smiled. “Sounds like you have an idea?” Diane said.

I nodded. “If we take to the trees, I can summon two or three minor spirits to distract it. I’m thinking a storm and a fire spirit. They can pelt the Landcrawler with their minor attacks, which will hopefully annoy it. Meanwhile, we’ll be in the trees. Rifle, revolver, and crossbow should solve the problem, right?”

Leigh nodded. “It’ll take a couple shots, but it should work.”

“Well, that settles it, then,” I said. “We’ll head to those trees over there and prep our ambush. Leigh, is there any chance you can give us an accurate window for the attack?”

She wagged her head. “After the sun’s down but before midnight is about as narrow as I can make that window.”

I nodded. “Right, well… We’ll be a little uncomfortable then, tonight. Once we deal with the Landcrawler, we will continue marching. I want to clear the Blighted Land before we make camp.”

The girls nodded agreement, and we quickly headed toward the trees. We moved as swiftly as our tired limbs allowed across the remainder of the valley.

At times I swore the Landcrawler’s tremors reverberated faintly through the ground beneath our boots as it tracked us relentlessly. But I led us onward unerringly toward the copse of stunted trees.

We made a temporary camp among the dead trees to have a quick bite to eat before the sun would set. The mood was tense, but I had every confidence that we would succeed. The plan was solid, and our resolve was firm.


Chapter 6

The sun sank below the mountains, casting the Blighted Land into ominous shadow. We had taken up positions in the tangled branches of stunted trees overlooking the dusty valley floor. My rifle was loaded and ready as we awaited any signs of the Landcrawler’s approach.

The strange land remained eerily quiet, our ears straining for the slightest hint of movement. Leigh squinted into the deepening dusk, tense as a drawn bowstring. She gestured subtly that the creature was nearby.

My heart quickened; senses primed for confrontation. I allowed myself a look at my strong and resolute women. Diane had taken up position among the branches with the natural agility of her kind. She looked completely comfortable as she moved from branch to branch, keeping overwatch.

Leigh was a little less at ease, but I could tell she had found a stable position that would allow her to fire and deal with the recoil of her revolver. Both girls had their share of experience and knew how to handle themselves.

“Here it comes,” Leigh said. “I feel its presence.”

It took me a moment to feel it too, but then it was there. A faint tremor shook the dead branches beneath us.

I tightened my grip on the rifle stock, breathing controlled and steady. The Landcrawler was drawing closer, each quiver through the earth marking its progress underground. Its emergence was imminent.

The trembling intensified, and I saw the ground being upturned as it burrowed its way toward us now. It was immensely fast, which meant it had sturdy and sharp claws. It came straight toward us.

With a spray of dirt, the beast suddenly burst from the barren soil with a bone-rattling roar. It was about twenty feet shy of our circle of trees — perhaps the roots barred its way, but it was facing us and lumbered on in our direction.

My eyes widened — it was enormous, easily the size of an SUV, its thick scaly hide the dull brown of the valley floor. Curved claws tipped its burrowing forelimbs, and a lashing, armored tail whipped behind it. Leigh had been right: that thing could bring down a tree with no trouble.

The Landcrawler’s huge head swung from side to side, nostril slits flaring wide as it scented for us, but the creature had no eyes to see with. Still, its sense of smell was impeccable.

I swallowed hard, signaling Leigh and Diane to aim their weapons. The creature took another thudding step toward my tree, dust billowing around its gnarled feet.

Now was the time for my magic!

As it drew nearer, I began summoning my nature spirits. Wisps of mana coalesced before me, taking the forms of first a crackling being of lightning and a small flaming creature. They awaited my command, floating in the air beside me, and I mentally directed them to attack our foe.

Casting the spells consumed 8 of my 25 mana, so there was room for reinforcements if necessary. I could try the guardian, but I expected the quick and agile spirits stood a better chance.

“Look at them go!” Diane said, excited as she watched my little spirits engage.

Twin bolts of lightning and fire rained down, pelting the Landcrawler’s armored flanks. It reared back with an infuriated roar as the spirits’ barrage continued. The assault served its purpose — the beast’s attention fixated fully on my ephemeral allies, oblivious to us hidden above.

With the creature distracted, we steadied our aim upon its vulnerable spots — nose, throat, and underbelly between the plates of natural armor, exposed whenever it lashed out with its tail. On my signal, three shots simultaneously cracked out, echoing off the valley walls. My rifle’s recoil was serious, but I had braced myself for it.

Our volley struck home. My shot pierced the unprotected throat, while Diane’s bolt struck the underbelly. Dark ichor sprayed out of the wounds. Leigh’s shot, however, ricocheted off the thick armor plating.

But we had hurt it! The Landcrawler howled in agony, limbs flailing wildly. My spirits continued their harassment, evading the creature’s mad thrashing with supernatural quickness.

I rapidly took aim and fired again, seeking to further incapacitate the rampaging beast. Leigh and Diane added their own barrage, bullet and bolt tearing mercilessly into our foe. The Landcrawler’s roars became choked gurgles as vital fluids poured forth.

But then, its tail struck my little Storm Spirit, and the summon flailed and despawned, dissolving into air. And as it turned out, the Landcrawler was not stupid. It realized we were bigger threats than the summons, and it lumbered toward my tree.

“David!” Leigh called out. “Watch it!”

I had seen the danger. With a quick word of magic, I summoned my guardian for 8 mana.

Out of my swirling mana, a hulking, spectral form coalesced. The guardian was almost seven feet tall with a radiant body that appeared to be made of glass but was in fact much stronger. Its form was etched with glowing runes.

As the guardian manifested at the base of my tree, two boulder-like fists rested at its sides, one of which held a massive kite shield. I commanded the guardian to protect my tree, and it braced itself, gripping its shield with two fists as the Landcrawler came on.

It was a clash of titans. With a furious roar, the Landcrawler slammed its tail against the guardian’s shield. The guardian staggered but held. I knew it would not endure an endless barrage of such strikes, but it held for now.

“Keep shooting!” I called out at the girls, who had been frozen for a moment in awe. At my command, they resumed their attacks, and we barraged the creature with bullet and bolt.

Yet still the monstrous thing remained standing despite the grievous damage we inflicted. On the third strike of its massive tail, my guardian dissolved, accepting its return to the spirit realm stoically. I narrowed my eyes and called for another with a quick casting of my spell. It protected my tree with the same steadfast power. I was down to 1 mana now, and I would have to down one of my potions if I would need to cast more spells.

I resumed firing, joining my attacks with those of my women and the fire spirit. Pinned by our combined assault, the creature could only shudder and spasm violently beneath the onslaught. One of the beast’s legs crumpled, sending it crashing down heaving on its side and raising a cloud of dust. The fire spirit circled the beast warily as it thrashed weakly.

But our quarry was tenacious, and defiant fury still burned in the creature as it slammed its tail into my guardian — a little weaker this time. This thing would fight on still. I steeled myself, taking careful aim once more.

My next shot pierced that snorting nose in an explosion of fluids and tissue, blinding the Landcrawler as its sense of smell was destroyed. It loosed an ear-splitting shriek of anguish, thrashing madly and gouging the earth with its claws as it tried to escape. But we continued bombarding the incapacitated thing without mercy.

Leigh calmly sighted her revolver and fired it at the creature’s exposed throat until naught was left but a ragged, gaping hole, pumping out its blood. I joined in, driving two more rounds home into its gore-spattered underbelly, while Diane reloaded her crossbow.

Only now did the frenzied death throes begin to weaken beneath the combined firepower. The fight was nearing its end.

On the next volley, the beast jerked violently, a final guttural groan issuing from its tattered maw. Then all at once, the strength fled its limbs, and it slumped heavily into the dirt. For a moment, I watched, wary of any last quiver of life, as my fire spirit and guardian hovered or stood over the corpse.

But the Landcrawler did not rise again. Gradually, its heaving flanks stilled. The acrid tang of blood hung heavy on the air.

Satisfied it was truly finished, I signaled Leigh and Diane. We descended cautiously from our perches to inspect the carcass.

“We did it,” Leigh breathed, wiping the sweat from her brow. That was quite the confrontation!”

I gave a satisfied grin as I kissed both of my women. “You girls did well,” I said. Then, I looked around. “But this valley holds plenty of other dangers. We’ll celebrate once we’re out of the Blighted Land and have made a safe camp.”

Leigh nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “We should get moving. No tellin’ what else prowls here under darkness. At least the shrieks might keep some of them at bay. I reckon the Landcrawler is one of the most formidable foes around here.”

Diane murmured agreement, already having reloaded her crossbow as she watched our surroundings.

“Let’s go,” I said, giving the carcass another look. It didn’t look like there was anything of value there.

We gladly quit that place of death. I took the lead with sure steps, shouldering my pack. Together, we navigated toward the foothills looming ahead.


Chapter 7

Exhausted but vigilant, we hurried on through the darkness. The mountains loomed ahead, but the way remained perilous. Strange sounds echoed across the desolate valley in the Landcrawler’s wake. It seemed as if the death of the creature had roused many other things, now that the tyranny of the apex predator was over.

Sticking close together, we scrambled over the uneven terrain. My eyes constantly raked the gloom, rifle ready. After that confrontation, we couldn’t afford to be caught off guard.

A dry gully provided temporary cover to pause and check our heading. I quickly oriented us toward a pass through the foothills. We had to keep moving.

We were halfway up a crumbling slope when a chorus of unnatural shrieks shattered the night. I froze and peered into the darkness behind us.

“What is that?” Diane muttered, fear edging her voice.

Leigh stood limned against the moonlight, her dark blonde eyebrows furrowed as she peered into the gloom. I moved to stand beside her, rifle at the ready.

I saw at the same time as she did: dark, sinuous shapes poured from cracks in the earth.

“Grapplejaws!” Leigh and I said at the same time.

At least a hundred of the reptilian horrors swarmed toward us, tendrils grasping! They moved with horrid speed, apparently having sensed our hurried steps as we made our way toward the edge of the Blighted Land.

“We can’t handle this many,” Leigh said. “We need to move. Find a body of water to cross. They won’t follow.”

I nodded as I stepped forward. “Run!” I shouted. “I’ll be right behind you.” As I spoke, I aimed at the incoming mass of writhing lizards and fired at the nearest one. The rifle’s retort boomed, and the little creature practically exploded as the round struck it. But more slithered relentlessly on.

We scrambled higher as fast as the treacherous footing allowed, shots ringing out desperately to slow our pursuers. But the Grapplejaws kept coming, hissing and shrieking, eager for their meal.

“David, behind you!” Diane cried. I whirled, slamming one of the Grapplejaws with the stock of my rifle as it slithered up from a rock. It was just about to pounce, and its venomous jaws snapped a hairsbreadth from my throat as the stock of my rifle pulverized the skull.

Step by step we battled up the slope, seeking higher ground. My rifle blazed until empty; the bolt locked back; magazine spent. Similarly, Leigh’s revolver was empty, and she hadn’t had the time to reload it. Still, they came!

“Keep moving!” I called out to the girls as I reached for my bandolier and hastily uncorked a mana potion to down it.

The liquid burned my throat, but I immediately felt my mystical energies replenish. I restored 10 mana, bringing my total back up to 11.

But even as I finished my potion, Diane’s foot slipped on the loose shale in the dark. “No!” she called out as she started sliding back toward the Grapplejaw pack.

But I was there in a breath, and I grabbed her arm just in time, bracing myself to pull her up. Leigh — a few steps ahead — pivoted around, but I nodded for her to keep moving.

But now Diane and I were trapped against the slope with the creatures surrounding us. Their tendrils lashed out, seeking to enclose us. I smashed one away with my rifle stock, shattering its skull, and the others gave pause at that.

Leigh cried out as another Grapplejaw seized her leg. I desperately kicked the thing off of her before its inner jaws could strike. But we were soon to be overwhelmed. Our only chance was the slight hesitation at the end of the Grapplejaws as they made ready to accept that some of them would die if they tried to overwhelm us.

Gritting my teeth, I summoned a guardian right before Diane and me. It materialized in a whirl of magical energy, and the Grapplejaws croaked with worry at the sight of the tall, powerful being. They reeled back, blistered and howling, as I commanded my guardian to protect us.

As the guardian braced itself, Diane and I turned and prepared ourselves to fight our way through the line of hesitant Grapplejaws to make our way back to Leigh. Just then, Leigh focused her energy — she had been touching her forehead with two fingers — and magically glowing hearts appeared over the heads of some Grapplejaws standing between her and us.

At once, those Grapplejaws turned on their allies with a snarl, and the distraction was enough for us to break through their enclosure while the guardian shielded our backs, and we reached Leigh again.

“Go, go!” I urged the girls.

Shielding Diane and Leigh, we fought our way up the slope, while the guardian stayed behind to hold off the advancing swarm, aided by the Grapplejaws that Leigh had charmed with her Beastmaster ability.

A narrow gorge opened ahead — the way through the foothills! — and I heard water streaming. “This way!” I called out, and we pushed for it relentlessly. But the pack pursued, having overrun the guardian and their turncoat fellows. They were now flanking us to cut off escape.

But ahead, the stream shone in the moonlight. Almost there! My heart soared when I realized we would make it.

Breaking forward, we staggered into the stream. The water was chilling but wonderfully real after the nightmare valley.

Behind us, at the bank of the stream, the Grapplejaws milled in confusion, their pursuit stymied by the flowing water. Apparently, they did not like it. And even if they had, the current would be strong enough to wash them away. They paced the bank, hissing balefully but were unwilling to follow into the shallows.

“We made it!” Leigh panted. “I almost thought we were goners back there.”

I splashed some of the cool water over my grime-streaked face, scarcely believing our escape. Diane doubled over gasping beside me, then flung herself around my neck, thanking me for saving her.

Soon enough, Leigh joined in our hug, whooping triumphantly at the creatures now retreating back toward the Blighted Land. We had made it across.

As the stream carried away the dust and sweat of our harrowing flight, relief nearly overwhelmed me. But there could be no rest yet. We had to put distance between us and that cursed valley before I would feel safe enough to make camp.

“Come on, let’s keep moving,” I urged gently. Diane and Leigh nodded, weariness in their eyes. But determination still propelled them onward.

Step by weary step, we ascended into the rugged foothills. The Grapplejaws’ cries eventually faded behind us. Sheltering rock walls closed around the narrow path as if swallowing us from that malignant place. I did not look back.


Chapter 8

Exhaustion weighed heavily on our limbs as we climbed higher into the craggy foothills. The further we trekked from the Blighted Land, the lighter the atmosphere felt, as if a physical miasma had been lifted. Still, we remained wary, ears straining into the darkness for any signs of pursuit.

Eventually, the path leveled off, and we came upon a sheltered hollow tucked between two cliffs. A tiny spring bubbled up from between mossy stones — fresh, clean water unpolluted by the valley’s evil.

Gratefully, we slipped off our packs and dropped almost in unison onto the cool earth, muscles aching, and skin grimed with dirt and sweat. For a time, we simply focused on regaining our breath and gathering the energy to erect camp.

Once I had caught my second wind, I set about getting a small fire going in the lee of the stone while Leigh unpacked our bedrolls. Diane helped prepare a modest meal to revive our flagging strength after the desperate escape.

Soon, we were gathered around the flickering campfire, nursing mugs of hot tea and chewy trail rations. The events of the last day felt almost surreal in retrospect. We sat in weary silence for some time, processing it all.

“That was too close,” Diane finally murmured, staring pensively into the fire. “If not for your quick thinking and magic, David, we’d have been overwhelmed.”

I gave her thigh a gentle squeeze. “We made it thanks to all of us working together. Your warning saved me from that Grapplejaw.” Diane managed a tremulous smile in response. “And Leigh’s ability helped us break out. I don’t know if we could’ve fought our way through that line of Grapplejaws without getting bitten once or twice.”

Leigh winked at me and smiled. “I must admit, when I saw all those critters pouring outta the dark, I thought we were done for,” she remarked before taking a long swig of tea. “I ain’t sure if I agree with Waelin’s assessment of the place.”

I nodded grimly. “I think he may have underestimated it. Or perhaps the place has grown more dangerous since he last got his information. And the land itself felt heavy and watchful…” I shuddered at the memory. “We’ll have to go through that land once more on our trip back, but we’ll be more careful the second time around.”

“With the Landcrawler gone,” Leigh said, “we shouldn’t have to be there at night. And during the day, we should be able to spot those swarms of Grapplejaws long before their little tendrils feel us out.”

“Agreed,” Diane said fervently. “Still, let’s be careful.”

For a time, we sat in pensive silence as the moon rose higher, casting silver light and black shadows over the secluded hollow. The simple joys of firelight and hot tea took on new meaning after the day’s travails.

Eventually, I asked Leigh if those Grapplejaws and Landcrawlers were common creatures. The Beastmaster furrowed her brow contemplatively before responding.

“In the Wilds, you’ll see more of ‘em,” Leigh admitted. “But there were a lot of ‘em here in the Blighted Land. They usually ain’t that aggressive or in such big swarms. The taint on this land must’ve touched them. As for Landcrawlers.” She shook her head. “Don’t see many of those in the deeper Wilds. But you ain’t gonna like the reason why?”

“Oh?” I said.

She grinned. “Deeper in the Wilds, there’s more dangerous creatures. And they hunt the Landcrawlers.”

I smiled and nodded. “Eat or be eaten, huh?”

“Something like that,” she said with a wink.

“Still,” I continued. “It must be pretty dark magic that turned the Blighted Land into what it is today.”

Leigh nodded sagely. “Ain’t nothing in nature that conjures things so… unnatural, not even from Tannoris. We want no part of whatever went down back there.”

Diane peered up at the emerging stars in thoughtful silence before adding, “My people have tales of four great mages in the First Age whose hubris sought to twist creation to their will.” Her blue eyes were dark with memory. “They battled each other with terrible magics, and their folly unleashed catastrophe in many places before they were finally defeated, if the legends hold true.”

I stared at her in amazement. “You think powers like that could have had a hand in the Blighted Land’s fate?”

Diane gave an elegant shrug, unwilling to speculate further. But the notion left me intrigued. Perhaps these places were sites where those ancient mages had fought.

The reminder of such ancient, cosmic forces served as a sobering capstone to our journey through that accursed valley. We had survived, but who knew what lingering traces of darkness remained etched upon the land. Perhaps one day, it would be dealt with.

Shaking off the feelings, I glanced at the beauty of the moon and felt the simple joy of having my companions at my side. “Well, whatever evil befell that place, let’s simply be thankful we passed through without worse incident,” I said at last.

Leigh gave a wry chuckle. “I’ll say! Why don’t we talk of cheerier things, like how nice it’ll feel to finally get a proper rest tonight now that we’re out of that nightmare valley.”

Diane perked up a bit at the thought. “Yes, I could certainly use some uninterrupted sleep after the past twenty-four hours!” She playfully nudged Leigh. “Don’t go snoring now like you did last night?”

“Me?” Leigh exclaimed in mock affront. “I think you’ve got us confused! I have it on good authority that you’re the snorer. Whenever you’re out on watch, it’s blissfully silent!”

Diane stuck out her tongue, and just like that, the somber mood was dispelled in a bout of much-needed laughter.

The simple act of bantering lifted our spirits immensely. With full bellies and the glowing embers warming our toes, drowsiness stole upon us rapidly. We were happy to leave any further discussions for the morrow’s light.

I let the fire gradually settle into coals while Diane and Leigh readied the simple bedrolls and blankets we carried. It was warm and dry, and we would not put up the tent tonight as the rocky soil didn’t really allow for it. The girls’ eyes shone with gratitude when I announced I would take first watch so they could get some rest first.

Snug in their sleeping bags, Leigh was out almost before her head touched the pillow, while Diane drifted off, gazing dreamily up at the glittering tapestry of stars overhead. As their breathing deepened into sleep, I gazed around the shadowed hollow with a smile, willing away my own fatigue to stand sentinel a while longer.

Tomorrow would bring a fresh set of challenges navigating the rugged peaks to locate the hidden Dungeon. But for now, in this serene interlude, warmed by the dying firelight and my companions’ steady slumber, contentment washed over me.


Chapter 9

It had been a long night, so we took our time the next morning. Still, not having raised the tent, the early light woke us. After a quick breakfast, we swiftly broke camp, eager to make an early start.

“Hopefully,” I said. “We’ll find the entrance to the Dungeon today. I think we shouldn’t enter it yet, unless we still have plenty of energy left.” I shot a look at Diane and Leigh. “That is, assuming that a Dungeon is a place that will take several hours to explore?”

Both girls nodded at that. “Yes,” Leigh said. “I haven’t done many Dungeon runs, but they tend to take a while.”

“I have only done two,” Diane said. “Both took about… three hours, I think? They were level 1 Dungeons, and I cleared them with a party of foxkin.”

I nodded. “What can we expect?”

“Traps,” she said. “And the monsters that Waelin announced.”

I nodded. “Mainly summons and bound creatures.”

“Yep,” Leigh said. “It’d be smart to let someone scout ahead when we venture in.” She flashed a grin at her harem sister. “And who better than Diane, a Scout?”

Diane grinned and nodded.

“Alright,” I said. “Sounds like a plan. But let’s find this place first.”

Consulting Waelin’s map once more, I traced our intended path deeper into the secluded basin. Nimos Sedia’s location remained a cipher, but the day’s first light kindled fresh hope within me of unraveling its secrets.

We set out at a steady march, breathing deep the crisp air scented of pine needles and weathered stone. White-capped peaks framed the horizon, standing sentinel over the valley’s hidden enigmas. Far above, an eagle’s piercing cry rang out — some of the creatures of Earth still flourished after the Upheaval. In fact, many were doing a lot better.

Trudging downslope through stands of hardy brush, we began methodically scouring the area for any signs of subterranean construction — shards of worked stone among scree fields, depressions concealed amidst the undergrowth. But as the morning aged, no revelations manifested.

Pausing in the shade of a towering pine, I once again closely perused Waelin’s map, searching for any subtle clue I might have missed. Each smudged contour and faded notation had been seared into memory. But even now, the parchment kept its secrets.

As we continued searching the gradual western incline, I lamented not having any kind of magic that could unveil what our mortal senses had failed to discern. Luckily, Diane’s skill as a Scout helped us search the mountain pass with great detail.

The search of the western incline proved fruitless, but there was much more space to cover. However, the chances of entering the Dungeon this same day were growing smaller.

With determination, we fanned out to thoroughly scour the area, overturning stones and probing depressions for any signs of subterranean architecture or concealed entrances. I remained hopeful some subtle clue would manifest to unravel this enigma.

But as the sun rose toward its pinnacle, no hidden passages or structures emerged. The Dungeon’s location continued baffling our searches. Still, Diane’s calming presence and Leigh’s irrepressible humor kept my frustration from surfacing or taking control.

Taking a break, we sat upon a weathered boulder to eat a bite, gazing out over the rugged basin.

“Is it always this hard to find the entrance to a Dungeon?” I asked.

Leigh shrugged, seeming a little dejected. “I don’t know,” she said. “Someone else scouted them for my previous party, back when I still roamed and hadn’t settled in Gladdenfield yet.”

But Diane shook her head. “Normally, they are easier to find.”

Rising, I decided we should shift focus to the pass’s northern extent. Consulting my compass and map, I oriented our course toward a stark ridge line. Perhaps from that lofty vantage some new prospect would reveal itself to keen eyes. Diane and Leigh readily agreed, trusting my instinct to search farther north.
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As we headed toward the northern stretch of the pass, the path turned arduous, switch-backing relentlessly up the slope. Jagged outcroppings and loose scree fields made traversing treacherous, forcing us to move with care. But the toil would be rewarded if the ridge’s height exposed some hint of our elusive quarry.

Breathless but unbowed, we crested the ridge as the day reached its zenith. I hurried to the edge, squinting out over the windswept pass now sprawling below us. But aside from meandering pines and the occasional bald peak, details remained maddeningly obscured by distance and haze. If Nimos Sedia was still there, it continued camouflaging itself cunningly.

Soul weary but not disheartened, we descended the ridge to resume the search. There were still hours of daylight left and numerous secluded hollows and thickets yet to be scoured. And we had one another’s company to keep spirits kindled when the fruitless seeking grew most monotonous.

Afternoon found us combing the mossy banks of a winding creek, seeking any tunnel openings suggesting an underground complex. But the stony soil yielded only damp and dancing lightflies that flitted playfully about us. Their luminous beauty raised my spirits some before weariness set in once more.

As the sun dipped behind the western crags, we climbed a gentle slope to establish camp within a sheltered hollow between towering pines wreathed in shadow. A tiny rill burbled over smooth stones nearby, allowing us to refill our waterskins with the freshest and sweetest runoff.

While I got a modest campfire going, Diane and Leigh prepared a humble stew from our dwindling supplies. We had been underway for four days now, and I was happy I had insisted on bringing supplies for at least ten days. Over our dinner, talk turned to hopes tomorrow would finally unveil the hidden Dungeon’s whereabouts. If not, we would run out of time.

With bellies filled, I again unfolded Waelin’s map to meticulously recheck each smudged contour and notation, hoping renewed eyes might glean some previously missed clue. But the parchment’s secrets remained locked away, to my continued vexation. Sighing, I carefully folded it before turning eyes skyward.

Arrayed above in breathless glory spread the night’s first emerging stars, their gentle luminosity kindling perspective within me. Our quest’s fulfillment remained paramount, but brief respites like this beneath the majestic firmament were to be cherished as well. I said as much to my companions, eliciting smiles.

When the embers had dimmed to a ruddy glow, I took first watch, soon to be relieved by Leigh. My own dreams were untroubled by frustrations of the day, focused instead on the silver web of stars glimpsed through sheltering pine boughs.


Chapter 10

The next morning, we awoke determined to uncover the hidden entrance to Nimos Sedia. As we finished our modest breakfast, I turned to the girls, still pondering the conundrum.

“There must be a reason it’s been so difficult to locate,” I mused aloud.

“It’s probably really well hidden,” Diane mused.

Leigh nodded. “The elves are crafty architects — in many ways even better than the dwarves. If they want something to remain hidden, that’s how it’s going to be.”

“So,” I said. “We’ll just have to be sharper then.” I hopped to my feet and brushed off my hands. “Let’s hop to it.”

The girls nodded their agreement, and together we resumed our systematic search of the mountain pass. As we combed the rocky slopes, I tried to put myself in the mindset of the ancient elves who had constructed this place. Why would they conceal the Dungeon’s entrance so cunningly? Perhaps for defensive purposes in times of conflict.

“Maybe the entrance blends in with the natural topography as camouflage,” I mused aloud. The notion struck me as we squeezed between two massive boulders. Their craggy faces were scarred by centuries of wind and rain. What if the facade hid worked stone behind?

Signaling Diane and Leigh, I began scrutinizing the rocks and stone debris surrounding us. Weathered cracks and crags could easily mask cut blocks placed artfully. We broadened our search, looking for anything suggesting artificial shaping.

The early morning hours passed swiftly as we tapped and pressed on the landscape, seeking hollow echoes hinting at empty space behind any surface. But our efforts continued to come up empty. Yet we persisted, down on hands and knees in places, digging away loose gravel and dirt.

It was Diane who first noticed it using her Class abilities — scuff marks in the dusty earth near a sheer cliff face that suggested recent disturbance. She had activated her Tracking skill, and the gentle bubbling of water below suggested some hidden stream where critters went to drink.

“If there’s a hidden stream,” I mused, “there might be more hidden. Let’s follow this trail.”

Tracing the subtle signs brought us to a cleverly concealed crevice in the rock. It was practically invisible from every angle, and only the murmur of water gave it away. The crevice was wide enough to admit a single person at a time, and it could only be seen when standing above it thanks to the boulders piled around it.

“This might be it,” I said. “I’ll have a look.”

“Be careful,” Diane urged.

Diane and Leigh helped clear away enough loose stone for me to gingerly enter the crevice. I raised my flashlight beam as I descended, wary of loose footing on the damp, uneven surface. Rough-hewn steps led tantalizingly down into darkness before me — no natural formation could have created their deliberate, sequential contours. These had clearly been fashioned by skilled hands, and I knew in my bones this passageway would lead to Nimos Sedia at last.

A little farther down the crevice, water burbled, collecting among the rocks before slipping away again. Next to the little pool, time-worn steps descended into darkness. These had been fashioned by hand, and I knew this was it.

“We found it!” I exclaimed, excitement ripping through my voice. “It’s here.”

Diane and Leigh squeezed into the hidden cleft after me, our eyes shining in the lantern light. After a day of searching, Nimos Sedia’s lost entrance lay before us at last!

Like cunning chameleons, the elven architects had merged Nimos Sedia’s facade seamlessly with the surrounding topography. Without knowing precisely what to look for, the concealed entrance remained invisible to the naked eye. But our persistence had finally unearthed its secret.

As we gathered around the top of the carved steps, I turned and grinned at both women. “I knew we’d find it if we just kept looking!”

Leigh whooped joyously, and Diane laughed, both girls swept up in my elation. The promise of exploration and discovery crackled between us like electricity.

But we had to stay focused, I reminded myself. This was just the first step, albeit a crucial one. The greater challenges likely still awaited somewhere in the lightless depths below.

“What are we waitin’ for then?” Leigh said enthusiastically. “Let’s see where these here stairs lead!” She made as if to start down them immediately, but I gently pulled her back.

“Hold on,” I cautioned, wanting to be smart about this. “We should take some time first to prepare before venturing inside. Check weapons and supplies, get our flashlights ready. It’s going to be dark down there.”

Leigh rubbed the back of her neck, looking abashed. “Right, got ahead of myself for a second there,” she admitted. “Good idea to be cautious.”

Locating this lost entrance had required every ounce of wit and tenacity Diane, Leigh, and I possessed. It had been well hidden by elven skill, but we had managed to unearth it.

But the greater trial still awaited somewhere in the lightless depths under our feet. Yet now, standing together at the threshold and brimming with cautious excitement, I knew we were ready to brave whatever ancient enigmas lay hidden within this dungeon.
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After we ate, rested up, and packed what we would likely need in the darkness of Nimos Sedia, we were finally ready to venture in.

Taking a deep breath, I led the way down the carved stone steps into the yawning darkness, one hand trailing along the rough wall to steady myself. The air grew steadily colder and heavier as we descended.

Soon the last of the daylight faded away behind us. Up ahead, my flashlight’s narrow beam illuminated patches of the worn steps and dripping stone walls.

“Stay close together,” I cautioned over my shoulder.

Diane and Leigh’s own flashlight beams bobbed along just behind me. Their tense silence told me they shared my heightened sense of foreboding in the smothering blackness all around us.

After what felt like an eternity of careful descent, the stairs finally ended in a small circular chamber with two arched doorways leading off into further gloom. Strange symbols were carved around each entrance whose meanings were lost to the mists of time.

Halting to get our bearings, I swept my flashlight systematically around the room. Thick cobwebs drooped from the ceiling, stirred faintly by some unfelt draft. The cracked stone floor was dusty, with no tracks or signs of recent passage.

“Which archway should we take?” Leigh asked.

“I think we should scout ahead,” I said. “Get a feeling of what’s down these corridors.”

“I can check the tunnels, then come back to report,” Diane suggested, her hushed voice loud in the heavy silence.

I nodded, still studying the archways. “Do you think you can remain hidden in case you come across any guardians?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Anything out there will have difficulty seeing me. That is, if it’s not much higher than level 3.”

“This should be a level 3 Dungeon at most, so that should work. But Waelin’s information was off on the Blighted Land. It might be off regarding Nimos Sedia as well.”

She nodded, her jaw set. “That may be so, but I still stand a fair chance to remain hidden from monsters up to level 5. After that, it’ll become riskier…”

“Do you want to try?” I asked, deciding to let her make the decision.

She gave another firm nod. “I do.”

I smiled and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Go on, but don’t get too close to anything and report back if there’s trouble.”

She grinned and slipped through the left archway, her padding footsteps swiftly receding into the dark.

Leigh and I awaited her return anxiously. The very air itself seemed oppressive this deep underground, as if the weight of eons pressed down upon us. Each minute crawled by. There were no sounds down here aside from occasional drips of distant water. Even our breathing and the scuff of our boots on stone sounded muffled and flat.

After several tense minutes had dragged past, I frowned and opened my mouth to suggest one of us go look for Diane. Before I could speak, her faint footsteps echoed out of the leftmost tunnel again. I exhaled in relief as her slender form materialized out of the gloom.

“The left passage leads to a few empty chambers,” Diane reported. “No signs of life or movement that I could detect. There may be some old elven artifacts still inside worth a look.”

I nodded. “Good work. Let’s check it out but stay sharp.”

Falling into single file again, we proceeded cautiously through the left archway. The tunnel beyond twisted and branched confusingly before emptying into a circular room.

As Diane had indicated, the chamber appeared untouched for ages. Thick layers of dust clung to ornate stone benches carved along the walls. Strange symbols decorated the high domed ceiling, their meanings opaque to me.

While Leigh stood guard, Diane and I quickly investigated the adjoining rooms — various chambers and alcoves all equally still and neglected. In one side room stood an ancient stone altar stained with dark splotches I desperately hoped were not blood. The deeper we delved, the more unease swelled within me. What had this place been used for in ages past?

“Right, doesn’t seem to be much else here,” I finally announced, a slight edge in my voice belying my desire to hurry up. “Let’s try the other tunnel. The Star Jewel must be deeper inside.”

Retracing our steps, we reconvened in the central chamber then passed through the right archway into another rough-hewn tunnel. Here the stagnant air smelled slightly metallic. The winding passage ended at an elaborately carved set of double stone doors. Strange runes and figures adorned their surfaces.

Exchanging a look with Leigh and Diane, I grasped one of the large iron rings set into the doors and pulled cautiously. The ancient door scraped open reluctantly, stone grinding against stone. Beyond lay impenetrable darkness. Raising my flashlight, I began carefully sweeping the narrow beam around.

The light revealed a high-ceilinged chamber containing row upon row of large metal braziers, all cold and empty. At the chamber’s far end rose a towering statue of some robed elven figure wielding a staff. The iron sconces lining the walls were empty, with no fuel source now to light them.

“A shrine of some sort, perhaps,” Diane whispered. Her sharp eyes darted nervously about at the shadows clinging to the room’s edges beyond the flashlight beams’ puny reach. The place felt heavy with elapsed time and arcane purpose inscrutable to us now.

“It looks like a wizard,” Diane mused, studying the statue.

I nodded agreement. “Let’s search the room,” I said. “See if there are any exits. And be mindful of traps.”

The girls inclined their heads in agreement, and we began our methodical search of the chamber.


Chapter 11

Moving cautiously, we began searching the shadowy chamber for any hidden exits, wary of traps. My flashlight’s beam darted across the dusty floor, alert for any subtle signs of danger. Meanwhile, Diane investigated the perimeter, her sharp eyes allowing her to navigate the gloom with ease.

Leigh stood watchfully near the entrance, one hand resting on the revolver at her hip. The echo of our careful footsteps seemed unnaturally loud in the oppressive silence. As we moved, the arcane statuary seemed to leer watchfully down at us.

Halfway across the chamber, a faint click from beneath my boot froze all of us in our tracks. I looked over at Diane as she lifted her foot slowly. She had stepped on a stone tile, and it had cracked. From both edges, dark liquid oozed out in thin rivulets, meeting in the seam in the center. When the two streams touched, there was a hiss, and a cloud of noxious vapor rose to envelop Diane.

“Poison trap!” I called out in warning. Swift as lightning, I pulled one of the antidote vials Waelin had provided from my bandolier and tossed it to Diane. She caught it as she stepped away and downed the antidote, giving her a better chance to fight any toxins she might have inhaled.

“You alright?” I asked worriedly, hurrying over once she had downed the potion. The vapor had already dissipated.

She nodded, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand as she winced at the antidote’s taste. Any effects seemed neutralized.

“Yeah,” she said, smiling at me. “Thanks… This is an alchemical poison… The antidote countered it, or else I would’ve already gotten very ill.”

I nodded slowly, watching the cracked tile. All the liquid had gone, and the vapor had dissipated. It was as if nothing had happened. “You sure you’re okay?” I pressed.

“Yeah… I should be more careful.”

“David’s sharp eyes saving our hides again,” Leigh remarked from the back of the room, shaking her head as she peered at the stone tiles. “Coulda been nasty business.”

Diane bit her lip. “If traps like this one are still active, there could be others lying in wait as well…” she murmured uneasily.

I squeezed her shoulder supportively, though I harbored the same concerns now. “We’ll just have to keep eagle eyes out and stick to searching the perimeter of any chamber,” I said. Though eager to press forward, caution was clearly critical in here. Danger lurked beneath seemingly innocuous surfaces.

Diane nodded firmly. “I’ll take point and search the whole place for more traps,” she volunteered without hesitation. “I’ll be more careful. It’ll take longer, but we’ll be sure.”

With Diane tentatively scouting a path around the outside edge of the chamber, I conducted a wary examination of the walls. Stretching up on my toes, I checked above the empty sconces, lest anything was concealed atop them.

Meanwhile, Diane’s sharp gaze traced over every crack and crevice, seeking subtle hints of switches or catches camouflaged in the stonework. But the ornate walls appeared solid, with no cracks or openings suggestive of hidden doors.

Finally, Diane completed her cautious circuit of the tiled floor, but she found no more traps — similar to the poisonous one or otherwise. Unfortunately, she or I hadn’t found any doors either.

Diane blew out a frustrated breath, hands on hips as she critically surveyed the ostensibly solid chamber again. She then gave me a helpless shrug. I frowned, rubbing a hand over my stubbled chin. This couldn’t be the end of the Dungeon.

“No way forward from here?” Leigh asked from the back of the chamber. “We must’ve missed an opening somewhere back…”

Her words abruptly died as a deep rumble shook the foundations beneath our feet. Dust drifted down from above and the empty braziers rattled ominously.

We exchanged wide-eyed looks in the quavering flashlight beams, dread clutching my insides. Was the whole ceiling about to come crashing down on us? But the tremors swiftly subsided again, leaving only ominous silence once more.

“Okay, on second thought, maybe there is something back here,” Leigh amended shakily.

Gripping my flashlight like a torch, I played the beam slowly over the chamber’s perimeter again, seeking any cracks or openings that the tremors might have revealed. Then I glimpsed it — barely discernible seams marking out the outline of a door-sized section of the wall.

The tremors — whatever they were — must’ve laid them bare!

Rushing over, I confirmed the subtle groove and pressed my palm flat against the section of wall. Slowly, almost reluctantly, it began to grind backward and then slid fully out of sight into a recess, exposing a stygian portal beyond. The rumbling had been the hidden doorway opening somehow.

“You did it!” Diane cheered, though her expression was still taut with anxiety.

Peering inside, I swept my flashlight over stairs descending deeper underground. There was no other option but to follow them and see where they led.

““Stairs,” I said to the girls as they came over. “No way to go but down.” I steeled myself and stepped over the threshold.

As I stepped forward, there was a sudden metallic clang that made me jump back. From the ceiling, a portcullis came down, slamming so hard into the tiles on which I had just stood a moment ago that chips of stone sprang up.

Another trap… I was learning some hard lessons about Dungeons and Dungeon safety.

As I took a deep breath, a deep rumbling issued behind us. I whirled, flashlight beam darting upward.

The girls gasped as they saw the same as I did. The statue of the elven wizard began to writhe and shift subtly, pieces of stone falling to the floor as it rolled its shoulder. Then, its baleful gaze fell on us…


Chapter 12

The towering statue shifted and stirred, stone scraping loudly against stone as it ponderously turned to face us. Intricate glyphs etched across its surface began smoldering with eldritch purple light, casting our faces in an eerie glow. Eyes widening, I quickly stepped back and readied my rifle as the enormous granite golem lifted its carved staff.

“Get ready, it’s about to attack!” I warned urgently.

Leigh swiftly drew her revolver from its holster while Diane fitted a steel-tipped bolt to her crossbow with deft fingers. My mind raced — normal bullets would likely just chip the statue’s stone, but there had to be a weak point where we could damage it.

“Aim for the joints, they’re weaker!” I shouted over the grating noise of the golem lumbering toward us. Normal attacks might be less effective, but I could see the elbows and knees crumbling with each step — they were the only vulnerability I could spot.

As the girls took position, my free hand traced quick sigils in the air, channeling my will to summon a guardian. We had mere moments to act before the colossus was upon us.

With an arcane word, my swirling blue mana coalesced into a powerfully-built spectral warrior gripping a massive tower shield. The translucent entity planted itself staunchly between us and the stone behemoth, shield raised as I ordered it to protect us. The girls swiftly took flanking positions on either side, slightly behind the creature.

In unison, Leigh and Diane opened fire, shot and bolt sparking brightly off the statue’s lumbering granite limbs. The ancient golem staggered slightly under the barrage but kept coming.

The thing’s mossy stone robes crumbled with each thudding step. Glowing emerald eyes fixed upon my guardian with preternatural hatred as it made ready to attack.

With a resounding boom, the towering construct’s carved staff hammered down. My guardian caught the crushing blow on its spectral shield, the deafening reverberations rattling my bones even from yards back. Fragments of stone cracked and fell from the point of impact.

Seizing the chance while the golem was overextended, I focused my will and traced another quick summoning sigil, shouting the words of power. A second guardian manifested in a swirl of azure mist just as the first guardian staggered under the crushing staff blow.

I was already 16 mana down, leaving 9. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up; we needed to coordinate our attacks if we were to emerge victorious.

“Keep aiming for the joints!” I reminded the girls as I unslung my rifle.

The girls continued peppering the lumbering statue relentlessly with their weapons. More cracks were spider-webbing across the stone, but the thing seemed largely impervious still. Only sustained structural damage or overwhelming arcane force would drop it.

My twinned guardians moved in, raising their shields side-by-side to divert and absorb the golem’s wild swings while allowing Diane and Leigh clear shots. As they approached, I nestled the buttstock of my rifle in the pocket of my shoulder and fired at the knees, the report booming in the chamber.

The creature staggered, then resumed its attacks. Stone chips flew with each thunderous impact of the statue’s massive staff against the spectral shields. The construct reeled from our coordinated barrage but did not relent. Then, with a particularly vicious swoop, it smashed both of my guardians to bits, making them dissolve and return to their spirit realm.

“David!” Diane called out as she placed another bolt in the groove of her crossbow.

“I know,” I said, and I swiftly cast another Summon Guardian spell. The ethereal warden manifested and moved up, distracting the animated statue before it could move on to attack one of us. As it braced itself for impact, I downed another mana potion and immediately cast another Summon Guardian spell, directing the second guardian to join the first. We needed tanks out there as one swing of that staff could kill any of us.

“Keep up the fire!” I called out to the girls. “Keep targeting the joints.”

The thing staggered under our renewed barrage. Sighting along my rifle barrel during a lull, I aimed for a cracked joint at the statue’s granite knee and fired.

Stone exploded from the wound in a burst of dust, and the leg crumpled awkwardly beneath the listing golem. It toppled forward heavily, staff clattering away across the tiled floor.

But still the animated statue tried dragging itself forward using its thick arms, weight scraping loudly over the debris-strewn tiles, then slammed with its fists at the guardians. But the attacks were weaker now.

Together, my guardians braced their shields in a shield wall and shoved mightily to keep the downed but still dangerous golem at bay. The statue slammed and smashed, but the guardians handled the attacks well.

The girls and I continued firing relentlessly, blowing chunks out of the thing’s stone torso and arms. It writhed and thrashed beneath the onslaught, limbs grinding as it attempted in vain to rise and face us once more. Glowing glyphs flickered erratically across its cracked surface.

Slowly but surely, our coordinated assault was overpowering the arcane sentinel. With a final massive heave, it smashed one of my guardians out of existence before another barrage made the thing stop moving, the glyphs on its body gradually going dim and darkening.

Cautiously, I moved closer and prodded the crumbling pile of rubble with my rifle barrel. When no response came, I nodded in satisfaction — the arcane energies animating the ancient golem had apparently been depleted fully. It was inert once more.

“That was a close shave,” Leigh muttered with an exhaled breath, though her hand still trembled slightly as she pushed new rounds into her revolver’s chamber.

Diane lowered her crossbow, visibly awed. “That was incredible teamwork and bravery, David,” she said sincerely, placing a soft hand on my shoulder. “Without your guardians shielding us from those crushing blows, I fear that we…”

I pulled her into a relieved hug. “We made it,” I said, smothering her projections. “We did very well.”

Leigh let out a low appreciative whistle as she toed the nearby pile of carved rubble. “Gotta say, Ol’ Rocky put up one heck of a fight, but it didn’t stand a chance against us in the end.”

Despite the quip, her eyes remained wary as she scanned the shadowy chamber again. “Let’s hope that’s the last surprise guardian down here, or we may not get so lucky again.”

I wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment. As I was about to speak, a flashing in the corner of my eyes drew my attention. “I leveled up from that,” I said. “Level 5!”

Both girls gave an excited chirp. “Hey! I think I leveled too!” Diane said; her eyes unfocused for a moment as she checked the notification. “I did!”

“Yep,” Leigh said. “Me, too! Level 3!”

“Perfect!” I said. “Let’s break here for a moment. We can take turns applying our levels. We might need any advancement we can get!”


Chapter 13

With the stone golem vanquished, I could feel the new power thrumming through my veins. It seemed that, as a side effect of leveling up, my mana had restored as well, which was welcome, as it had been at 3 at the end of the harrowing battle with the animated statue.

“You level up first, David,” Diane said. “Leigh and I will stand watch.”

“Yeah,” Leigh said. “Looks like the defeat of that thing made the portcullis rise.” She peered at the stairs behind the secret door. “I’ll stand guard, and Diane can double-check it for another nasty surprise.”

I gave the girls a thankful nod before I sat down on a stone bench, closed my eyes, and focused to assess my new abilities after advancing to level 5. As expected, my maximum health had increased by 10 points to 60. My mana reserves were now 30, up from 25.

I was also interested to see that Summon Minor Spirit had reached level 15, and that had decreased its mana cost by 1! Additionally, I could bind a second familiar to me — reinforcements for Ghostie! But most excitingly, I had also unlocked access to a new spell.

Concentrating, I reviewed the options now available to me. The first was a defensive summon — Summon Mistwraith. For only 4 mana, I could summon a misty wraith to obscure my presence or that of an ally, making them more difficult to hit from a distance.

The second spell was Flame Lance — a 10 mana fiery attack conjuration that dealt a lot of damage. Finally, there was an offensive summon: Summon Goblin, which would call forth a goblin warrior for 6 mana.

As I pondered the options, a special alert won my notice.

Unique spell option unlocked due to condition “Blessing of Aquana”: Summon Aquana’s Avatar.

Excitement rushed through me as I quickly perused the spell. It was a costly one at 10 mana, but it allowed me to summon a physical manifestation of Aquana. Of course, the avatar would not be as powerful as Aquana actually was, and I could only have one active at the same time, which was not bindable with my Bind Familiar spell. But it would be a formidable combatant. Closer study revealed that it would be a water elemental.

To me, it wasn’t really a choice. Sure, each of the spells had their benefits, but the unique ability to summon an avatar of Aquana dwarfed everything else. How many mages even had this spell?

Without further consideration, I chose Summon Aquana’s Avatar. Its capabilities seemed invaluable. I felt the knowledge of the spell’s incantation imprint itself on my mind. When next I applied my magic, I would be able to manifest this new ability.

Excited, I gave my character sheet a review.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 5
Health: 60/60
Mana: 30/30

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 15 (3 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 11 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 8 (8 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 1 (10 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 2 (15 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 8 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 9 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 9 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 12 (1 mana)

Satisfied, I dismissed the sheet and excitedly related my advances to the girls.

“Wow!” Diane purred. “You can actually summon Aquana?”

“Well, it’s not actually him,” I said, “but it’s his avatar — the next best thing. It’s pretty powerful, I bet. I’d try it out, but it would cost me mana that I’ll likely need farther into the Dungeon.”

“Nice!” Leigh enthused. “It sounds really useful.”

“I wonder if Leigh and me might also get access to a special ability due to the blessing of Aquana?” Diane mused.

I smiled at them. “Only one way to find out. You girls advance now, and I’ll stand guard.”

Humming excitedly, the girls went to work while I stood guard. It didn’t take them very long, and Diane was first to finish.

“The Blessing of Aquana gave me an ability to deal extra water damage with my weapons,” she said. “It also becomes magical damage, which would make a battle with creatures with damage resistance — like the statue just now — a lot easier!”

“That’s very useful,” I said. “We need to up the damage output, and with my new spell and your imbued weapons, we’ll do a lot better.”

Leigh piped up next. “The Blessing of Aquana gave me a new option, too! I got a new ability called Calm Waters. I can suppress any water beasties, including non-animals, and make them non-hostile toward us and hostile toward others. Might come in useful whenever we gotta cross a stream or lay an ambush!”

“Excellent,” I said, smiling at both of them proudly. “That’s very useful, indeed! I’m thrilled we all gained new abilities. They should really help us moving forward. I’m feeling pretty confident we can clear the rest of this Dungeon.”

The girls nodded their agreement, and I did a quick rundown of our supply situation, taking stock of potions and other equipment. The fight had depleted some resources, but we still had antidotes and healing draughts left thanks to Waelin’s provisions, as well as a few mana draughts of my own making.

“Looks like we’re ready to move,” I said. “No more traps?”

Diane shook her head. “None.”

“Alright, let’s press on,” I said firmly.

Diane nodded. “I’ll take point and scout ahead again.” Moving cautiously, she approached the hidden door. Beyond lay the stairwell and whatever deeper secrets awaited discovery.

With Diane scouting the way, Leigh and I followed single file down the worn steps into the benighted depths. Our flashlight beams sent monstrous shadows leaping up the dripping stone walls on either side as we descended.
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With weapons at the ready, we proceeded down the ancient stone staircase, senses primed for any signs of movement in the darkness below. The air grew heavier and colder with each step, our breath misting faintly in the flashlight beams.

At the base of the long descent, the claustrophobic stairs opened into a high-ceilinged hall lined with towering statues of armored elven warriors. Their stern stone faces glowered down silently, clutching spears and swords. The place had a solemn, tomb-like feel that raised the hairs on my neck.

“Hope these don’t wake up, too,” Leigh muttered.

“Let’s check for traps and be sure,” I replied.

Moving cautiously, we fanned out to check the shadowy perimeter of the hall, alert for traps or triggers that could animate the imposing statues. But all remained still aside from occasional drips of water and scurrying of some unseen creature in the cracks and crevices.

Reaching the far end of the hall, we halted before a set of intricate bronze doors etched with arcane symbols. Studying them closely, Diane pointed out subtle grooves suggesting the doors could slide apart. Soon enough, we found a handle to open them. A wide hallway yawned beyond.

“Maybe you can scout ahead?” I said, looking at Diane. “Try to find any traps or enemies.”

She gave a firm nod and moved toward the side of the corridor, studying her surroundings with intricate care as she moved. We watched her disappear into the shadows, relying on her keen foxkin eyes in the gloom. Leigh and I stood watch, waiting for her return.

After several minutes, she hurried back to report. “There are fire elementals up ahead guarding the next doorway,” she whispered. “I counted at least six of them.”

I frowned. Fire elementals could be dangerous foes. “Alright, let’s get into position and plan our attack,” I said, leading us back up the steps out of sight.

Once we were ready, Diane crept back down to keep lookout on the elementals. When she gave the signal, Leigh and I swiftly followed, guns raised and ready. Up ahead, the hall glowed with the flickering light of the six fiery guardians mutely patrolling before a set of sealed bronze doors.

Wasting no time, I focused my will and spoke the magical words to summon Aquana’s avatar for the first time.

I watched in awe as my mana coalesced into a lean and powerful water elemental wreathed in shimmering vapor. The elemental resembled a man rising from a tide of water pooling up to his ankles. The waters roiled with primeval power, and I had no doubt that Aquana’s avatar could dish out a serious amount of damage.

Bidding my minion to halt for a moment, I also cast Summon Guardian to have a protector for the avatar.

“Amazing,” Diane whispered as she saw the crystalline, shield-bearing creature take up position next to the shimmering water elemental.

I grinned broadly. “Let’s see what the two of them can achieve together.”

At my mental command, the duo floated forward. The guardian remained a few steps ahead of the avatar, and it raised its shield as it came to a halt, while the avatar unleashed a roaring jet of water that blasted two of the fire elementals, steaming them away into wisps of vapor.

“They seem to work together,” Leigh said.

I nodded agreement, a little perplexed. I had only given them the combined mental command to advance, and they had applied a joint tactic that had the guardian shielding the advance of the avatar, and it employed its ranged attack from the safety behind the guardian’s shield.

Of course, they had now been spotted. The remaining four elementals converged chaotically on my guardian, seeking to overwhelm it with scorching flames and fiery blows. But it raised its shield and weathered their assault, while the avatar retaliated with more torrential jets that drove them back, making fire elemental after fire elemental dissolve with a hiss.

Under the cover of my summons, Leigh and Diane opened fire, their shots puncturing the mutable forms of two elementals and disrupting their fiery cores. With furious hisses, the injured beings dissipated into smoke, while the avatar got rid of the last one standing.

As the last elemental fell, the intricate bronze doors at the far end of the room abruptly split down the middle and slid apart with a grinding rumble. Diane, Leigh, and I tensed, swiveling with weapons ready in case more guardians emerged. But there was only stillness and silence beyond the now open portal.

Cautiously, I moved up to peer through the widening crack between the bronze doors. “Looks like another hallway beyond,” I reported.

Sure enough, they had opened into a rectangular passageway with an arched ceiling. I waved for Leigh and Diane to follow as my summons dissipated.

Moving slowly, we swept our flashlight beams over strange friezes carved into the walls depicting fiendish creatures I did not recognize. The air here felt even colder, tinged with an acrid, organic scent. Some greater evil likely lay ahead, and we proceeded on high alert.

The snaking tunnel ended at an ornate marble door marked with a complex circular glyph that appeared magically sealed. I traced my fingers over the intricate grooves, frowning. “Any ideas on how to open it?”

Diane scrutinized the glowing sigil closely. “If I had to guess, I’d say we need a key of some sort attuned to the door’s magic,” she said at last. Her sharp eyes began scanning the ground around the doorway.

Meanwhile, I scrutinized the neighboring walls, seeking any cracks or hidden switches that might reveal a concealed compartment containing the key we required. But the stonework appeared flush and seamless. This portal was clearly meant to be impervious to intruders.

“Over here!” Leigh suddenly called out excitedly. Diane and I hurried over to find her shining her flashlight beam on something half-buried in dust in the far corner — a gleaming crystal disc etched with runes to match the sealing mark on the door.

Brushing it off reverently, I felt a thrum of power within the artifact. This had to be our key. Moving back to the door, I carefully fitted the disc into the central groove atop the glyph. Immediately, the sigil flared brighter, and the marble portal rumbled open. By the time we moved through, my avatar and guardian had dissipated.

Beyond lay a shadowy chamber far larger than any previous one. Our flashlight beams were swallowed entirely by the cavernous gloom. But in the light, I discerned tombstones, crumbling pillars, and wooden doors framed and adorned with bones at the far side.

“Keep alert,” I whispered. “No telling what could be lurking in a place like this…”

My words abruptly died in my throat as I glimpsed shapes shifting in the darkness ahead. A second later, a chorus of unearthly shrieks split the still air.

“Get ready!” I shouted in warning, swiftly backing up and summoning a guardian just as the things attacked. Blurs of raking claws and gnashing teeth swarmed my guardian from the shadows. I heard Diane and Leigh open fire beside me, muzzle flashes strobing the chamber.

As my guardian valiantly shielded us from the frenzied assault, I was able to glimpse our attackers — emaciated gray-skinned humanoids with sunken black eyes and mouths full of jagged fangs. They moved with uncanny speed, frustrating our attempts to draw a bead on them.

“Ghouls!” Leigh called out over the cacophony.


Chapter 14

My guardian held fast against the snarling tide of undead as Leigh, Diane and I struggled to get a clear shot on the darting forms swarming it. Ghouls were dangerous foes — their bite could paralyze, and their claws reap life energy.

“Try to bottleneck them!” I called out. Just before my guardian fell, I quickly downed a mana potion to bring my mana up to 14 and summoned another to take its place, the magic draining my reserves back to 6. We had to turn the tide soon.

At my direction, the guardian retreated into the hallway creating a narrow gap where the doorway opened into the chamber, with Leigh and Diane taking position behind it. With the ghouls forced to come at us from one direction, we were finally able to target them effectively as they tried to push through.

Rifle shots and crossbow bolts took down ghoul after ghoul as they scrambled and pushed to reach us past my guardian’s massive shield. Dark blood sprayed the dusty floor, and their eerie shrieks turned to gurgles as we systematically eliminated them.

Just when it seemed the tide was turning, an ear-splitting screech rent the air — the ghouls’ leader had arrived! The hulking undead brute barreled toward us, smashing into my guardian with a sweeping blow.

“Focus fire!” I yelled, taking quick aim with my rifle. If we didn’t drop it fast, the monster’s paralyzing venom could spell doom. Diane and Leigh reacted immediately, their shots tearing chunks from the ghoul leader’s mottled blue-gray flesh.

My guardian swiftly moved to lock the burly ghoul in melee, but the thing lashed out with surprising speed, raking its claws across the guardian’s torso. With a flash, my summon dissolved under the draining attack.

Having seen it coming, I had slammed back another potion and summoned two guardians, depleting my mana to 0. They manifested just in time to form a shield wall, keeping the ghoul leader away from my women and forcing it to attack the guardians in the narrow bottleneck.

I kept the guardians between us and the ghoul leader while lining up with my rifle, taking shots at the creature’s center of mass — it was moving way too fast for headshots. Whooping, Leigh and Diane joined their shots to mine, with Diane’s bolts imbued with her new ability to deal extra damage.

The hulking undead brute reeled under the sudden barrage, black blood streaming from its gnarled face. At my command, the guardians seized the opportunity and pushed the ghoul hard with their shields.

The ghoul thrashed violently as it was pushed back, then was stunned for a moment. In that moment, I landed the perfect headshot, and the ghoul crumpled to the dusty floor with a rattling groan.

In the ringing silence that followed, no more ghouls emerged from the shadows. My remaining guardians stood sentinel as we caught our breath, eyes scanning warily for any renewed assault. But it seemed the threat was quelled.

“Nice work, ladies,” I said with an exhausted grin.

Diane and Leigh smiled tiredly in return, hands trembling slightly as the adrenaline wore off. That had been another close call, but our teamwork had carried the day again.

“I think Waelin’s information was off on this place, too,” I muttered, looking around us. “We’re levels 5 and 3, and this place is supposed to be a lot easier.”

The girls nodded grim agreement, and I turned my gaze to them. “If you girls want to abort, then we can,” I said, although I really didn’t want to do so. Still, if either of them was unwilling to continue, they needed a chance to say so.

Leigh and Diane exchanged a glance, then both shook their heads. I smiled and gave them a nod, pride blossoming in my chest at their courage and steadfastness. “Alright,” I said. “Good on you both! Let’s take a short break before we continue!”
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Pausing only long enough to sip some water and eat a few bites of dried meat from our packs, we pressed deeper into the vast chamber. More enemies could lurk within the gloom, and so I took a mana potion just to be on the safe side and have some mana reserves.

Once I was satisfied no ghouls remained lurking, we proceeded. We still had to locate the Star Jewel somewhere in these benighted depths. As we moved, my summons dissolved.

Sweeping light over crumbling pillars, our flashlight beams fell upon the wooden doors adorned with bones. With the ghoul threat vanquished, they had opened, revealing a black hallway beyond.

“Diane, can you check that for traps?” I asked, and she gave a resolute nod before moving up. I used the time to quickly push fresh rounds into my magazine, making sure it was full and ready.

Moving cautiously, Diane entered the shadowy corridor, eyes sharp for any signs of traps or triggers. Leigh and I waited tensely, listening to her receding footsteps echo faintly off the stone walls. After several fraught minutes, she reappeared unharmed and gave the all-clear signal.

With Diane scouting a few paces ahead, Leigh and I followed her into the unlit passage beyond the bone-adorned doorway. The air felt even colder and heavier as we delved ever deeper into sunless realms.

The claustrophobic hallway terminated at an arched stone doorway opening into a circular chamber. Stepping inside behind Diane as she checked for traps, I swept my flashlight over intricate mosaics covering the curved walls and domed ceiling overhead.

The artwork depicted unfamiliar constellations and celestial bodies, perhaps chronicling the night skies of ancient Tannoris. Stacked along the walls were rows of stone sarcophagi sealed with heavy lids. The entire chamber seemed a shrine of the dead from millennia past.

While Leigh stood guard at the entrance, Diane and I conducted a methodical sweep around the perimeter. But the chamber’s occupants remained undisturbed, with no hidden threats revealing themselves. Satisfied it was safe for now, I paused to study the faded mosaics more closely, reminded how fleeting even great civilizations proved over the inexorable passage of time.

Leaving the tombs sealed, we passed through the opposite arched doorway into another long passageway. The walls here were slick with moisture dripping down from somewhere overhead. The echoes of falling water grew louder as we navigated several twists and turns along the clammy corridor.

The passage terminated at a steep staircase delving down into the dark. Gripping the slick handrails, we descended cautiously into the gathering chill below. Through the clinging mists, I glimpsed an underground lake spread out before us, its glassy surface reflecting our flashlight beams. A simple wooden bridge extended out over the still onyx waters.

At the sound of our footsteps, luminous fish scattered from the dock where they had been nibbling some glowing moss. Ripples warped and danced across the lake’s mirror sheen, casting wavering funhouse reflections of us standing at its brink.

Though anxious about what might lurk beneath that glassy facade, we had no choice but to proceed. To be on the safe side, Leigh used her Calm Waters ability on the lake.

Testing her weight gingerly first, Diane crept out onto the creaking planks. When they held firm, Leigh and I followed cautiously. The ancient bridge groaned underfoot but did not give way. As we proceeded, we seemed wholly surrounded by this lightless lake sealed far beneath the earth.

Finally, the beams of our flashlights fell on a stone doorway that loomed ahead, beautifully inlaid with mosaics of colored glass that reflected the light. We exchanged hopeful looks as we proceeded.


Chapter 15

As we approached the intricately decorated doorway, I could feel the thrum of powerful magic emanating from within. This had to be it — the final chamber containing the Star Jewel. Gripping my rifle tightly, I stepped forward.

The glass mosaics flickered with light as the heavy stone door slid open at our approach. A wide chamber lay beyond, dominated by a raised stone dais. There, resting atop a carved pedestal, a brilliant multi-faceted gemstone shone with blinding radiance — the Star Jewel!

But surrounding the pedestal lurked hulking, sinuous forms that turned to fix us with baleful reptilian eyes as we entered.

“Oh no,” Diane muttered. “Those are drakelings!”

At least six of the massive creatures guarded the Star Jewel, uncoiling and spreading leathery wings as they prepared to attack. In appearance, the Tannorian monsters were much like a hybrid between a dragon and a man — they had wings, claws, and dragon maws, but they were otherwise bipedal.

“Take positions!” I shouted urgently, already summoning a guardian as the drakelings charged with bone-rattling roars. Diane and Leigh swiftly rolled behind stone pillars flanking the entrance while my guardian planted itself staunchly before me.

The leading drakeling smashed into the spectral warrior with devastating force, but my guardian held fast behind its tower shield. Meanwhile, the girls opened fire from their flanking positions. I hastily downed a mana potion, raising my mana back up to 12, and channeled my will, manifesting a shimmering water elemental — Aquana’s avatar!

The avatar swept forward, unleashing twin torrents of swirling water that battered the drakeling horde. They reeled beneath the magical onslaught while my guardian continued blocking their frenzied melee attacks.

I added my rifle shots to the barrage once I had found cover. A well-placed headshot took out one of the drakelings as it tried to flank my guardian, while another following in its wake fell with Diane’s water-imbued bolt in its throat.

But the hulking reptilians were incredibly resilient. Fighting in a coordinated pack, a trio of the beasts swooped upon my guardian from three sides, their claws and tails lashing out in a flurry of devastating blows. With a flash, my summon dissolved beneath the savage assault.

Cursing, I quickly downed my final mana potion and resummoned my guardian just as two of the drakeling broke through toward us. Diane cried out in pain as a lashing tail clipped her, sending her sprawling.

“Push them back!” I yelled, lining up a headshot and quickly dispatching the one who had attacked Diane, while Leigh helped Diane take cover. Then, Aquana’s avatar joined in with the guarding, smashing its fists with the power of the tempestuous seas, crushing drakeling skulls.

The girls’ shots joined mine, tearing into scaly hide and splintering horn. My avatar continued pummeling the staggered drakeling with ceaseless torrents, while the guardian held the line and advanced by pushing with its shield.

Step by step, our coordinated assault forced the vicious pack back toward the pedestal. But they fought like demons, their fury unabated despite injuries. Any lapse in our barrage would see them surge forward again. But when we made our way closer to the pedestal, I discerned the driving force behind their power.

A drakeling, at least two feet taller than the others, stood there, its draconic scales shimmering as it directed the others. It was their leader, and it looked like it had a Class or an ability that lashed its followers into a frenzy!

“Focus fire on the leader!” I redirected our efforts. The drakeling alpha towered over its brethren, ancient cunning glinting in its swirling red eyes. Diane’s crossbow bolt pierced one directly as I gave the mental command to the avatar and combined our attacks.

The water elemental changed tactics and drove a concentrated jet directly at the drakeling leader’s head. At the same moment, Leigh, Diane and I volleyed it relentlessly. Staggering beneath our focused assault, it bellowed an ear-splitting shriek of fury and agony.

Pressing our advantage, I directed my guardian to hold the other drakelings at bay for as long as it could so we could take out the leader. I aimed my rifle and fired a shot at the still gleaming red eye, even as the avatar punched it with the wild power of the oceans.

That did it! With a final gurgling roar, the massive drakeling toppled like an avalanche, crashing to the polished stone floor and laying still.

The remaining reptilians fell back with hisses of dismay at their leader’s defeat. But bereft of its coordination, their defense swiftly collapsed before our sustained barrage. One by one we systematically shot them down until none were left standing.

As the last drakeling collapsed in a bloody heap, my avatar and guardian faded away. A stunned silence filled the chamber. Dazed, I lowered my smoking rifle and hurried to check up on Diane.

She winced, badly bruised, but gave me a tired thumbs up. The girls had made it through.

“That was a hairy fight if I ever saw one,” I muttered, shaking my head as I surveyed the carnage around us.

“We made it, though,” Diane said, rubbing her bruise as she smiled at me.

“We sure did,” Leigh agreed. “Never doubted us for a second!”

Grinning, I pulled them both in for a hug. Then, so entwined, we crossed the carnage-strewn floor to stand before the pedestal.
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We crossed the chamber strewn with the corpses of drakelings arm in arm until we came to the dais where rested the treasure of Nimos Sedia.

The Star Jewel.

It glinted serenely as though oblivious to the havoc wrought around it. Reverently, I lifted the glittering gem from its stand, feeling a thrumming pulse of power within.

“We did it,” I said softly, hardly believing our success. This mystical relic could restore poor Celeste. All our trials and tribulations had ultimately led to this moment.

Diane and Leigh exchanged exhausted but elated smiles. “I’d say we make a pretty darn good team in spite of the odds,” Leigh quipped, slinging a weary arm around Diane’s shoulders.

Carefully stowing the Star Jewel in my pack, I did a hasty check of our remaining provisions while the girls bandaged wounds. We were battered and bone-tired, but triumphant. However, dangers likely still lurked between here and sunlight.

And even better: a notification told me I had achieved another level.

“Level 6,” I muttered.

The girls frowned at that, then checked their own notifications. “Yeah,” Diane said after exchanging a nod with Leigh. “We advanced too. These enemies must’ve been a lot stronger than level 3.”

“Yeah,” Diane mused. “But… even if they were. It took me years to get from level 1 to level 2…” She looked at me, eyes narrowed. “And you’re level 6 already? That’s… Such quick advancement should be impossible.”

I shrugged. “Well, I can’t help it,” I said, smiling. “It’s just happening.”

“Well, I ain’t complainin’, though,” Leigh hummed. “Whatever special mojo David’s got, it’s rubbin’ off on us! Level 4, baby!” She pumped her fist.

Diane nodded slowly, still studying me. “It certainly is great, but we should look into it!”

I nodded. “Sure. I mean, I wasn’t aware it was irregular, but we can certainly study this later. Now’s not the time, though. We should get moving.”

“Yep,” Leigh agreed. “Monsters can respawn in Dungeons, and I’d hate to do this battle over again.”

Diane gave a resolute nod. “You’re right! We’ll rest topside and look into this mystery later.”

With Diane scouting a few paces ahead, we swiftly navigated the shadowy corridors and stairwells leading back up toward the surface. No further attacks or guardians materialized to bar our escape, much to our relief.

Step by weary step we climbed until the tomblike gloom gave way to shafts of sunlight illuminating a narrow fissure — the hidden entrance through which we had first entered Nimos Sedia earlier this day. One final scramble brought us blinking out into open air.

Basking in the golden light of late afternoon, we staggered a few paces from the sheer cliff face concealing the Dungeon before sinking down on a sunny patch of fragrant grass. For several minutes, all we could do was sit, chests heaving, scarcely believing our success.

But from my pack came the unmistakable thrum of the Star Jewel, affirming this was no fantasy. In spite of the impossible odds, our tenacity, skill and teamwork had carried the day. Exchanging weary smiles of triumph, we set up camp to tend wounds and celebrate victory under the open sky.


Chapter 16

After successfully retrieving the Star Jewel from the depths of Nimos Sedia, we quickly set up camp a safe distance from the hidden Dungeon entrance. The warm afternoon sunlight felt glorious on our skin after the chill of the underground tomb.

Sinking down gratefully onto the soft grass, I let out a long exhale, scarcely believing our success. Beside me, Diane gingerly stretched her bruised limbs while Leigh busied herself getting a small campfire going. For now, we simply sat gathering our strength after the harrowing escape.

Before long, the cheerful crackle of burning tinder and aroma of woodsmoke lent familiar comfort. Diane prepared a simple but hearty stew from our provisions while Leigh and I cleaned and checked our weapons. Soon we were all nestled comfortably around the dancing flames, bellies full and bodies finally relaxing.

As the adrenaline of battle receded, we gradually began recounting the day’s events, reminiscing over each obstacle overcome and foe vanquished. Though exhausted, elation still shone in our eyes — we had achieved what few others could, braving the ancient Dungeon’s sinister depths against impossible odds.

“I still can’t believe we made it outta there in one piece,” Leigh marveled over her mug of steaming coffee.

Diane smiled and gave my shoulder an affectionate nudge. “We narrowly escaped doom a fair few times in there, but David’s quick thinking and magic helped see us through.” Her melodic voice swelled with pride.

“We all played a role,” I demurred, though secretly very moved by their faith in me as leader. Our unique skills had complemented one another perfectly when it truly counted. United, we had done it.

As the afternoon sun waned, the flickering firelight lent our reminiscing a dreamlike quality. The quiet mountain pass around us almost made the day’s nightmarish battles seem unreal in retrospect. But we had the Star Jewel with us, and we had succeeded.

The embers gradually dimmed, and I threw some fresh firewood on. I was about to suggest making dinner when Diane suddenly sat forward, an eager spark lighting her brilliant blue eyes.

“You know what,” she declared. “This adventure deserves a proper song!”

In moments, she had retrieved pen and paper from her pack and begun scribbling verses by firelight. Leigh and I exchanged amused grins at her enthusiasm before leaving her to her creative efforts, both secretly intrigued to hear the final piece.

While Diane composed, I tidied up our modest camp then we climbed into the tent to arrange bedrolls. Before long, Diane slipped in to join us, an apprehensive but excited smile on her lips as she held up the parchment.

“It’s finished,” she announced. “I can’t promise it’s any good, but I tried capturing the spirit of our journey together. I hope you’ll enjoy it.”

Settling onto her blanket, Diane cleared her throat melodically and then began to sing in her rich, lyrical voice:

“Oh gather close and hear this tale,
Of seeking fortune, come what may,
Three brave souls on adventure set,
Each touched by the goddess’ rays.

Through forest deep they took to road,
Past crumbling ruins, ancient, grand,
O’er rocky slope and burbling stream,
Together toward the Blighted Land.

There, dark beasts did bar their path,
And evil wills their courage test,
Still they pressed through darkest night,
Their bonds of friendship blessed.

Within the mountain, secrets lurked,
Forgotten perils slumbered deep,
Traps and guardians hindered their hunt,
Yet forward they dared to creep.

Giant golem of living stone,
And wraiths that feasted on life,
Drakelings with fury unmatched,
Met with spell and gun and knife.

Each foe they faced as one in heart,
Their skills shone as a guiding light,
From blackest depths they seized their prize -
The mystic Star Jewel bright.

Oh gather close and hear this tale,
Of seeking fortune, come what may,
Three brave souls on adventure set,
Each touched by the goddess’ rays.”

Enraptured by the haunting ballad and Diane’s rich voice, Leigh and I listened eagerly until Diane finished weaving the tale of our quest. Her mellifluous voice rose and fell with each new verse, transporting me back to the events described.

As the closing notes faded, I found that her interpretation of events — focusing on the friendship and our bonds — touched me.

“That was beautiful,” I said.

Beside me, Leigh blew her nose on her kerchief and clapped enthusiastically in agreement. “So sweet,” she murmured, her voice a little hoarse. Apparently, she was deeply moved by the rhyme.

Diane’s cheeks darkened, equal parts pleased and embarrassed by our reactions. “I’m so glad you enjoyed it,” she said softly. “I know it’s not exactly polished, but this adventure deserved commemorating through song.”

“You perfectly captured the spirit of our time together,” I said earnestly, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “I know I’ll think back on this melody fondly for years to come.”

Diane’s eyes shone at the praise. She bashfully tucked the parchment containing the ballad into her pack. “Then I promise to keep composing songs for each new adventure,” she declared. “To help us remember.”

Leigh grinned and slung tired arms around Diane’s and my shoulders. “Works for me! Though y’all will have to remind me of any lyrics I forget,” she added with a playful wink. “I ain’t really got a mind for this sorta thing.”

I chuckled at that. “Well, it looks like the tent is nice and snug. How about we go outside and make some dinner? We can level up while we’re at it!”
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After enjoying Diane’s commemorative ballad, we decided to step outside the tent and level up around the campfire before making dinner. The sun was sinking behind the western peaks, casting a rosy alpenglow on the craggy mountainsides.

I focused inward first, assessing the new abilities granted upon reaching level 6. As expected, my maximum health increased by 10 points to 70. My mana reserves grew by 5 points to 35. In addition, my maximum number of bound familiars increased by 1 to 3. This way, I could start deploying a guard around the homestead while having another domesticant to help out Ghostie.

I also gained access to three new spell options: Nature’s Respite, Mass Heal, and Summon Storm Elemental. Nature’s Respite was a restorative spell costing 8 mana that removed harmful effects and healed an ally. Mass Heal restored health to my entire party for 10 mana. Finally, Summon Storm Elemental cost 10 mana to call forth a being of roiling lightning.

After contemplating the choices, I decided to learn Summon Storm Elemental. Its offensive capabilities would pair well with my water elemental summon when facing multiple foes. After all, chucking lightning on wet foes would be quite the damaging combination. I felt the knowledge of the spell’s incantation imprint itself upon my consciousness and looked forward to manifesting the ability soon.

With my advancement complete, it was the girls’ turn next. Diane and Leigh sat together near the fire, closing their eyes in concentration as they allocated their newly unlocked attributes and abilities upon reaching level 4. In one Dungeon run, they had doubled their levels.

Diane finished first, opening her eyes with an excited smile. “I learned a great new ability called Mark Foe that allows me to mark an enemy, so it takes bonus damage from us all!”

“Ooh, that’ll be mighty useful in a tussle,” Leigh said approvingly. She then closed her eyes again briefly before reporting her own upgrades.

“Let’s see… I finally got the ability to bind a pet! Now, I can get an animal to stay with me and respawn when defeated in combat.” Leigh grinned. “I like the sound of that!”

“Excellent, we’ve expanded our capabilities nicely,” I said, pleased with our collective progress. Though the battles had been harrowing, the experience had advanced us all.

With the leveling up complete, we gathered around the flickering campfire and began preparing a simple but hearty road dinner. Leigh mixed up cornbread batter while Diane opened a jar of preserved meat and peas. I sliced some wild onions and garlic bulbs to add flavor.

Soon the iron skillet was sizzling merrily over the flames, infusing the little camp with mouthwatering aromas that stirred our appetites after the day’s adventures. Diane used a fork to turn over the meat and veggies while they browned.

Once cooked through, we crumbled the savory contents of the skillet into our bowls along with spoonfuls of the golden cornbread batter. The humble but nourishing fare perfectly sated our hard-won hunger.

As we ate, dusk deepened around us. The dancing firelight and close companionship kindled a restful mood. Tomorrow we would begin the long return trek, but for now, this secluded camp was haven enough.

Over second helpings, Leigh amused us with humorous anecdotes from past misadventures out in the frontier wilds. Her colorful accounts elicited frequent laughter that warded off the mountain night’s encroaching chill.

With dishes cleaned, Diane prepared a pot of steaming chamomile tea to further warm our bellies before sleep. I stoked up the fire, building a glowing bed of coals that would keep the darkness at bay till dawn.

Mugs in hand, we lingered awhile longer simply enjoying the fire’s light and warmth. Our quips and idle talk gradually diminished as drowsiness set in. One by one, we began drifting off, weary to the bone but profoundly content.

Mustering a little more energy to stand guard, I bid Leigh and Diane goodnight with tender kisses as they headed into the tent. They were soon nestled cozily beneath blankets, their deep and even breathing signaling they had slipped into well-deserved rest.

After securing our perimeter, I sat down by the fire and continued my exploration into my Ranching and Farming skillbook. Sleep pulled at me, but I only had a few more pages to go before the book would be finished. I read the final few pages, which focused mainly on the various ways to harvest by hand in ways that didn’t damage plants or harvests.

Finally, when I folded over the last page, the book disappeared with a poof, and two notifications vied for my attention in the corner of my vision: ‘Farming Skill Unlocked!’ and ‘Ranching Skill unlocked!’.

Excited to see all the changes, I gave my character sheet a once-over.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 6
Health: 70/70
Mana: 35/35

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 15 (3 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 11 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 11 (8 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 3 (10 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 1 (10 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 2 (15 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 8 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 9 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 9 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 12 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 1 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 1 (1 mana)

With a satisfied nod, I relaxed by the fire, taking in the sights and sounds of the mountain pass at night. I was level 6 already. The spells and abilities that came with that level made me a formidable combatant, as well as a great homesteader. The frontier was opening up to me, and things were looking good.


Chapter 17

After breaking camp, we ventured once more into the ominous Blighted Land, senses primed for the dangers lurking within. Our victory at Nimos Sedia had bolstered us, however, and we were now two levels higher than we were when we first came here.

Still, we advanced with utmost caution across the dusty earth. Diane’s sharp eyes pierced the gloom for subtle signs of movement. The slightest skittering or tremor would see weapons raised in readiness.

Before long, faint vibrations rippled up through the desiccated soil. We exchanged looks, and each of us knew what was coming. We had felt these tremors before.

Grapplejaws.

With a quick casting, I summoned my Storm Elemental for the first time. Mana swirled at my beck and call, swiftly forming into a man-shaped thundercloud with lightning crackling within. Blue, powerful eyes gazed out from the stormcloud-shaped man.

“Impressive,” Diane hummed, studying my newest summon.

“Look alive, folks,” Leigh warned. “Here they come.”

And indeed, a whole swarm of the lizard-like beasts, their little tendrils searching, came in our direction. Leigh and Diane took position, their weapons at the ready, and I unleashed my storm elemental.

Forked lightning blasted from the wavering form, smiting through the swarming Grapplejaws. They spasmed and shrieked beneath the torrential electrical assault. From our flanking positions, Leigh, Diane, and I opened fire until none remained.

It was over in moments, and we exchanged looks of slightly astonished confusion.

“That… that was very easy,” I said. The storm elemental crackled as if agreeing.

“I’ll say,” Leigh muttered. “And I’m pretty darn sure that was the same swarm as the ones who drove us out of the Blighted Land.”

Diane nodded. “So am I. We are so much more powerful now. David’s magic is a force of destructive power!”

With the Grapplejaws swiftly dispatched, we continued on through the Blighted Land, still wary but without the overwhelming dread of days past. Though the alien surroundings remained unnerving, we were newly empowered and marched with heads held high.

Strange rock formations towered all around, their pitted surfaces scarred by some unfathomable ancient cataclysm. We gave the disturbing monoliths a wide berth, though they remained inert. For all their looming menace, they could not touch us now.

The lifeless trees continued to unnerve with their creaking, twisting branches that seemed to writhe of their own volition. But daylight robbed them of any true threat. We passed swiftly, and our moods remained high, with Diane humming the song she had written, and Leigh enjoying the outdoors despite the ominous setting.

But the Blighted Land still watched. In cracks splitting the barren earth, oily plants unfurled fleshy and colorful leaves that undulated as they beckoned insects to their deaths. Thorns glistened with viscous fluids, betraying that everything in this place was toxic.

And the lifeless soil remained difficult to traverse in places, shale shifting treacherously beneath our feet. Where needed, we lent each other balanced hands, crossing such hazards together until firmer ground lay underfoot once more.

As we progressed, the noxious oasis of the Blighted Land glinted darkly beneath the midday sun as we left it behind us, its surface choked in coiling thorns. The broken hills gradually smoothed into more traversable land as we neared the valley’s far border.

Soon enough, cleaner air stirred, bringing scents of pine and mineral-rich earth once more. The atmosphere felt less oppressive, and the Blighted Land was fading away behind us.

Hardier mountain shrubs emerged from the parched soil, still twisted and stunted but recognizably akin to ordinary flora. Their tenacious roots weathered whatever malignant forces radiated outward from the Blighted Land, and we all breathed and walked easier. It was a delight to traverse this terrain that mere days ago had been one of the most dangerous places I had ever been.

The shadows in our wake seemed to creep less eagerly as the unnatural gloom retreated. Step by step, we reclaimed the path through stone and thin soil, no longer haunted or hindered by the nameless dread of the Blighted Land.

With a surge of relief, we emerged from the Blighted Land’s borders at last, and we touched the verdant and living forest with tired feet. Vital beauty surrounded us, and we were far from the reach of crawling shadows now.

As we paused to look back from a safe vantage, I glimpsed neither malice nor menace lurking in that faraway rift. For all its past evils, it lay diminished, emptied of power to stall our steps. Together we had faced its perils undaunted.

“The rest of our journey will be easier,” I said to the girls. “For now, let’s find fresh water and make camp. We have two more days through the forest ahead of us, and I think it’ll be a pleasant march!”

Finding a pleasant clearing after escaping the Blighted Land, we swiftly set up camp before dusk could settle. A cheerful and clean brook conveniently allowed us to refill our waterskins with deliciously fresh water.

I got a modest campfire crackling merrily, while Leigh and Diane prepared dinner. Leigh cooked up pasta, making a sauce with jerky and tomato paste, while Diane chopped wild onions and herbs. The mouthwatering aroma of food sizzling in our iron skillet over the fire stirred appetites sharpened by long hours of hiking.

Before long, Leigh carefully prepared the pasta sauce in the skillet, infusing it with the onions, herbs, and seasonings Diane had prepared. The combination of flavors made my belly rumble hungrily.

Working smoothly, the girls soon had a hearty campfire dinner ready to fuel our tired bodies — a beautiful pan full of pasta with a delicious sauce. They proudly served me a heaping portion, eager to see the fruits of their cooking efforts enjoyed.

“This is incredible!” I told them sincerely after my first delicious bite. The rich pasta was perfectly complemented by the flavorful sauce, and it was cooked to perfection despite the primitive implements. Diane and Leigh beamed indulgently as they helped themselves.

I ate with satisfied sighs, and the girls giggled as they watched me enjoy their food. They were exchanging mischievous glances, and something about the way they were acting made me smile.

As the sun sank behind the soaring pines ringing our snug camp, warm contentment suffused us all. Our bellies were happily full after the long day of hiking.

After the meal, Leigh unpacked a pouch of sweet, dried berries for dessert. Their tangy flavor was the perfect finisher. Stretching her long legs toward the fire, Leigh playfully nudged me.

“All that hiking sure works up an appetite,” she remarked. “It’s gotta be darn nice for ya to have your own personal chef keepin’ you fed out here.”

Diane laughed and gave her harem sister a playful poke. “I’m not his ‘personal chef’! And if I am, then so are you! You made most of the food!” She stuck out her tongue.

I grinned at their banter. “Well, I’m happy to handle any cleanup needed,” I volunteered sincerely. The girls had done a wonderful job preparing the meal while I simply enjoyed their efforts.

“Deal!” Diane said.

With a grin, I simply summoned a domesticant. Leigh broke out laughing as the little creature began dutifully cleaning up, and Diane pouted at me.

“No fair!” she hummed.

I laughed and pulled her close to tickle her, and she broke out laughing before snuggling up against me contentedly as we relaxed by the flickering firelight. Leigh moved up on my other side, her soft cheek resting against my arm as she lazily stretched her legs.

With no agenda pressing, we lingered around the campfire swapping lively stories and playful quips. When Leigh teased me about my cooking skills, claiming I was probably bad at it as she hadn’t seen me cook often, I retaliated by tickling her feet, making her shriek with laughter.

Watching Leigh trying to squirm away from my tickling, Diane just shook her head as she laughed. “You two are incorrigible.”

As the glowing moon rose overhead, a romantic atmosphere settled over our secluded camp. Leigh scooted closer, resting her head in my lap and gazing up alluringly. Unable to resist, I stroked her golden hair gently.

Diane cuddled against my other side, one arm draped proprietarily across my chest. Tilting her chin up, she stole a slow, lingering kiss conveying wordless affection. Nestled between two beautiful women beneath the moonlight, emotions swelled hotly within me.

Beside me, Leigh shifted restlessly before abruptly sitting up. “I gotta say — after days on the trail, I’m really feeling gross and grimy,” she declared bluntly. “I could sure use a nice bath!”

Diane and I chuckled at her candid admission. “I know what you mean,” Diane agreed, wrinkling her delicate nose. “It’s been much too long since we’ve properly washed up. And all that fighting, too!”

“Well, there’s a brook nearby,” I said. “I was planning on washing up myself in the morning.”

“Now that sounds mighty fine,” Leigh purred, her big blue eyes settling on mine as she still lay on my lap. “I ain’t gonna wait, though. It’d be a crime to climb into my sleeping bag like this.”

Diane hummed agreement, idly twirling a strand of her raven hair. “It will feel so lovely to be clean again,” she mused dreamily. “To wash away the grime and soak.” She exchanged a naughty look with her harem sister. “I think I want to wash up now as well!”

Leigh sat up and fixed me with her eyes. “You should come too, David,” she said in that delicious drawl of hers. “Ain’t no way we’re sleeping together tonight if you ain’t clean.”

I laughed and threw up my hands. “Fine, fine,” I said. “You girls win. We’ll bathe before we go to bed. The creek is right there!”

Giggling, Diane and Leigh hopped to their feet and pulled me up and along toward the creek, while we left the domesticant to keep watch.


Chapter 18

My mind swam as I watched my pretty women kick off their boots. Wearing their light dresses, they were like nymphs of the forest, and the sight of them roused my hunger and great need.

As I reveled in the sight of them, the murmur of the creek framed our secluded corner of the world, the water shimmering under the setting sun. The air was a mix of pine and the lingering warmth of the day, a perfect backdrop for the teasing spectacle unfolding before me.

I watched as Leigh shed her dress. It slipped over her curves like water, revealing a body that was every bit as enticing as her radiant personality and her ever-present optimism. Her light freckles, vivid against her creamy skin, ran like a constellation from her face, down her shoulders, and disappeared enticingly between her full breasts.

She gave me a naughty look as she twirled around, showing me that beautiful and round apple butt, and as she flashed me a look over her shoulder, she reached around to push her cheeks up a little, making me grin broadly as my cock bucked in my pants.

“Like what ya see, baby?” she hummed.

“Do I ever,” I agreed, my voice already turning husky.

Diane giggled at the exchange. She was more coy than Leigh, and her shyness played out in the hesitant way she held her dress in front of her body before finally letting it fall.

The fox ears atop her head twitched, a telltale sign of her nervous excitement. Her sapphire eyes sparkled with mischief as she revealed her athletic body, every curve sculpted to perfection, a fitting compliment to Leigh’s more voluptuous form.

Their laughter echoed through the trees as they moved towards me in sync, their bodies swaying with an intoxicating rhythm. It was a dance of seduction, one that had my heart pounding in anticipation.

“Let’s get all of this off,” Leigh purred, her blue eyes raking my clothes like they were physical adversaries.

“Hm-hm,” Diane agreed, and I felt her delicate fingers at the waistband of my cargo pants, her fox tail brushing against my thigh as she knelt to help me undress.

Leigh stood close, her voluptuous body pressing against mine, her fingers tracing the hard lines of my muscles as she played with the buttons of my shirt.

I stood there, exposed to their hungry gazes, the chill of the evening air doing nothing to dampen my arousal. I could feel their eyes on me, taking in the sight of my body. When Diane peeled away my boxer shorts, their gazes lingered on my cock, already hard with anticipation.

“My, my,” Leigh said and licked her lips. “Wonder what the cold water will do to that.”

I chuckled as I gave her a loud smack on her ass that made her yelp. “Wait and see,” I said, and I took each of them by the hand and waded into the creek.

The creek water was cold against my heated skin as I led them into it, but I shrugged it off. Our bodies generated more than enough heat, and before long, their hands were exploring as they washed me. The sensation of their fingers on my skin, their giggles filling the air, was a feast for the senses.

Diane was the first to come closer, her lips finding mine in a kiss that was equal parts sweet and demanding. Her lavender scent wrapped around me, a heady mix of desire and anticipation.

Leigh followed suit, her lips capturing my other side, her tongue teasing as she whispered, “You two look so pretty kissin’ like that…”

I just hummed, totally lost in the softness of Diane’s lips, of Leigh’s teasing tongue. I grabbed a handful of soft flesh from both girls, squeezing and exploring as their sighs of delight turned needier by the moment.

The feel of their hands on me and their bodies pressed against mine was overwhelming. I was drowning in a sea of sensations, their whispers and touches stoking the fire within me.

I felt Diane’s hand wrap around my cock; her touch firm yet gentle. Her eyes met mine, a silent question in their depths, a lingering shyness, and I nodded, encouraging her to please me.

Leigh’s hand joined hers, their fingers entwining around my throbbing shaft. The sight was maddeningly delicious, their fingers wrapped around my hardness, their shared touch sending jolts of pleasure through me.

“It feels so nice, David,” Diane purred, her tail wrapping around my leg in a bath of softness.

Leigh’s fingertips teasingly ran over the surface of my balls, making me grunt with need as I grabbed a handful of her firm and large breasts, playing with the nipple with my thumb.

“And these balls are so full, baby,” she whispered. “They need to be emptied… all over us.”

Her words had me biting back a groan, the image they painted too enticing to ignore. Diane’s eyes widened at dirty talk. A blush spread across her cheeks, but her grip on me didn’t falter. If anything, it tightened, her eyes locked onto mine, a wicked glint in them.

Their shared touch was exquisite, the combination of Leigh’s boldness and Diane’s gentle touch pushing me to the edge. Yet, they were in control, their pace slow and deliberate, driving me wild with anticipation.

The setting sun cast long shadows around us, the fading light playing on their bodies. Their wet skin glistened, their breasts wet and firm, nipples hard and begging for attention.

I reached out, cupping a breast with each hand, reveling in the feel of them. Leigh’s were full and soft; her nipples pebbled under my touch. Diane’s were firmer, the perfect handful, her nipples equally hard against my palms.

I squeezed gently, earning a gasp from Diane and a moan from Leigh. Their reactions spurred me on, my thumbs brushing over their nipples, the sensation making them squirm against me.

Leigh’s hand moved faster; her strokes more insistent. “Ya like that, don’t ya?” she teased, her eyes locked on mine. The sight of her, flushed and aroused, had me nodding, unable to form words.

Diane’s touch mirrored Leigh’s, her hand moving in tandem with the blonde’s. Her eyes never left mine, the intensity in them matching the firm grip of her hand.

I could feel the tension building within me, my body primed for release. But they had other plans, their touches slowing, their bodies pulling away just when I needed them the most.

“I think we need to work on David just a little more,” Leigh teased, shooting me a naughty look.

“Hm-hm,” Diane purred. “I agree…”

With a giggle, they dropped to their knees before me, their eyes on my throbbing cock. The sight was sinful, their plump lips parted in anticipation, their tongues darting out to wet them. As they sat on their knees, I had a perfect view of their toned backs, narrowing until they came to their beautiful asses — Leigh’s was round and juicy, and Diane’s was toned and firm, topped with her fox tail.

I watched, entranced, as Diane leaned in first, her fox ears twitching, her eyes wide with anticipation. Leigh followed suit, her hand resting on Diane’s thigh, a wicked smile playing on her lips.

They were tantalizingly close, their breath warm against my sensitive tip. I could see the desire in their eyes, the way they licked their lips, their gazes focused on me.

It was a sight that had me gripping the edge of sanity, the anticipation a tangible entity between us. I wanted to bury my hands in their hair, guide them to where I needed them the most. I wanted to fuck their mouths and make them gag.

Yet, I held back, letting them set the pace, letting them control the moment. It was a test of will, one that had me clenching my fists, my body taut with expectation. I stood over them as they looked up at me, two pairs of blazing blue eyes, and the sensation of those plump lips so close to my hard cock nearly drove me mad with desire.

And now, it was time to indulge in our needs…
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It was a scene straight out of some ancient Roman myth of nymphs and sylphs — those girls with beauty beyond compare, kneeling naked before me, ready to please and fulfill my every desire. Their bodies were glistening in the soft evening light, the droplets of water from the creek making their skin shine.

Leigh was the first to move, her blonde hair cascading down her shoulders, her freckles standing out on her sun-kissed skin. Her voluptuous breasts swayed with each movement — a sight that never failed to draw a growl from the pit of my stomach.

She reached for me, her hands soft and warm against my cock. I felt my breath hitch as her fingers brushed against it, her touch sending sparks of pleasure through my entire body.

“Mmm, David,” she purred, her accent making her words sound like a song of sin. “You’re so hard for us.” Her blue eyes twinkled with mischief as she gave my cock a firm squeeze, making me shudder with desire.

I watched as Diane, her fox ears perked and tail twitching with anticipation, moved to join Leigh. The scent of lavender filled my nostrils, adding a heady sweetness to the musky arousal hanging in the air. Her breasts, smaller and firmer than Leigh’s, pressed against my thigh as she knelt next to her.

Diane’s hand joined Leigh’s on my cock, their fingers intertwining as they stroked me. I grunted, the sensation of two pairs of hands on me a delightful torture. “Fuck, girls…,” I groaned, my voice husky with need.

Leigh leaned in first, her lips parting as she took my cock into her mouth. I could feel the warmth of her mouth envelop me, her tongue swirling around my length.

Diane watched, her eyes darkened with lust, her fingers rubbing her clit in rhythm with Leigh’s movements. The sight of her touching herself while watching Leigh suck me was a sight that had me hissing with every delicious stroke and suck.

“Your turn, Diane,” Leigh said after a while, releasing me with a wet pop. Her lips were swollen and gleaming, a wicked grin playing on her face. “Show us how good you can suck this delicious dick.”

Diane looked up at me, her eyes wide. But she didn’t hesitate. She leaned in, her lips closing around me. The feel of her hot mouth was different than Leigh’s, but equally pleasurable.

“That’s it, darling,” Leigh cooed, her voice low and sultry. “Suck him like a good girl.” Her words, dirty and provocative, sent a shiver down my spine.

I watched Diane take me deeper, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. The sight of her, her ears twitching and tail flicking as she pleasured me, was intoxicating. I felt my control slipping, my body tightening with anticipation.

“Fuck, Diane,” I gasped, my fingers digging into her hair. I moved with her, my hips thrusting gently into her mouth. The wet, warm tightness of her mouth was driving me to the brink.

Leigh watched, her fingers tracing Diane’s back before moving to cup her breasts. She pinched her nipples, and Diane moaned around me, the vibrations sending a jolt of pleasure through me.

Leigh moved behind Diane, her hands sliding down to squeeze her ass. I could see her fingers digging into the soft flesh, and the sight of them, Leigh’s hands on Diane’s pretty ass, nearly brought me to my knees.

“I need you, David,” Leigh moaned, her eyes meeting mine over Diane’s shoulder. Her hand slid between her own legs, fingers disappearing into her wetness. “I want to feel your hot cum on my skin, baby.”

Her words, coupled with the sight of Diane sucking me and the feel of her mouth around me, were too much. I felt my balls tighten, my body coiling with the impending release.

“I’m… I’m close,” I warned, my voice shaky. Diane’s mouth felt so good, her tongue working magic on me.

Diane pulled back, her lips releasing me with another wet pop. She looked up at me, her eyes glazed with lust. “Cum for us, David,” she breathed, her hand still stroking me.

Leigh moved to kneel next to Diane, their bodies pressed together. Their breasts were heaving, nipples hard and glistening with the water from the creek.

“Yeah, cum for us,” Leigh echoed, her hand joining Diane’s on my cock. They stroked me together, their soft, warm hands bringing me closer to the edge.

I could feel it building, the pressure coiling in my lower belly. I was on the brink, teetering on the edge of a pleasure so intense, so overwhelming, I could barely breathe.

“On our tits, baby,” Leigh whispered, her hand moving to cup her full breasts, offering it to me. Diane followed suit, her breast pressing against Leigh’s as they both looked up at me with anticipation.

I grunted, my body shuddering as I came. My cock pulsed, streams of cum shooting out and landing on their breasts. The sight of my release coating their skin was as tantalizing and sexy as the act itself.

Leigh let out a soft purr, her fingers moving to spread the cum over her breasts. Diane followed her lead, her fingers drawing patterns in the sticky fluid on her skin.

They giggled, their laughter echoing in the quiet evening. Their eyes met, and they shared a look, a silent communication that spoke volumes. They were satisfied, pleased with their performance.

And so was I.

I gasped for air, watching with profound delight as the girls giggled and exchanged naughty glances, their heaving breasts slathered with my seed. Seeing them like that was enough to make me ready to go again, and that was good. I was far from done.
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Already, my blood was pumping wildly, my need still rising as I saw my two beauties kneeling before me, naked, their delicious breasts covered in my cum. Teasingly, Leigh scooped some of it from Diane’s firm tits with a slender finger and lapped it up like a kitten at the milk bowl.

“Now come fuck me, baby,” she purred, licking up my cum.

There was no resisting that. Diane giggled as I surrendered to my need and flipped Leigh around, earning a yelp from the curvy blonde. She looked at me over her shoulder, and her blue eyes blazed with a hunger that matched my own as she turned to present herself to me. She was on all fours now, her voluptuous curves glistening in the evening light that filtered through the verdant pine trees surrounding the creek.

I watched as her firm, round ass lifted in the air, a tantalizing sight that had me hardening once again. Her blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders, slightly damp from our previous play in the creek.

“Come on, baby,” she urged, the need in her voice spurring me into action. Eager to oblige, I stepped forward, my body casting a long shadow over her, the cool water of the creek lapping gently at our ankles.

With a firm grip on her hips, I guided my throbbing cock towards her inviting entrance, teasing her with my tip. The anticipation had me grunting with desire, and I felt Leigh shiver beneath my touch, her body yearning for more.

Without any further ado, I pushed into her, our bodies connecting in the most primal way. The feeling of her tight, wet warmth enveloping me was pure ecstasy. I began to move, my hips thrusting in a steady rhythm, each push sending waves of pleasure through both of us.

Her body bounced with each of my thrusts, her voluptuous curves jiggling enticingly. I could feel her tightening around me, her inner muscles clenching and unclenching as she rode wave after wave of pleasure, her moans and gasps filling the air.

Diane was watching us, her sapphire eyes wide with excitement. I noticed her fingers creeping down to her own lower lips, her touch gentle yet deliberate. Her other hand reached out towards me, her fingers wrapping around my balls and massaging them gently as I pounded her harem sister into submission.

The additional sensation heightened my pleasure, and I growled low in my throat, pounding into Leigh harder and faster. The sight of Diane touching herself as she watched us was tantalizing, and I found myself matching the rhythm of her fingers with my thrusts.

“Harder, David,” Leigh moaned; her words a plea and a command all rolled into one. I obliged, my body moving with renewed vigor that had her crying out with pleasure.

Diane’s touch on my balls was becoming more insistent, her fingers teasing and caressing in time with my thrusts. The sight of her, fox ears and bushy tail, her body writhing with her own pleasure, was adding another layer of excitement to the already charged atmosphere.

Leigh’s body was shaking with the force of my thrusts, her cries growing louder and more desperate with each passing second. I felt her tighten around me, her inner muscles clenching hard as she neared her climax.

I could see it in her eyes, the unbridled pleasure that was threatening to consume her. “Fuck me, David,” she gasped, her voice barely a whisper as she teetered on the edge of climax.

I could feel her pulsating around me as our skins slapped wetly together, her body convulsing with pleasure, her moans growing louder and more desperate. Her butt cheeks rolled with every thrust, and I could only reach out and grab them, squeeze them, massage them.

Diane watched us, her sapphire eyes filled with admiration. She was close to her own climax, her fingers moving faster and more frantically as she watched us, her body twitching with the building pleasure.

“Yes, David,” she moaned, her voice a soft purr that sent shivers down my spine. I could see her body trembling, her breath coming in quick gasps as she approached her orgasm.

I could feel Leigh’s body tightening around me, her inner walls pulsating with a rhythm that matched my own. Her cries grew louder, her body shaking with the force of her climax.

“David,” she gasped, her voice barely a whisper as her body convulsed with pleasure. The sight of her in the throes of orgasm was enough to send me over the edge, but I held back, wanting to prolong the moment.

Diane was watching us, her sapphire eyes wide with excitement. Her fingers were moving faster now, her touch more insistent as she neared her own climax. Her body was trembling, her breath coming in short gasps as she watched us.

“David!” Leigh called out. “Oh, fuck… I’m cumming, David!”

I slammed into Leigh again, grunting with lust as her body shook with the force of her climax, her cries echoing through the forest. I could feel her body tighten around me, her inner walls rippling with pleasure, her body convulsing with each wave of satisfaction.

The sight of Leigh, submissive on her hands and knees and completely lost in the throes of her climax, was driving me toward the edge. Her face was flushed, her eyes closed tight as her body writhed beneath me, her cries growing louder and more intense with each passing second.

“Oh… Oh… I’m… ahhnn!”

Half-lost in pleasure, I saw Diane’s body shivering, her eyes wide with excitement. Her fingers were moving faster now, her touch more insistent. A moment later, her body shook with the force of her climax. She writhed with pleasure as she gasped for air, trembling in tune with her harem sister.

I almost came, but I stopped myself and pulled out of Leigh, my cock still hard and throbbing. I could feel her body trembling beneath me, her climax leaving her weak and trembling.

I was nearing feral now. A deep growl escaped me as my gaze fell on Diane. I was going to fuck her, too. I would fuck both of them senseless tonight.

The delicious little fox girl had risen from the creek and now leaned against one of the boulders that lined it. Her full body was on display in its sensual glory, waiting and begging me to take it.

She bit her lip, a bold challenge in her sapphire eyes. “Do it, David,” she purred, her voice hoarse from her orgasm. “Come here and take me. Fuck me. I need it.”
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Biting her lip, Diane leaned back onto one of the boulders lining the creek. She let out a cute giggle as the cold stone touched her smooth skin, then looked at me with big eyes, begging for me to fuck her, spreading her legs. Before me, still on her hands and knees, Leigh was panting as she recovered from her orgasm.

“David,” Diane pleaded, her voice carrying an unspoken yearning. “I need you.”

I grinned, my gaze sweeping over her toned frame — from her perky breasts to her glistening pussy — my cock throbbing in response. With a few steps, I was beside her, and I reached out, my fingers tracing over the curve of her calf before I lifted her legs up onto my chest, making her giggle as I placed her feet on my chest.

My cock twitched at her entrance, teasing her with the promise of what was to come. She squirmed beneath me, her body arching off the cold stone in response. Leigh, sitting off to the side, approached us with a gleam in her blue eyes.

“So eager to be fucked,” Leigh hummed, her voice dripping with lust. “I can’t wait to see him fill you up.” She grinned at me. “Lemme help you, baby.”

“Fuck, Leigh,” I grunted as she grabbed my cock and pressed the head against Diane’s slick folds. Diane’s body shuddered beneath me, a mewl of pleasure slipping past her parted lips.

I pushed in, inch by tantalizing inch. Diane gasped with pleasure as my cock pulsed within her tight heat, and I began pushing, each thrust driving me deeper into her welcoming depths. Her body yielded to mine as if we were two halves of a whole, her pussy clutching me with a vice-like grip.

“Oh, David,” she whimpered, her fox tail twitching in sync with her body’s internal rhythm. Her breasts moved with each thrust, the sight of her hardened nipples begging for my touch. I acquiesced, reaching out to cup one in my hand, the feel of her soft mound sending sparks of arousal coursing through my veins.

Leigh’s hand kneaded my balls, her fingers skillfully matching the rhythm of my thrusts. “That’s it, David,” she cooed, her voice laced with sinful delight. “Give that naughty little girl what she needs.”

Her words spurred me on, each thrust becoming more forceful than the last. Diane’s moans grew louder, her body writhing beneath me in the throes of pleasure. I reveled in the sounds of her satisfaction, my own arousal building with every second.

“You like that, don’t ya?” Leigh taunted Diane, a wicked grin playing on her lips. “You like his big cock fillin’ you up.”

The dirty words spurred me on, my thrusts becoming more potent. I could feel Diane’s walls gripping me tighter, her body indicating her impending release.

“I’m close, David,” Diane whimpered, her fingers digging into my forearms. I could feel her body tensing beneath me, an indication of the pleasure storm that was about to hit her.

“Cum for me, Diane,” I growled, my voice hoarse with desire. I could feel her pussy fluttering around my cock, coaxing my own orgasm closer.

“Yes, David!” Diane screamed as her second orgasm washed over her. Her body convulsed beneath me, her inner muscles contracting around my length in a rhythm that matched the pulsations of her pleasure.

The sight of her climaxing was exquisite, the way her body trembled, and her face contorted in pleasure. It was a sight that could drive any man wild.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. With a final, powerful thrust, I released my load deep inside her. The sensation of my hot seed filling her was euphoric, my body convulsing with the intensity of my climax.

“Yeah, David!” Leigh exclaimed, her fingers tightening around my balls. “Fill her up! Cum in her!”

Diane’s body writhed beneath me, her walls milking every last drop of cum from me. Her fox tail twitched erratically with the aftershocks of her orgasm, the sight only increasing my pleasure as I spurted my ropes of seed deep into her fertile, young body.

Leigh’s dirty words filled the air, urging me on as I rode out my climax. “That’s it, David. Give her that cum. Make her feel every inch of you.”

Diane’s body bounced with every thrust, the force of my orgasm making me lose control. Her moans and pleas filled the air, music to my ears as her body welcomed my seed. I gave one final push before I gasped for air. Diane hummed pleasure as I spurted my last inside her.

Then, with a sigh, I slowly pulled out of Diane, my cock still twitching with the aftershocks of my orgasm. Her pussy released me, my cum trickling out of her and onto the boulder beneath her.

Leigh watched with fascination, her fingers reaching out to trace the trail of my seed. “Such a pretty sight,” she murmured; her gaze locked onto Diane’s cum-filled pussy.

My shoulders shook from the exertion as I collapsed forward, placing my hands on either side of Diane.

“Gods,” Diane murmured, barely able to speak. “That… That was so good.”

All three of us were chuckling and grinning broadly as we loosened ourselves from the embrace, our naked bodies glistening in the last light of day. The smells of sex, sweat, and the fresh pine forest mingled in the warm evening air, creating a heady, intoxicating aroma.

I settled with my back against the boulder, in the cool water from the waist down. Diane snuggled up to my right, her fox tail curling lazily around my thigh, a soft, fluffy caress against my skin. My arm draped over her shoulder, fingers idly tracing the delicate curve of her waist.

“David,” Leigh murmured as she lay down on my other side, “that was… amazin’.” Her fingers traced lazy circles on my chest, her gaze shining with unspoken desire.

“Uhhhnn… I agree,” Diane chimed in softly. She nuzzled her face into my neck, her lavender scent wrapping around me like a sensual shroud.

I chuckled, pressing a kiss to each woman’s forehead in turn. “I’m glad you enjoyed it as much as I did.” My voice was low, the words rolling off my tongue like velvet. “Perfect end to a long day.”

The girls chuckled agreement. Soon enough, the evening descended around us, the chirping of crickets and the murmuring creek the only sounds breaking the silence. I enjoyed the afterglow, my skin still tingling from the intensity of our lovemaking.

We basked in the warmth of each other’s bodies for a while, the sounds of the forest lulling us into a state of blissful contentment. Before long, we headed back to our little camp, completely fulfilled.


Chapter 19

After our intimate night by the creek, we awoke refreshed and ready to resume our homeward trek. While breaking camp, I smiled, thinking back on the pleasures shared under the stars and soothed by the murmuring water. Diane and Leigh seemed equally dreamy-eyed as we swiftly packed up.

They were very touchy-feely, and there was much kissing and hugging, even from Leigh, who was often quick to make light of things. In her eyes, I saw that love had blossomed. I knew we would have our talk soon.

Consulting my map and compass, I oriented our course through the forest. We estimated another two days’ travel to emerge from the woods near Gladdenfield. I was excited to get back and apply my new skills and spells around the homestead.

We set out at an easy pace, our packs lighter now as most of the supplies were gone. We had enough for about three more days, so I wasn’t worried — we’d even be able to handle a delay if we needed to.

As we walked, shafts of morning light shot down through the emerald canopy, and the refreshing scents of pine and loamy earth surrounded us. It was great to be in the forest again, away from the noxious Blighted Land.

Now and then, we paused to appreciate subtle woodland wonders — a flowering fern, chattering red squirrels, luminous mushrooms, a soaring hawk silhouetted against the blue sky. Each new discovery kindled appreciation for nature’s wealth.

Around midday, we paused beside a mossy deadfall to share strips of smoked venison and dried fruit. A nearby bush was laden with juicy wild blackberries, allowing us to indulge our sweet cravings afterward.

Fortified, we continued our forest trek as the shadows shifted and shafts of golden light illuminated new tableaus. This tranquil realm felt untouched by strife or hardship, cocooned in its timeless natural rhythms.

As the sun sank toward the distant hills, we sought out a suitable campsite. Finding a sheltered hollow surrounded by whispering pines, we swiftly established camp and got a modest fire going. The dancing flames lent familiar comfort.

While I prepared the fire, Leigh and Diane busied themselves in making food and tea to revive our energies. We all smiled, reflecting on how seamlessly we worked together now even in this simple domestic routine. Our time together out here on the quest had brought us closer, and our actions were in sync.

Bellies filled, we passed the evening enjoying idle talk of hopes for improvements to make around the homestead, then turned in, lulled by the gentle hooting of a nearby owl. I kept first watch, then roused Diane for the second as stars wheeled overhead.

The next day brought more fair weather and smooth progress along the winding woodland trail. We paused frequently to soak in our surroundings’ natural splendor — gurgling creeks and misty waterfalls around moss-cloaked boulders.

Ahead, flowering vines twined over crumbling remnants of Tannorian architecture half-reclaimed by the forest, and I soon recognized the ruins from which I had taken the statuette of Ilmanaria, tucked safely into my pack, next to the Star Jewel.

We had already explored that place in great detail, but we were in no hurry this time around. As such, we once more marveled over faded mosaics clinging to tilting walls, glimpses into a past faded yet not wholly forgotten.

Around midday, we stopped beside a clear stream to eat a quick meal of jerky, crackers, and nuts, our supplies nearly gone now. Diane playfully immersed her feet in the bracing water, smiling dreamily as minnows nibbled her toes. Nearby frogs croaked a lazy chorus.

Our break concluded, we continued onward, keeping a brisk pace. The trees were starting to thin out, and we caught occasional glimpses of rolling grassland between their trunks ahead — the forest’s edge drew nearer. Here and there were homesteads much like our own, and I knew we had once again reached the lands where hardy people carved out their living.

By late afternoon, the trail opened up ahead of us, and we passed beneath the final massive oaks onto sweeping plains dotted with stands of hardy trees. In the distance rose familiar log walls — we had reached Gladdenfield’s outskirts.

As we traversed the plains, I reveled in the feel of the open breeze. A pair of merrily trilling bluebirds flitted by overhead. Though the forest’s magic would be missed, civilization’s comforts beckoned. I was looking forward to completing the quest for Waelin, but also to returning to the homestead and using my new abilities. After all this excitement, it would be nice to return to the calm life for a bit.

Reaching the palisades as the sun sank low, we were warmly welcomed back by the familiar elven guards with assault rifles. They marveled hearing we had braved the Blighted Land and emerged successful. After that, they beckoned us to enter town, and we stepped through the gate.

Leigh took a deep whiff of air and smiled. “It’s good to be back.”
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Eager to complete our quest, we hurried through the busy streets of Gladdenfield toward the ramshackle inn known as the Wild Outrider. The sun was on its way down, and we were happy to have made it into town before darkness fell.

Though bone-tired from the journey, elation thrummed through us — the Star Jewel rested securely in my pack, its mysterious power a constant presence in my mind. After so many trials, we had succeeded.

The lively sounds of the frontier settlement filled the dusty air around us as we walked. Sour notes from a saloon’s piano drifted out into the thoroughfare along with raucous laughter. A peddler called out his wares from beneath sagging awnings. The lively energy invigorated our weary steps. It was good to be back, although Diane and I also longed to return to the homestead.

Before long, the timber facade of the tavern rose ahead. I quickened my pace, keen to reunite with the elf who had sent us on this perilous errand and see it through to the end. Diane and Leigh matched my urgency, equally eager for fruition.

Stepping into the crowded, smoky interior, I saw Darny busy as ever behind the bar. Rowdy regulars mingled with dusty travelers fresh off the trail. The warm glow of oil lamps and scent of cooking food greeted us like old friends.

We approached the bar, and Darny looked up with a smile for our arrival. His cheeks and nose were red.

“Full night!” I called out to him.

He gave an enthusiastic nod. “Indeed it is!” he said. “How’d your journey fare? Another quest for Waelin, I hear?”

I grinned. “We did well enough,” I said. “Can you send someone upstairs to call for him?”

“I’ll do that,” Darny said while filling a tankard with golden ale. “You folks have a seat. There’s stew, ale, and wine!”

My stomach rumbled at that, and the three of us made our way through the rowdy tavern past ale-swigging dwarves and laughing humans to secure a table near the back. I waved over a harried serving girl to bring ale and bowls of stew.

As we ate ravenously, our eyes strayed often to the stairwell in anticipation of Waelin’s arrival, our quest nearing its end. The stew was good and rich, and it reinvigorated us. The ale was a good batch, and the taste was welcome after almost ten days on water in the Wild.

Halfway through the hearty meal, a stir of movement drew my eye. Emerging from upstairs came the expected sight of Waelin’s purple robes. He shuffled toward us, the crowd parting respectfully. I sat up straighter as the elf approached our table, sharp gaze weighing each of us in turn.

“You return successful,” Waelin observed. Though his tone remained characteristically brusque, his eyes glinted with fragile hope.

I nodded, gesturing for him to sit. “Would you like to see it?”

“Not here,” he said. “Come to my room when you finish your meals, and we shall talk further.” With that, he gave a curt nod and headed back upstairs.

Exchanging a look with my girls, we dug in again to quickly finish our meals. After that, we made our way up to Waelin’s room. The elf opened the door before I could even knock for the second time and beckoned us in. The light in his eyes betrayed how eager he was to see the result of our questing.

I placed my pack on the table and retrieved the Star Jewel. It shone with a light of its own, illuminating the dimly lit chamber stacked with Waelin’s books and alchemical instruments.

His eyes shimmered with the same light, and the brusque elf suddenly seemed very vulnerable in that moment as he looked at me. “May I…” he asked, his voice small.

I nodded and handed him the artifact. The elf’s weathered hand trembled faintly as he reached to grasp the glittering relic, as though hardly daring to believe it was real. His Adam’s apple bobbed sharply.

“By the gods… after all this time, you found it.” Raw emotion strained his rasping voice as he finally clutched the treasure that would save his niece’s life.


Chapter 20

We gave Waelin a moment to study the object he had so long desired to save Celeste’s life. For a moment, he seemed to forget we were even there, but finally, he looked up at us. “Did it all go well?” he rasped.

“The Blighted Land and Nimos Sedia nearly claimed us,” I said. “But we persevered for your niece’s sake.”

As I spoke, I thought back on the harrowing clashes in the Dungeon with the statue, the fire elementals, the ghouls, the drakelings, and their leader, not to mention the Landcrawler and the Grapplejaws.

“It was an ordeal,” I finally added. “But we have fulfilled our quest. The jewel can now help Celeste.”

Leigh hummed agreement, smiling. “We’re happy to be able to help,” she said.

Regaining his composure, Waelin carefully studied the relic before placing it on the table. “My niece’s salvation is assured now thanks to you three,” he said fervently. “Your courage and dedication are humbling. Whatever you need, consider it done.”

I clasped his bony shoulder. “The warding spell you promised Caldwell will help protect countless frontier settlements. That, and your help to expand the magical knowledge of the Frontier Division is payment enough.”

Waelin inclined his head. “You shall have it. My transaction with the Frontier Division will proceed once I have administered the Star Jewel’s power to Celeste. She is my priority, you must understand.” His voice thickened with emotion once more.

“We understand completely,” Diane assured him gently. “Can we wait until she wakes?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Waelin replied. “The process will take several hours, and I require silence and concentration. The ritual’s secrets are also things I am protective of. I am sure you understand…”

Diane nodded. “Of course,” she said. “Please give Celeste our best once she wakes up.”

I nodded, agreeing with that sentiment before turning to Waelin again. “So, we found that in the Blighted Land and Nimos Sedia, the enemies were a bit more challenging than expected.”

Leigh nodded. “Some were certainly over level 3.”

Waelin frowned at that. “Well… That is something I regret. Perhaps the taint of the Blighted Land has deepened since I last received information from there. It is possible that the malignant forces that rule there grow stronger. If you destroyed some of the monsters, you have culled the power for the time being, but a higher-level Geomancer or Priest — anyone with Light or Earth magic — should be required to permanently lift the veil. I will address this fact with Caldwell, and the Frontier Division will see if they can spare someone.”

I nodded. “And we leveled — a lot. I advanced from level 4 to level 6, and the girls from 2 to 4…”

He blinked, now truly flabbergasted. “That… That is highly peculiar.” He rubbed his jaw for a moment. “I have never heard of such swift advancement.” He looked at the girls. “And you all experienced this?”

The girls nodded. “Yeah,” Diane said. “But it took me years to hit level 2.”

“As it should,” Waelin said. “I am level 9, and I have spent a lifetime getting there. Reckoned in elven years, mind you…” He narrowed his eyes at me. “And you? How long has it taken you to advance to the level you were before you delved into Nimos Sedia?”

“I was level 4. That took me… well, a few weeks, I guess. I only recently acquired my Class: Frontier Summoner.”

He nodded slowly, a new interest flaring in his eyes. “Then it is you,” he said. “Something about you fosters this quick advancement. Perhaps it is a Bloodline advantage?”

I perked an eyebrow. “Bloodlines?”

“Yes,” Waelin said. “There are several Bloodlines among adventurers. They do not always manifest, but they often do within the same family. If your Bloodline allows swifter advancement, it is invaluable… You should investigate this matter. There are Blood Mages who specialize in such things. Give me some time, and I will try to find one. They are few and far between.”

I inclined my head, my mind already spinning. I knew my parents were both adventurers, and they had been lost in the early days, shortly after the Upheaval. “Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate your help.”

Waelin’s jaw moved. “Well, it is not completely given without expecting something in return…”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You have something to ask of us?”

He nodded. “I… suspect I shall have to travel to the Frontier Division’s headquarters in New Springfield. I do not wish to take Celeste with me, for she is young and full of life. The dull arcane affairs of gray-haired dotards like myself never interested her. She loves the outdoors, life in the wilderness. As such, she shall stay here. I will procure her a temporary residence in town.” He fixed his eyes on me. “Perhaps, you will do me the service of calling on her occasionally — to make sure she is well?”

“Of course,” I said. “It would be my pleasure to check up on your niece. I expect Diane and I will be in town again in a few days to offload some produce. If you leave her address at Darny’s, I will visit her and check up on her.”

“Excellent,” Waelin said gruffly. His eyes drifted to the Star Jewel, and I could tell his thoughts already turned to his niece’s treatment. “Give her some time to recover… If all goes well, I shall leave in about ten days. She should be fully recovered by then. If you would check up on her then, I would appreciate it.”

“I will,” I said. “But I have one final question for you, though.”

He nodded. “Of course.”

“We found a statuette among elven ruins in the wilderness.” I reached into the pack and retrieved the statuette of Ilmanaria. “Do you know what this is?”

He narrowed his eyes at the statuette and beckoned for me to hand it over. I did, and he held it for a while and studied it before handing it back.

“This statuette represents Ilmanaria. She is one of the many spirits the elves worship, and she is said to protect mages. The once-shining city of Talas Ilmanarion was dedicated to her. Like many things, it fell in the Upheaval. I remember its golden spires fondly.” His expression saddened for a moment before he looked at me again. “This statuette is a Hearth Treasure. Place it in your house to have its residents receive a passive boon. Likely, it will grant you some kind of magical advantage.”

I exchanged an excited look with my girls. “That sounds promising,” I said. “We can use every edge we get out there.”

Diane grinned and nodded. “Indeed, we can!”

“Well,” Waelin rasped. “I cannot properly express my gratitude, but if there are no further matters to discuss, I would like to prepare for the ritual. It is a harrowing process, and preparations will take some time.”

I nodded. “Of course,” I said. “And best of luck with the ritual.”

Waelin gave a weary nod. “I shall do my best.” With a final grateful bow, he moved to the door and held it open for us.

As the door shut behind us, the three of us shared a look heavy with meaning. It was done. We had achieved our goal against all odds, and now countless lives would benefit. Smiling, the three of us headed back down into the tavern.

Leigh loosed a long exhale. “I’d say this calls for a celebratory round on me!” Flagging down the harried serving girl again, she ordered a pitcher of ale for us all.

Soon we were toasting our success as the tavern’s energy eddied around us. Though the details of the quest must remain secret, I knew tales of our exploits would spread across the frontier in time. For now, we simply enjoyed each other’s company, our mission complete.

Over mugs of rich ale, we reminisced on the quest’s highs and lows — the marvels witnessed, perils braved, and lessons learned about ourselves and each other. Laughter flowed frequently, our bonds enriched by shared adversity we had weathered together.


Chapter 21

With our quest finally complete, Diane, Leigh, and I left the noisy tavern and made our way through the darkened streets back to Leigh’s cozy dwelling in town. The rowdy energy of Gladdenfield Outpost had faded as most folks turned in after a long day’s work.

Letting ourselves in, Leigh quickly set about building a warm fire in the hearth in the living area above the store. Soon enough, its cheerful glow filled the living room. After so many nights camped out under the stars, it already felt wonderfully homey.

“Let me get the beds in order,” she said after finishing work on the fire. And as she moved past, I saw that her usually jovial expression seemed to have faded a little.

And I had an inkling as to what was going on in her mind, because it was on my mind as well.

“Ahh, so nice to be back,” Diane sighed contentedly as she sank onto the plush sofa near the fireplace and languidly stretched out her lithe limbs.

The flickering firelight played beautifully over her delicate fox-like features, making her brilliant sapphire eyes shine. I smiled as I gave her an appreciative look and nodded agreement, but my mind was still on Leigh.

“You two need to talk,” Diane said, effortlessly guessing my thoughts.

I chuckled. “You know me well,” I said.

She grinned and fluffed her tail. “I do,” she said. “Talk to her and tell her how you feel. She knows I welcome her, but she needs to hear it from you, too.”

I smiled and nodded. “I will.”

After a minute, Leigh returned with a pot of tea and cups. She placed them on the table before adding another split log to the flames, stoking them higher. Finally, she came over to join us. The dancing fire immediately began devouring the fresh fuel, popping and snapping merrily, its warmth washing over us.

Stifling a yawn behind one dainty hand, Diane rose gracefully to her feet again. “I think I’ll pass on tea and just turn in for the night,” she announced, padding over to give me an affectionate peck on the cheek, followed by a wink only I could see. “That big comfortable bed is calling my name after so many long nights on hard, lumpy ground.”

I chuckled. “We’ll join you soon,” I said. “Right after we finish our tea.”

“Sleep tight!” Leigh said, forcing a little chirpiness to her voice as Diane gave a final wave before padding out of the cozy room.

Now alone, Leigh and I smiled at one another, the firelight playing softly over our features. Without needing to exchange a word, she came over to settle beside me on the plush sofa, casually tucking her long legs up beside her and leaning into my shoulder.

I instinctively wrapped an arm around her slender frame, and she nestled even closer with a content little sigh. Silences with Leigh were rare, but this was a comfortable one. After having spent so much time together, we simply reveled in each other’s presence a while longer.

But as we relaxed together, I knew the time had come for our little talk.
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For a long stretch of time, Leigh and I simply sat together in front of the crackling hearth, cherishing the intimate moment. Leigh idly traced her fingertips over my arm in slow circles as she lounged comfortably against me. The tender feel of her feminine body nestled so trustingly next to mine awoke a growing need that I could no longer ignore.

“You know,” I said, beginning our conversation with some levity. “Despite nearly getting killed, I really enjoyed our time together out there.”

Tilting her chin up, Leigh’s sparkling blue eyes sought out my own, their depths smoldering with unspoken heat that must have mirrored the simmering emotions kindling within me.

“I did, too,” she said, and her blazing blue eyes urged me to continue. For all her bluster and bubbliness, this was one topic the blonde struggled with broaching.

“Being out there together these last days,” I continued, “getting closer each new day… Well, it’s only served to strengthen the way I feel about you. About us.”

She smiled softly, tears welling up in her eyes. “Oh, David,” she hummed. “I feel the same way. I… I’ve felt that way a long time. But I was scared to talk about it.”

My pulse involuntarily quickened at her admission. Almost instinctively, I tightened my arm around Leigh’s slender waist in a supportive embrace.

“Don’t be sacred of those feelings, Leigh,” I said. “You mean so much to me, Leigh. You belong with me, to my family. There’s no need to bandy words around that… I love you. That’s the pure and honest truth.”

She gave a happy hum, teeth catching briefly on her full lower lip as if gathering her courage before meeting my gaze again unwaveringly.

“I love you too, baby,” Leigh confessed in a sudden heated rush, her charming country twang especially pronounced. “I’ve gone and truly fallen for you, too. I’m… I’m startin’ to see you as my man.”

Hearing her finally give voice to the growing connection that had kindled between us throughout our time away washed over me with the warm intensity of a breaking dawn. Unable to resist, I drew Leigh up into a searing kiss, intending to convey wordlessly that her feelings were fervently returned rather than one-sided.

For long moments our lips clung together heatedly, exploring one another with steadily mounting passion. Leigh instantly melted against me, her fingers threading almost desperately through my hair to pull me even closer still. By the time we finally parted for air, her fair cheeks were endearingly flushed.

“You and me – we belong together,” I told her, reaching up to gently cradle her delicate face between my palms. “Our time out there together, all that we went through side by side… it changed things between us, Leigh. Opened my eyes. Diane will forever own my heart, but so do you. It can have more than one owner, Leigh. I love you, and I want you to join my family.”

Unrestrained joy instantly suffused Leigh’s classically beautiful features upon hearing my earnest confession. Overcome by emotion, she threw both arms exuberantly around my neck in a fierce hug that toppled us sideways across the sofa cushions.

I couldn’t help but chuckle affectionately at her enthusiasm. I simply held Leigh’s curvy body snugly against mine for a long moment, savoring her feminine warmth and softness.

“Yes!” she breathed. “I want to be a part of it. I want to be with you, and I like sharing you with Diane. She is one of my dearest friends, and I love seeing her happy the way you make her.”

I grinned and kissed her cheek. “It makes me very happy to hear that,” I said. “I know she wants you to be a part of the family as well.”

Eventually we sat back up, Leigh practically glowing with happiness and passion now that our true feelings were finally out in the open. Taking both of my hands meaningfully in her own, she searched my eyes with sudden solemnity.

“Where do we go from here then?” she asked, her tone vulnerably hopeful. “I don’t wanna risk messing things up. But at the same time, I wanna be with you, David. I don’t like that you live out there, and I live out here.”

I considered her words carefully, wanting to ease her concerns. “I think the best thing is for us to take it easy,” I suggested gently. “You should keep running the store, as that is something you enjoy doing. But it’s a twenty-minute drive — maybe a little longer if you ride Colonel. You should come over more often, and we can look to expanding the cabin.”

Leigh nodded slowly, mulling this over. “Would Diane be okay with… sharing you a whole lot more like that?” The shy eagerness edging her voice made me smile.

“She told me that she is,” I stated with total faith in Diane’s kind and generous heart. “Our relationship has never exactly been conventional, after all. I am confident that, together, we can figure out how to make this work between the three of us in a way that feels right.”

Leigh’s answering smile seemed to outshine even the roaring fire as hope and passion suffused her gorgeous features. “Well, I think so too,” she agreed fervently. “You two both mean the entire world to me. I’d never wanna do anything to jeopardize this special bond we all share.”

Reaching down, her thumb idly stroked along the back of my hand in a tender motion. “I just know deep down that my feelings for you are as real and powerful as anything I’ve ever felt, David.”

“I promise you, mine for you are every bit as strong in return,” I affirmed without hesitation, lifting her hand to my lips to tenderly kiss the backs of her fingers. “Diane wants us to be open and happy, however we define that going forward. She has told me all about the way the elves do it.”

Leigh chuckled. “The elven marriage, ya mean?”

I grinned and nodded. “Exactly.”

“Well, that does sound kinda nice.”

“You two should talk, too,” I said. “You’ll see that she wants to include you. You are her best friend, too, and she’ll welcome you with open arms.”

Leigh nodded, clearly reassured by my words and the conviction behind them. A comfortable silence fell over us both then as we leaned together gazing into the flickering flames, each privately pondering the new depth our relationship had reached. My arm remained wrapped warmly around her slender shoulders, holding her close.

Gradually the hour grew later and later, the lively fire settling into glowing embers in the sooty hearth. Leigh straightened reluctantly with a sigh, then tilted my chin down to gift me with a long, steamy kiss that transmitted thrilling hints of passion yet to come.

“Let’s go to bed, darlin’,” she drawled with a coy wink and playful smile as we finally rose together. “We’ll see if Diane is still awake. Actions speak louder than words and whatnot, am I right?”

I chuckled as she pulled me along. Hand in hand, we made our way to the bedroom. There, we found Diane still half awake. And soon enough, the fox girl was fully awake and ready to play…


Chapter 22

The next morning, Diane and I awoke in Leigh’s cozy bed, a tangle of tousled blankets and bare limbs. Leigh was already up and about, making us breakfast. Stretching luxuriously beneath the quilts, Diane gifted me a sleepy smile.

“That was a lovely night,” I told her, giving her a kiss on the top of her head, her fox ears tickling me.

“I’ll say,” she agreed before snuggling close to me. “I’m happy you and Leigh talked… I really look forward to seeing more of her.”

I grinned, breathing in her scent. “So do I!”

“I suppose it’s time we headed back to the homestead,” Diane murmured, though her contented tone suggested she was in no hurry to leave the comforts of town. Outside, the lively sounds of Gladdenfield awakening drifted up through the open window.

I nodded, giving her a tender kiss. “You’re right, we should get a move on. I’m sure Ghostie has kept the place orderly, but there’s work waiting for us out there.”

After a brisk wash-up, we dressed and tidied the room before finding Leigh bustling in the kitchen. The savory aromas of coffee and sizzling bacon greeted us. Leigh enveloped us both in warm hugs, apparently having gotten an early start on making breakfast.

Over hearty plates of eggs, bacon, and toasted bread with jam, we discussed our imminent departure. Diane would be joining me for the drive back to the secluded valley we called home while Leigh remained to run her store.

We took our time eating breakfast, recalling the tales of our adventures and laughing. But finally, the food was finished, and Diane and I had become more than eager to check up on our home.

“Y’all take care on those dusty roads now,” Leigh admonished lightly as she walked us out onto the porch after breakfast. Her eyes shone with unconcealed affection for us both. “I’ll drop by tomorrow evening if that’s alright with you. Gotta get the store in order first.”

“We’re looking forward to it,” I said, giving her waist a squeeze before lifting our packs into the Jeep. Diane moved to hug Leigh tightly. Their close friendship brought a smile to my face.

With our goodbyes said, Diane and I climbed into the Jeep and pulled away down the dusty street. Leigh stood waving brightly on the porch as we finally headed back home.

It gladdened me knowing she would visit the homestead soon, our new understanding kindling anticipation of deepening intimacy to come. For now, Diane and I relished the open road unfurling ahead through the wilderness toward our remote valley.

Bouncing along the winding trail, we admired the varied scenery flowing past from forested slopes to grassy meadows dotted with wildflowers. A pair of foxes peered curiously from their burrow, making Diane’s eyes gleam with delight. The frontier held endless fascination and beauty if one knew where to look.

After a gentle drive of about twenty minutes, the dusty trail delivered us from the Springfield Forest to the banks of the radiant Silverthread River where we made our home. As our cozy cabin with its garden and farming plots and — as of yet still unused — pasture dawned between the trees, Diane smiled contentedly.

I shot her an admiring look as she sat in the passenger seat, her raven hair billowing in the warm breeze as civilization came into view ahead. I was looking forward to a few calmer days ahead with her.

As we drove the final stretch, trees heavy with birdsong closed around us, shielding the modest cabin and its fields nestled on the bank of that beautiful, winding ribbon of silver. We were home at last.

I parked the Jeep right outside the cabin and shot Diane a warm look that she returned. Climbing stiffly from the Jeep, I inhaled the wholesome loamy scents of the land we had shaped with our own hands. It was profoundly fulfilling to stand witness to the fruits of our shared dedication and labor manifesting so tangibly around us. And at first sight, the place was looking in good shape.

Beside me, Diane surveyed our modest homestead with a brilliant smile, her eyes crinkling happily. This sanctuary held meaning for us now that a sprawling city never could. Together we had built something lasting.

As we grabbed our packs, a familiar excited chirping heralded Ghostie’s return. The domesticant drifted over to encircle us enthusiastically, clearly pleased by our homecoming after days away. Its diligent efforts keeping the homestead orderly in our absence were plainly visible.

“Hi there, Ghostie!” Diane laughed, reaching out to affectionately pat the domesticant’s smooth spectral head. It bobbed cheerfully in response before zooming off to continue patrolling the property’s perimeter.

Carrying our bags inside, I rekindled the hearth fire while Diane put on a kettle for tea. Soon we were nestled cozily on the braided rug in front of the fire, steaming mugs in hand simply soaking up the comfort of these familiar surroundings.

Outside, the end of the morning drew near, shortening the shadows across the fertile fields as the valley. There was work to do, but we would enjoy a simple lunch first.

Over baked potatoes from the pantry, smoked trout, and some preserved vegetables, we discussed plans and hopes for the days ahead. I was eager to inspect the homestead and see how everything had fared in our absence. I also wanted to apply my new summoning abilities around the homestead, while Diane looked forward to further fostering the valley’s natural bounty through her scouting skills. There were fish to catch, but the dwindling supply of firewood also demanded attention.

Bellies filled, we let Ghostie clean up as we got ready to spend the afternoon working.
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After lunch, Diane and I readied ourselves to inspect the homestead and resume the myriad tasks needed to maintain our self-sufficient home. I was eager to take stock of things after days away on our quest.

Stepping outside into the warm afternoon sunshine, I spent some time walking the perimeter, verifying the fences remained sturdy and watching for any breaches. Several split-rail sections needed reinforcing, which I marked for repair. Overall, though, Ghostie had kept interlopers at bay.

Circling around, I entered my small alchemy garden, kneeling to scrutinize the Magebread flowers, Wispsilk leaves, and Thauma Roots. All three were flourishing, with several plants mature enough for harvesting. That was good because I needed to make new potions. I would harvest them and make new brews tomorrow.

After inspecting the alchemical garden, I moved on to the smokehouse. We were running low on the supply of alderwood to keep the smokehouse running, and I decided to prioritize that over firewood.

My final stop was the garden plot where Diane and I had left fast-growing tomato and onion crops. I was amazed to find that the produce looked like it would soon be ready for harvest. The woodland and earth spirits had clearly had a beneficial effect, especially combined with the fast-growing magical properties of the seed.

As I inspected the plot, Ghostie hovered around happily, tending to the plants. The domesticant bobbed in greeting as it watered the fast-growing tomato vines heavy with ripening fruit.

It was looking to be a rich harvest, and we would enjoy it for weeks to come. The surplus could be sold or traded in Gladdenfield. Hopefully, it would all be ready for our next trip into town.

My inspection complete, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and hiked out to methodically reset each trap along my winding trapline through the woods and meadows. Kneeling in the grass, I carefully reset the empty snares using my Trapping skill.

I had not set them before we headed out on our journey, knowing that any trapped creature would be a waste, but now that we were back, we could do with trapping again. Along the way, I used my Foraging skill to gather fresh, edible mushrooms and wild vegetables.

Returning to the cabin, I found Diane by the banks of the Silverthread, fishing. She had already caught us a dinner of trout for tonight, and I was looking forward to a fresh meal from the river.

Together we cleaned and gutted the fish by the banks of the river while Ghostie cleaned the implements and tools we had used before moving to wash the clothes we had worn during our expedition.

When the fish was done, Diane and I retreated inside. Soon, the kitchen was filled with mouthwatering aromas that had my belly rumbling. Diane fried the fish with potato chunks, wild carrots, and mushrooms while I stoked the fire for the night.

With the fire going and food being prepared, I stepped outside to use my spells to imbue the crops, once again manifesting woodland and earth spirits to enrich the soil and help grow the crops. While the spirits worked diligently, I moved on to the next part of my plan: a storm elemental to protect the homestead.

Speaking the words of power, I conjured my new storm elemental, marveling at its wreaths of roiling lightning as it manifested from my swirling mana. Then, I cast my Bind Familiar spell on the summon, and I felt the bond between us forge as it entered my service like Ghostie had.

The whole thing set me back 25 mana, leaving only 7 after all the skills and other summons I had used today, but I was not expecting combat, so it was fine to expend my resources.

I instructed the storm elemental to patrol and guard the homestead and its grounds. For a few minutes, I watched with a sense of satisfaction as the storm elemental — my second bound familiar — began patrolling the grounds. In the waning light, the crackle of lightning from the man formed of roiling storm clouds was a magical view.

When I returned inside, Diane was dishing up piping hot plates of trout with potatoes and wild vegetables. I inhaled appreciatively as I took my seat at the worn table.

Diane joined me with a smile, and we enjoyed the simple but hearty dinner she had prepared using the day’s bounty. The valley provided well thanks to our care and labor.

As we ate, soft dusk settled over the valley beyond the windows. I sat back with a satisfied sigh, looking over at Diane.

“It’s been a productive afternoon around the homestead,” I remarked. “I was able to summon some new nature spirits to enrich the soil and help the crops grow faster. Oh, and I bound a new storm elemental familiar to help patrol and guard the property.”

Diane’s eyes widened. “You bound another one? That’s wonderful!” she exclaimed.

I nodded, smiling. “Yes, in addition to Ghostie, I now have a storm elemental bound to me. It can defend the homestead when needed. That should make it easier for us to sleep at night or to head out on an expedition.”

“That’s exciting!” Diane said. “I wonder if we’ll actually do any work around here ourselves in a few months.” She winked at me.

I laughed and shook my head. “Well, there will always be plenty to do. I don’t doubt that. But the more time we get to relax…” I grinned broadly and sat back before wiggling my eyebrows. “You know…”

Diane giggled at that and playfully waved my comment away. “You’re terrible!” she laughed before we returned to our meals.

When our bowls were empty and our hunger satisfied, Ghostie dutifully whisked away the dishes to be cleaned. I settled onto the rug by the hearth while Diane prepared mugs of mint tea to further soothe us after the meal. The humble domestic rituals of our life here never failed to fulfill me.

Savoring the fragrant tea, Diane nestled contentedly against me as we gazed into the flickering flames. The cozy crackle of burning logs filled a comfortable silence between us. Familiar comforts and closeness kindled a drowsy, tranquil mood.

When the emptied mugs had been set aside and the fire gradually dimmed to glowing embers, Diane took my hand, smiling softly. Without needing to speak, we rose together and climbed the ladder to the loft.

Beneath the snug quilts, we celebrated our reunion and the success of our quest in the most intimate way — with tender caresses and passionate lovemaking. Any lingering stress and fatigue from days on the trail swiftly melted away in each other’s arms.

When at last we lay cradled in one another’s arms, sweat-slicked and satisfied, I tenderly kissed Diane’s cheek, conveying my gratitude for having her to share nights like these with. Joyful exhaustion soon claimed us both, sending us drifting into untroubled sleep still entwined.


Chapter 23

The next morning, I awoke eager to replenish my stock of alchemical reagents and concoct new mana potions. Slipping quietly from the bed so as not to disturb Diane’s rest, I washed briskly and donned my work clothes before making my way outside into the cool dawn air.

My breath misted faintly as I crossed the dew-speckled grass to my enclosed garden where magical herbs flourished. Kneeling amidst the dark, moist soil, I scrutinized each plant, determining which ingredients had reached ideal maturity for harvesting.

Selecting several plump Thauma Roots that pulsed with violet radiance, I gently eased them from the dirt and trimmed away the fibrous rootlets. Next, I plucked Magebread flowers brimming with shimmering pollen, and clipped the ethereal leaves of the Wispsilk.

Carrying my harvest inside, I cleared my worktable and laid out the arcane ingredients. Taking up a small silver knife, I began the preparations — peeling, slicing, and grinding — needed to render the plants into alchemically viable forms. Soon I had added the harvest to what I already had, leaving me with several jars of prepared ingredients awaiting my alchemical manipulations.

I turned as the door to the lab opened, seeing Diane smile at me, limned with morning light. She was barefoot and wearing a light dress. “You’re working already, silly?” she said. “Did you even have breakfast?”

I chuckled and rubbed the back of my neck. “I was eager to get started today, so no… not yet.”

“Come,” she said, reaching out, and I took her hand.

We walked over our land, laughing and enjoying the wealth of sunlight and cool and fresh air before Diane ushered me inside. There, she served me a quick fortifying breakfast that consisted of a delicious frontier mishmash of jerky and wild vegetables.

Ghostie tidied up, and I struggled to resist her as she padded barefoot and happy through the cabin. Needless to say, I took her to the loft for a quick, revitalizing rumble before heading out into the open air again, feeling like a man of steel.

Fully satisfied, I devoted my full focus to the alchemical process. First, the cauldron was filled with a minute measure of water and set to heating over a low flame. While it warmed, I triple-checked my notes and preparations.

Soon, wisps of steam arose from the cauldron. Adding pinches of dried ingredients in careful sequence, I slowly amalgamated the vital essences needed to produce mana potions. As the mixture heated, its color gradually shifted through opalescent tones, signaling the alchemical fusion unfolding before my eyes.

When the reactions had stabilized, I removed the cauldron from the heat and decanted the brew into an earthenware vessel to cool and settle. The final elixir had assumed the distinctive translucent silver-blue hue of concentrated arcane quintessence. My efforts had borne fruit.

Working swiftly before the potency could dissipate, I carefully decanted the finished mana potion into a row of waiting glass vials using a funnel. Each became filled with the glimmering turquoise liquid, ready for consumption.

By midmorning, my table was arrayed with two dozen vials freshly brimming with the precious mana draughts. Stowing them safely on shelves beside healing potions and antidotes furnished by Waelin, I tidied my workspace feeling deeply satisfied. Soon they could aid my mystical pursuits.

I was getting the hang of brewing these mana draughts, and I felt a rising eagerness to learn more of this arcane trade. I suspected that began with more recipes, which I would have to find in stores or in the wilderness, perhaps in the ruins of…

And just like that, I once again thought of the little statuette… Waelin had called it a Hearth Treasure.

I had left it in the Jeep, and I now practically bounded outside to retrieve it. The mystical statuette was where I left it, and I studied the exquisite work of flowing stone with its highly detailed robes and delicate features for a moment before taking it inside.

“Oh, the statuette! Ilmanaria!” Diane purred as she was busy in the kitchen making flatbread. “I forgot all about her!”

“Let’s see what happens when we give her a spot!’ With those words, I placed her on the mantle. At once, a notification popped up in the corner of my vision, and I focused on it.

Idol of Ilmanaria Hearth Treasure activated: +10 mana.

“Oh, wow!” Diane cried out.

“You got it too?” I asked, feeling the arcane energy pulse within me.

“Yeah!” she said. “Oh… This is very useful!”

“I’ll say,” I replied. “That brings me up to 45 mana!”

“We should find more of these,” Diane said, laughing as she clenched her fists, letting the arcane power pulse in her channels.

Grinning, I gave her a kiss. “I hope we do,” I said. “This will make work around here even easier.”

Before I could turn away, she raised a finger. “Oh! Don’t forget: Leigh’s coming over tonight!”

I nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah,” I said. “Looking forward to it!”

“I’ll make us something special!” Diane said.

I kissed her on her cheek and headed back outside, eager to do some more work.
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With my morning’s mystical workings complete, I decided to spend the rest of the morning and afternoon focused on more mundane tasks vital for our self-reliance. After all, our wood stores were running low, so I took up my axe and set off for the surrounding woods.

I hummed an idle work tune as I traversed the whispering forest, inhaling refreshing scents of pine needles underfoot and listening to woodpeckers tap for insects. Selecting a stand of young alderwood whose rapid growth could be accelerated, I set diligently to felling thin trunks and delimbing them.

Soon I had amassed a sizable pile of logs to split into firewood. The vigorous swinging of my axe felt good, sweat beading as I exerted myself purposefully.

I was already keeping it up much longer than before, and blisters no longer formed so swiftly. Our needs demanded such toil, but I undertook the labors gladly, taking satisfaction in providing for Diane and me.

Late morning had escaped me by the time my muscles pleaded for respite. I was happy with the wood accumulated, enough to restock our cellar and smokehouse. Pausing to quench my thirst from a secret forest spring, I watched a doe and fawns browsing nearby, content with my contributions so far this day.

I summoned a woodland spirit to speed up the recovery of the trees I had felled, then followed up with an earth spirit to imbue the soil, allowing the trees to grow back much, much faster than they normally would. Then, I summoned a second domesticant and bound him to me as my third familiar, instructing him to haul the felled logs back to the cabin with me.

It took us several trips — and Ghostie helped as well — before we had deposited my haul and cut it up to fit the woodbin. After that, I washed the sweat from my face, neck, and torso, preparing for lunch.

Diane greeted me on the porch with a smile and embrace that warmed me more than the midday sun. Together we enjoyed a simple meal of flatbread, cheese, and smoked trout by the banks of the Silverthread. We looked over the river, watching the sun play on the water as the playful bubbles of fish rose to the surface. It was a perfect life.

As we lingered over the restorative fare, I described my mystical and mundane morning activities. Diane listened bright-eyed, then told me all about what she had done so far today as we enjoyed the filling lunch.

Our hunger sated, we spent a lazy hour simply lounging in each other’s arms beneath the rustling branches as life continued inexorably around us. Birdsong and the melodic river were our music as we traded tender caresses. But before long, the warm sun beckoned us back to fulfilling tasks.

While Ghostie and his fellow domesticant tidied the kitchen, I returned outside to further split the logs accumulated earlier. Soon I was lost in the repetitive swing of the axe, muscles easing back into the familiar motions. Our snug home would be kept warm thanks to this honest work of my hands.

By the time I finished up, the afternoon was nearing its end. I turned my eyes to the small road leading up to our smallholding, and a smile dawned on my lips when — like clockwork — I saw Colonel approaching, bearing my beloved Leigh, easily recognized by her voluptuous curves and her flowing blonde hair with a distinctive cowboy hat on top.


Chapter 24

I waved at Leigh as she cantered up the dusty path astride her loyal steed, Colonel. Golden hair streamed from beneath her wide-brimmed cowgirl hat, catching the rays of the lowering sun. Even from a distance, her brilliant smile when she spotted me made my pulse quicken.

I replaced the axe in the mudroom and called for Diane. Then, I waited outside the cabin as Leigh made her way onto our land.

“Hey there,” I called out.

She grinned and swung down fluidly from the saddle. Leaving her horse, Leigh hurried over on long denim-clad legs to sweep me into an exuberant hug. I held her lithe, feminine body against mine, breathing in the scent of worn leather and prairie wildflowers that clung to her after her trek through Springfield Forest.

“It’s good to see you,” I said sincerely, hands lingering perhaps a beat too long on her waist before I stepped back. Having her here just felt right after our recent emotional talk and new understanding.

Leigh’s blue eyes danced playfully. “Baby, you have no idea how much I’ve been looking forward to this visit,” she confessed, absentmindedly fiddling with one of her golden locks. “I’ve been missing you something fierce!”

With Leigh’s arm looped companionably through mine, we made our way onto the porch of the cozy cabin. There, Diane greeted our guest with equal warmth. The two friends embraced happily, laughing and chattering.

After they had caught up, I introduced Leigh to my new storm elemental familiar patrolling the grounds in looping arcs by pointing it out.

“Well, ain’t he just a dangerous-lookin’ fella,” Leigh remarked, clearly impressed as she watched the wreathing lightning and heard the crackling energy. Turning, she gave me an approving wink that sent pleasant warmth spreading through me. “What ya gonna call that stormy thing?”

“Mr. Drizzles,” Diane said before I could answer, and I couldn’t do anything but break out laughing. Leigh joined in.

“Almost as bad as Mr. Toasty,” I muttered once I had recovered, and Leigh gave me a playful slap at that.

“Mr. Toasty is a fine name, I’ll have ya know!”

I laughed and shook my head before ushering the girls inside where Ghostie was already scuttling about to tidy up the house. Inside, mouthwatering aromas filled the air — Diane had prepared mashed potatoes and a meat pie brimming with chunks of meat and wild vegetables. My belly rumbled as she cheerfully ladled out steaming bowlfuls for each of us.

We settled in around the worn but lovingly crafted wooden table near the merrily crackling fireplace to enjoy our dinner together. Conversation flowed easily between the three of us as we ate. The savory meal perfectly sated our appetites sharpened by long hours working outside.

“This little place of yours just keeps getting more homey and lived-in each time I visit,” Leigh remarked appreciatively once her plate was empty, leaning back contentedly in her creaking chair. “Y’all have already done so much to make this land your own.”

Diane smiled happily, her dark braid sliding over one slender shoulder as she nodded. “It really is starting to feel like home now,” she agreed softly, long foxtail swishing behind her in slow contented beats. “Oh! And David placed the statuette he found, which gives us more mana now.”

“Is that a fact?” Leigh said, one dark golden eyebrow arching upward. “Well, that’s just dandy. Sure seems like your magic abilities are only gettin’ stronger and stronger there, honey.” Unrestrained pride and admiration shone in her voice.

“It’s a bonus for anyone who lives here,” Diane purred at her friend, and the invitation in those words was clear.

Leigh grinned. “Hmm,” she hummed. “It’s starting to sound even more interestin’ to come around here.”

Before long, our empty bowls were scraped clean, appetites fully sated by the rich venison stew. We let the meal settle in joyful silence for a while as Ghostie poured us mead from the little supply that Leigh had brought as a gift.

The company was good, and the night was young, and I reveled in it.
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As we lingered at the table afterward as we talked, eventually enjoying mugs of fragrant tea steaming gently, our idle talk turned toward hopes and plans for further developing the homestead.

“You know, with your mystical talents, I’ll bet we could expand the cottage a fair bit,” Diane said to me, sitting forward eagerly, her brilliant sapphire eyes gleaming. “Maybe even add a whole second floor for a real bedroom… or two. That would really open up the interior.”

“Ooh, and perhaps finally get a few cute little goats!” Leigh suggested enthusiastically. “Just think of all that fresh milk and cheese. And you’ve got that Ranchin’ skill now, don’t ya David?”

I smiled indulgently, warmed by their visible excitement. “All very doable ideas,” I assured them confidently. “Though establishing even a small herd means we’ll have to fence in more pasture first.”

Leigh waved away the concern dismissively. “Aw, fences are no trouble at all. Y’all will have that done in a day or two.” She then threw Diane a playful look. “But what do ya need the extra room for?”

Diane bit her lip and blushed. “Well, you know…”

I blinked, now suddenly understanding the background of her desire to expand the house. Diane was upfront about her desire to have kits, and it made perfect sense that she would want to broach the subject soon. After all, we had a stable thing out here. And with Leigh coming by regularly, we’d have plenty of people to care for kits.

Although I wasn’t sure if the offspring of a human and a foxkin would be kits…

“Well now,” Leigh purred, giving me a meaningful look, but she decided not to tease her harem sister any more than that. Instead, she turned to me. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have an actual tool shed and a workshop, since you do so much yourself?”

With that, our discussion turned lively as we debated various options and improvements. The familiar cadences of Leigh’s drawl dancing in counterpoint with Diane’s melodic voice kindled cozy contentment within me.

“You know, if you cleared more land, I bet you could even grow more surplus crops to sell in town before long,” Leigh added after awhile, absently swirling the dregs of her tea.

I paused thoughtfully. “Yeah,” I mused, leaning forward. “I’ve considered expanding the fields. With my nature spirits speeding up growth cycles, yields could end up pretty substantial. Especially with those imbued, fast-growing crops.”

Leigh nodded, pointing at me approvingly. “Mark my words, before the year’s out you’ll have way more fruits and veggies than just you two can handle,” she predicted confidently. “I’m always eager to buy up whatever fresh produce folks can grow, ‘specially with winter coming on.”

Diane’s sapphire eyes lit up, and her fox ears perked forward with excitement. “Ooh, you’re so right! If we grew more excess produce to sell, we could start buying some nicer furnishings and decorations for the cottage with the earnings,” she realized eagerly.

Reaching over, I gave her delicate hand an affectionate squeeze, smiling at her visible enthusiasm. “That’s an excellent notion,” I agreed. “Let’s definitely plan to expand the farm a little.”

Already, I felt a bubble of excitement at the thought of trading our surplus crops or goods. It would feel good to engage with the community.

“While you’re thinking of expanding, no reason not to be ambitious,” Leigh added with an expansive gesture at the cozy interior space around us. “Add a couple extra rooms for Diane’s wild plans…” She gave her harem sister a wink that made her blush. “And, of course, a bigger kitchen and larder…”

I chuckled indulgently at her eagerness but had to admit the vision sounded idyllic. “You’re getting a bit ahead of yourselves, but those all sound like wonderful ideas we can work towards,” I said warmly. “Rome wasn’t built in a day, but with patience and tenacity, we’ll transform this place over time into our perfect refuge, I’m certain of it.”

Leigh gave me a playful nudge with her boot under the table. “See, I knew you were the right pioneer for the job,” she teased. But beneath the humor glinted sincere appreciation that touched me deeply.

“Maybe we could get Leigh a guest room,” Diane teased.

“No way,” Leigh said. “I sleep with you two!”

“Not in this loft, I’m afraid,” I laughed. “Those beds are tiny.”

“Well, that’s what you’ll need to fix first, then,” Leigh said. “Now come on! It’s a fine, warm night, and we had a fine dinner. Why don’t we sit by the river, make a little fire, and enjoy the starlight? After that, you can have your lil’ domesticants drag down the mattresses, and we’ll sleep by the fire.”

I nodded and rose. “That’s a great idea,” I said. Diane gave an enthusiastic chirp as she hopped to her feet as well. We left Ghostie and his new friend with the dishes and headed outside.


Chapter 25

The sun had dipped below the western hills, cloaking our homestead in soft dusk as we made our way down to the silvery banks of the river. I gathered an armful of dry branches and got a modest campfire crackling, the golden flames dispelling the gloaming shadows. Above, emerging stars glittered like scattered diamonds against an indigo canvas.

Diane hummed idly as she shook out a woven blanket and settled gracefully upon it, her luxuriant ebony hair spilling over her delicate shoulders. Beside her, Leigh sprawled comfortably on her side, propping her head up with one hand.

For a time, we simply lounged together quietly, watching wisps of pale smoke curl skyward and listening to the melodic burbling of the water over smooth stones. Overhead, the stars shone in nature’s glorious display, and it was a wondrous sight as always. The stars had a way of making every earthly affair seem small and insignificant.

The occasional snap of burning wood punctuated the soothing susurrations all around us — rustling leaves, trilling crickets, frogs serenading any who would listen from the rushes. Here by the bank where the fishing was good and berry thickets grew nearby, it was a little paradise we had carved out together using grit, skill, and a touch of magic.

As the evening chill crept in, I added more branches to the cheery blaze until it rose high, radiating welcome warmth. The dancing flames lit Diane’s refined features in profile as she gazed pensively across the shimmering water.

“It’s nights like this that make me glad fate brought me out here to the frontier,” she said at length, a wistful smile curling her lips. “If not for you taking me in, Leigh, who knows where I might have ended up after my family disappeared.”

Leigh reached over to pat her friend’s slender hand comfortingly. “Aw, think nothing of it, hon,” she replied in her amiable drawl. “You and I were just a couple of green gals trying to find our footing after the Upheaval shook everything up. I needed a roommate to afford my little place anyway.”

I perked up with interest, always eager for more glimpses into my beloveds’ shared past which predated my arrival in Gladdenfield by a couple of years.

Sensing my curiosity, Diane glanced over with a smile, her brilliant sapphire eyes warming in the firelight. “Did we ever tell you how Leigh and I met?” she asked. When I shook my head, she settled in more comfortably to relate the tale.

“As you know, I roamed into the wilderness alone after the Upheaval when my family disappeared. I was just a teenage foxkin girl, scared and overwhelmed. For weeks I lived hand to mouth, foraging and hunting small game, just trying to survive. But I was so very lost and lonely. Sure, I met parties of wanderers and adventurers and sometimes even banded with them, but I had no true friends.”

Her expression saddened briefly at the memory before she continued. “Then one day I wandered into a frontier trading post looking like a half-drowned kit. But this compassionate human took pity on me, insisting I come home with her.”

Diane shot Leigh a fond smile, which the blonde returned warmly. “That’s right, this poor lil’ critter was skin and bones when I found her,” Leigh supplied, picking up the thread of the tale.

“My heart just broke, seeing her so vulnerable and afraid. Wasn’t any way I could turn her back out on her own in good conscience. So, I brought her back to my apartment above the general store in Gladdenfield, and we became roommates. I’d only just taken over the store, so I could use a pair o’ hands.”

Leigh chuckled, absently brushing back a wind-tousled lock of golden hair peeking out beneath her hat. “Diane didn’t have a mind for shopkeepin’, though. Not very good with numbers and keepin’ inventory.” She winked at her friend. “She is, however, very good at cooking, daydreamin’, and I did good business with the game she brought in. Anyways, we looked after each other, and the rest is history.”

Diane giggled. “We’ve been inseparable ever since,” Diane finished happily, playfully bumping her shoulder against Leigh’s. “I’ll never be able to fully express my gratitude for everything you did for me back then.”

Leigh waved off her earnest words. “Think nothing of it, sugar. We helped each other out.” Her sky-blue gaze turned introspective as she watched the firelight dance hypnotically.

“Still, as much as we cared for each other, I always missed a man,” Leigh added in a softer tone. She then gave me a mischievous look. “After all, I need someone tall enough to stock the top shelves!”

We all shared a laugh at her gentle teasing. Then, Diane turned sincere eyes my way, reaching over to intertwine our fingers. “Leigh’s right,” she said softly. “Having you completes me in a way I never thought possible.”

Deeply touched by her words, I lifted her slender hand to my lips, brushing a tender kiss across her knuckles. “Believe me, I’m the lucky one here,” I replied earnestly.

For long moments, we simply basked together in stillness broken only by the murmuring river and crackling fire, our hands joined contentedly. Overhead, the spangled cosmos spun on above our haven in the wilderness.

Leigh lay back on the blanket, removing her hat, and stared up at the sky, giving me and Diane a moment, and I decided to use it. I tore my eyes from the dazzling view overhead to glance curiously over at Diane.

“Earlier you mentioned hoping for more rooms added onto the cabin. Do you have any special purpose in mind for those hypothetical new rooms someday?” I asked innocently, already certain I knew the answer.

Diane bit her lip, cheeks coloring charmingly even in the firelight. The topic clearly awakened vivid dreams and hopes within her. “Well, I was thinking perhaps… a room for kits one day,” she confessed, words spilling out in an excited gush. She averted her gaze shyly, fox-like ears low.

My pulse quickened at her admission. Reaching over, I gently turned her delicate chin back to meet my gaze. “Diane, nothing would make me happier than raising a family together out here,” I said earnestly. “We’ll start planning things out — make a little nest.”

Her sapphire eyes immediately shone, and she purred her happiness. “A nest sounds great!”

“You two are gonna make the purdiest lil’ kits,” Leigh remarked happily, reaching over to squeeze Diane’s knee. “Why, I can babysit the darling scamps, teach ‘em little scraps of wilderness lore…”

Diane laughed; imaginations clearly spun up by our support. “I would love nothing more than to have you teach our kits,” she said. “I’d even name one after you.”

Leigh chuckled. “That would get confusin’…”

I laughed, wrapping an arm around Diane’s slender shoulders and pulling her close. “We’ll figure it out, but I’m not letting the two people who came up with Mr. Toasty and Mr. Drizzles name any of my kids.”

At that, we all broke out laughing. Nestled cozily beneath the glittering heavens, we continued joking and talking about the beautiful things that the future might hold for us.

But eventually, I noticed Diane’s eyelids growing heavy, her bushy tail curling around her hips as drowsiness visibly set in. Kissing her forehead tenderly, I suggested we all turn in for the night.

Diane tried and failed to stifle a yawn behind one dainty hand. “Mmm, yes, that sounds lovely,” she acquiesced, silky braid slipping over her shoulder as she rose gracefully to her feet and smoothed out her dress.

On my other side, Leigh gave an exaggerated stretch before standing as well. “Woo! I’m about done to turn in too,” she declared.

Together we made sure the campfire was safely extinguished and doused for the night. Arm in arm, we headed back up the grassy slope toward the cozy cabin, leaving the hushed riverside camp behind.

The melody of crickets and rustling leaves followed us up toward the light and warmth awaiting within our wilderness abode.


Chapter 26

The morning sun dawned bright and clear as we awoke refreshed in the cozy cabin. After a hearty breakfast together, we discussed plans for the day’s tasks around the homestead.

“The traps need to be checked,” I said. “And it would be nice if we could do a lap of the area — see what has been moving in the wilderness these past few days.” Knowing that Leigh and Diane would need to catch up, especially considering Leigh joining our harem, I thought it was a good idea for the two of them to do the job together.

Besides, I was overdue for an easy, quiet day fishing by the banks of the Silverthread River.

“That sounds like somethin’ the two of us can do,” Leigh said, and Diane nodded her agreement.

Smiling, I watched the duo prepare for a moment before getting ready myself. Donning my hat, I grabbed the fishing pole and creel and headed down to the banks of the river. Diane and Leigh were already chatting and laughing as they gathered up their gear for a day of tracking in the wilderness around our home.

I decided the trout would likely be biting down by the shady bend in the creek. I whistled cheerily as I made my way across my property through the morning light, breathing in the crisp air. The land made me proud — of our achievements and of our independence.

At the tranquil bend, I set up on one of the smooth boulders, making sure I had everything I needed to be comfortable. Once I was settled in, I attached the bait — worms that Leigh had brought from the store — and I cast my line out into the rippling currents and waited patiently for a bite, taking in the beauty all around.

After some time, my bobber suddenly dipped below the surface! Keeping the line taut, I swept my rod up and felt the satisfying throb of a good-sized fish. With a splash, I reeled in a fat trout that would make for delicious eating tonight. I unhooked the catch and placed it in my creel.

Resettling into my spot, I recast the line, watching intently for the next nibble. This time, I used some of my magic, summoning a minor water spirit. The playful water elemental coalesced into shape, summoned by my mana, and it immediately heeded my mental command to start guiding the fish to my bobber.

Soon enough, another fat trout took the bait! We were set for dinner already, but with fresh alderwood for the smokehouse, I was going to keep at it for a while.

The sun rose high overhead as the morning wore on, but the fish were biting, so I was happy to keep at it a while longer yet. This skillful way of providing food filled me with quiet satisfaction.

Eventually, I decided to try my luck down by the deeper pool farther along the creek. Hefting my gear, I hiked down the fern-lined bank until arriving at the crystal-clear pool. Schools of minnows scattered at my approach. Getting settled, I flicked the lure out and waited for a predator to snatch the bait.

After several casts, the line suddenly grew taut! Using a steady retrieve, I reeled in my catch. A fat, shimmering brook trout soon broke the surface, writhing against the hook. Carefully unhooking the sizable fish, I added it to my growing collection in the creel. This would be a fine meal.

As the day grew warmer, the fish seemed to grow more lethargic. The bright afternoon sunshine sparkled on the rippling creek, but fewer strikes came. Still, I lingered contentedly in the shade, knowing the trout would likely get active again once it started cooling off.

Sure enough, as the sun dropped lower toward the horizon, the fish started hitting once more. Within an hour, I had collected a half dozen more good-sized trout. My creel was getting heavy, so I decided it was time to start heading back. I had caught enough for a feast!

Whistling merrily, I hiked back past the sun-dappled forest, creel full of trout. I took the long way around, skirting the edges of my property to forage some mushrooms and collect some wild onions to use for flavoring. The fresh bounty of the land never ceased to amaze me.

Arriving back at the homestead, I first gutted and cleaned my catch at the Silverthread River in the usual spot. Once that was done, I headed back up to the cabin.

I unloaded my haul and got to work preparing the fish. I cleanly and efficiently filleted each trout. I set some aside to smoke in the smokehouse for preservation. The rest I would fry up tonight. I wanted to make a nice meal for the girls when they got back from their day scouting the area.

Stacking the excess firewood I had chopped previously, I soon had the stove ready for frying my catch. I set the cast-iron skillet with some fat atop the glowing embers, letting the fat gradually grow hot while I worked.

Once the skillet was ready, I sliced up wild onions and potatoes to sauté first. The humble vegetables sizzled merrily once I added them to the pan. Their mouthwatering aroma already had my stomach rumbling in anticipation of the coming feast.

When the onions and potatoes were just shy of done, I added the fresh trout fillets. I watched with satisfaction as the fish flesh turned opaque and flaky. The whole cottage soon filled with the incredible smell of freshly pan-fried trout.

Once they were done, I took the skillet off the fire at just the right moment. After garnishing the trout and vegetables with some foraged herbs, I set the table in anticipation of the girls’ arrival. I had made plenty of food — much more than the three of us could eat, and it would be a feast!
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Before long, I heard the door open to cheerful voices as Diane and Leigh returned from their day scouting the wilderness. They were chatting and laughing about something they had seen as they came inside, setting down their gear.

“Something sure smells delicious!” Diane exclaimed, her brilliant blue eyes widening when she saw the heaping platter of trout fillets and veggies I had prepared.

“Why David, you’ve been busy as a beaver while we were out!” Leigh remarked appreciatively, hanging up her hat and eying the meal hungrily. “And fresh-caught trout at that. You do spoil us.”

I smiled, always happy to provide for my girls after a long day. “I wanted to do something special for you two! Have a seat and dig in while it’s hot,” I urged them.

Eagerly they took their places at the table, marveling over the perfect flaky texture of the fish and the medley of flavors from the herbs and vegetables. We talked and laughed as we ate our fill of the delicious fare, savoring the fruits of our shared labors around the homestead.

Over dinner, Diane and Leigh regaled me with tales of their scouting expedition through the surrounding wilderness, relating some of the fascinating discoveries they had made tracking various beasts and foraging for edible and useful plants.

“We stumbled upon a whole grove of wild blueberry bushes!” Diane said excitedly. “The bushes were just laden with huge juicy berries. We must have picked four buckets full!”

Leigh nodded enthusiastically as she bit into a trout fillet. “Ooh, and we found some wildflowers I ain’t never seen before, with the prettiest violet and yellow colors.” She smiled at Diane. “We wove them into flower crowns and wore them the whole way home!”

I grinned, picturing the two of them frolicking through meadows picking berries and flowers. Their evident joy warmed my heart. “It sounds like you two had a delightful and productive day out there together,” I remarked sincerely.

As we enjoyed second helpings of the fresh fish and veggies, the girls continued regaling me with humorous accounts of their day — trying to befriend a grumpy porcupine, getting buzzed by a huge bumblebee that sent Leigh shrieking and running. Their lively banter elicited frequent laughter from us all.

Before long, our empty plates and bowls were cleaned of every morsel. Still chuckling over the girls’ amusing anecdotes, I leaned back contentedly in my chair and sighed. “That was without a doubt the best trout I’ve cooked yet, if I do say so myself.”

The girls beamed happily, agreeing with my assessment. Around us, the cozy cabin glowed invitingly in the firelight as evening shadows gathered outside. Our sanctuary in the wilderness felt more like home with every new day shared here together.

As Leigh sighed and stretched, an impish glint entered her eyes. “Why don’t we head down to the river for a nice moonlight swim?” she suggested, exchanging a knowing look with Diane. “It’s a perfect night for it.”

Diane giggled, blushing slightly as she toyed with the end of her braid. “That does sound lovely after getting so dusty and sweaty out in the bush today,” she remarked.

I nodded agreeably, a smile playing about my lips. Their intentions were clear, but a swim beneath the stars sounded delightful. I was happy to indulge such playfulness between us. “I think that’s an excellent idea,” I declared, rising from my chair.

Together we quickly tidied up the remains of dinner, letting Ghostie and his fellow domesticant whisk away the empty plates and dishes to be cleaned later. Their spectral forms bobbed merrily about the kitchen, dutifully getting things in order.

Arm in arm, the three of us then headed out of the cozy cabin toward the silvery shore, ready to enjoy both the pleasures of the cool water and each other beneath the moonlight.

As we strolled comfortably together through the velvety night, the peaceful chirping of crickets and rustling leaves surrounded us. Overhead, the moon shone bright and full, illuminating our path in silver light.

“You know, we really should find a proper name for Ghostie’s new helper around the cabin,” Diane remarked thoughtfully as we walked. “It seems only right since he’s become part of the family now.”

I nodded agreeably. “That’s a good idea. Did you have any thoughts on what we might call him?”

Diane chewed her lip contemplatively, foxtail swishing behind her. “Hmm, not yet, but we’ll think of something perfect, I’m sure!”

Just then, Leigh suddenly snapped her fingers, eyes lighting up. “I know what we should call Ghostie’s helper around here — Sir Boozles!” she proclaimed.

Diane burst into giggles at the absurd suggestion. Even I couldn’t restrain an amused snort.

“Sir Boozles?” I repeated, shaking my head. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m completely serious!” Leigh insisted, her eyes dancing playfully. “I think it suits him just fine. I had a cat once who bore that name with pride, I tell ya!”

Diane continued laughing, having to pause a moment to catch her breath. “It does seem rather fitting, I must admit,” she said at last.

I just chuckled indulgently, pulling them both into an affectionate hug as we walked. If Sir Boozles made them happy, then so be it.

“You two are impossible sometimes,” I teased. Their answering laughter was music to me.

As the riverbank came into view ahead, I took a moment to appreciate my good fortune. Life out here was not without its trials, but with Diane and Leigh by my side, I could weather anything.

Together beneath the spangled sky, we left shoeless footprints in the sandy shore before wading in to enjoy the pleasures of the cool water and each other’s company late into the magical night.


Chapter 27

The cool water enveloped us pleasantly as we waded into the shimmering waters of the Silverthread beneath the moonlight. Diane gasped and giggled as she acclimated to the chill, while Leigh whooped loudly and splashed right in up to her waist. Grinning, I dove underwater, swimming with strong strokes out into the deeper currents.

When I surfaced, I turned to see Diane floating serenely on her back, dark hair fanning out around her like liquid night. Nearby, Leigh was amusing herself by trying to catch silvery minnows darting around her legs. Their carefree laughter carried sweetly over the gentle lapping of the water.

“Look, I’m a mermaid!” Diane declared playfully, flourishing her foxtail as she spun gracefully around, treading water. I swam over to wrap her in my arms, both of us laughing. The cool water felt amazing after a long day working outside.

Leigh paddled around trying to sneak up on us, but I noticed her approach and alerted Diane. Together we sent twin jets of water splashing toward the blonde, whose squeal of mock outrage echoed across the river.

“Oh, now you’ve asked for it!” Leigh laughed, immediately retaliating with sweeping armfuls of water. Soon we were embroiled in an all-out splash fight, our laughter ringing out under the starry sky.

I allowed the girls a couple of direct hits before I suddenly dove and vanished entirely beneath the inky surface. Surfacing stealthily behind them both a dozen yards away, I waited until they were peering around trying to spot me.

When they had their backs turned, I swiftly and silently swam nearer, then erupted up right between them with a roar, pulling them both underwater. We bobbed up together, sputtering and giggling uncontrollably.

“No fair, you rascal!” Leigh exclaimed, giving my shoulder a playful shove once she caught her breath. But her eyes sparkled with delight at my antics. Nearby, Diane treaded water gracefully, smiling in wordless amusement.

As our energetic play dimmed, we transitioned into lazily circling around one another, simply relishing the soothing embrace of the river. I floated peacefully on my back staring up at the cosmos glittering across the vast heavens above. The water’s gentle support felt hypnotic.

While I drifted, the two girls swam graceful circles around me, their occasional rippling movements setting eddies spinning outward. Now and then, one would glide near to steal a quick kiss or give me an affectionate splash. Their antics kept me smiling.

“Want me to show you how Scouts swim?” Diane asked playfully after a while. When I nodded, she took a deep breath and suddenly dove straight down, her foxtail following her underwater.

She remained submerged for at least a couple of minutes, no doubt exploring the river bottom. When Diane finally surfaced, she described playing with the fish and even finding some sparkling stones. She gifted Leigh and me each one.

“How do you stay underwater so long without air?” I asked curiously, turning the smooth stone over in my palm. It was etched with delicate natural latticework.

Diane grinned mysteriously. “It’s one of my Scout abilities,” she confessed. “I can stay underwater for a longer time at the cost of a little mana.”

I laughed. “Well, isn’t that a convenient trick when you’re in a tight spot. I’m afraid my summoner abilities don’t really help with swimming!”

She grinned and splashed some water at me, which I deftly dodged. “Maybe not,” she admitted, “but you can summon Aquana’s avatar or a water spirit. I doubt you need to do much else with water.”

I laughed and gave a lazy shrug as I went back to floating in the water.

Meanwhile, Leigh had grown bored with just treading water. I noticed her eyeing a sturdy overhanging tree branch drooping low over the river. Before I could speak up, she suddenly hoisted herself up to stand balancing on the unsteady bough!

“Leigh, be careful up there!” I cautioned, but had to admire her boldness and agility, not to mention her perfect and voluptuous figure. Of course, wilderness swimming was in the nude. She just shot me a playful wink before leaping off with a fearless whoop, curling into a tight cannonball right between Diane and me.

We got drenched by the resulting splash, but I just laughed. “You’re incorrigible,” I told her affectionately when she surfaced, pushing the sodden hair from her face. Diane nodded bemused agreement.

As the moon rose higher overhead, we playfully dared one another to swim out to a tiny island in the middle of the river. I let the girls beat me there easily despite my strongest strokes. Their competitive banter as we made our way there charmed me endlessly.

But all too soon, the deepening hour marked the inevitable end of our lively midnight swim. Wading ashore together beneath the moon’s radiance, droplets glistened like diamonds on the girls’ happy faces. Playfully, they shook their wet hair at me, eliciting laughter.

Retrieving the blankets and towels we had left above the flood line, I tenderly wrapped one around Diane and Leigh after admiring their beautiful bodies in the moonlight. Their appreciative smiles kindled a glow in my heart, as did the naughty lights that lived there.

“It’s nice and warm out here,” Leigh said. “Especially with a towel around my shoulders. How about we stay a while longer and watch the stars?”

“Sure,” I agreed. “That sounds perfect, to be honest.” I thought for a moment. “Why don’t you girls settle here on the boulder, and I’ll run inside to get a bottle of wine and some firewood? We’ll make a fire and make a little night out of it!”

“David, that’s a perfect idea!” Leigh chirped, with Diane nodding in agreement.

With a smile on my face, I ambled over to the cabin to retrieve the promised supplies. I was looking forward to making the night last a little longer.
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Towel wrapped around my waist, I swiftly gathered some split logs and put them into a basket, also taking kindling, some extra blankets, and a bottle of wine before hurrying back down to the silvery shore.

There I found Diane and Leigh nestled together on a flat boulder, wrapped snugly in their towels as they gazed up at the starry sky. The sight of the two of them lounging like that, shapely legs coming out from the towels bundled around their beautiful bodies, made my heart beat a little faster.

“Hey!” they both chirped, studying me with admiration in their pretty eyes as I set down the supplies.

I quickly got a modest campfire kindled, coaxing the flames higher until they radiated a pleasant warmth. The firelight dancing over the girls’ faces as they chatted lent the moment an intimate glow.

With the fire burning, I squeezed in between my companions, draping an arm around each of their slender shoulders. Wordlessly, we passed the wine bottle between us, savoring the sweet warmth that spread through our veins as we watched the grand game of the stars above.

For a time, we simply sat gazing into the flickering flames or up at the sky in cozy silence, relaxing in one another’s close company. Now and then, the popping of burning wood punctuated the gentle lapping of the Silverthread.

Eventually, our idle talk turned to reminiscing over the first days as we all met together back in Gladdenfield.

“Why, my eyes popped open when Diane first brought you into the shop, David!” Leigh teased, eliciting giggles from Diane. “Such a fine man I ain’t never seen in the whole of Gladdenfield… Or even beyond that.”

“I’ll never forget that day,” Diane said, laughing as she recalled our first meeting. “When I saw the way you were looking at him, I knew right away.” She shot me a conspiratorial smile. “Leigh has this set of bedroom eyes that she keeps just for you!”

I laughed, rubbing my neck self-consciously. “I know,” I said. “There’s little I love more than Leigh’s bedroom eyes.”

Leigh put them on, just to tease me. There was such a naughty blaze in those big blue lookers that I felt my need rise at once.

“Like this, baby?” she purred in her most submissive, bubbly blonde voice. “I’m thinkin’ these eyes snared you like yours snared me.”

I grinned broadly, allowing myself a peek down Leigh’s ample cleavage where the towel pressed bosom together. “It’s true,” I admitted. “The two of you are the best things that have happened to me, together with me coming out here and making a place for us.”

Diane smiled and gave my hand an affectionate squeeze. “Well, likewise. You make me very happy.” Her bright eyes shone.

As the girls continued reminiscing about those early days, I mostly just listened with a smile, letting their quips and stories wash over me. The lakeside setting made it all the more magical.

When a lull fell over the conversation, I gazed thoughtfully across the shimmering expanse of the river, my mind drifting.

“You know…” Diane began after a moment, a hint of dreaminess in her voice. “Now that we have this wonderful life established out here, we have a true family together. It is something I have wanted ever since I was a kit.”

I turned to her and smiled, giving her an affectionate squeeze. I saw Leigh looking at me with meaning in her eyes, and I knew that Diane’s mind was on the one thing she still wanted to add to this.

Diane bit her lip, looking introspective, but she didn’t say anything. Still, I knew what she was thinking about, and I had been thinking about it a lot myself. Our life here was good, and we had settled into a steady rhythm that was promising.

A rhythm that could sustain more life.

I smiled at Diane again, watching the cute way she pursed her lips as she thought. “Why would we wait any longer?” I finally asked.

Diane’s brilliant eyes instantly widened in surprise and joy. She sat up straighter at once, knowing exactly what I meant. “I… yes! But… only if you’re ready too,” she added hastily. “I mean… I’m ready. I’ve been ready. I’m… I’m very ready.”

Leigh and I chuckled at her sudden enthusiasm. She seemed unable to sit still now, pressing herself up against me and giving me a big pair of glistening puppy eyes.

“She looks very ready, indeed,” Leigh purred, her tone turning a little huskier.

I took Diane’s delicate hands in mine, rubbing my thumbs over her knuckles. “I am ready, too,” I said, realizing the notion filled me with anticipation. “I don’t see a reason to wait.”

“You are?” Diane breathed, scarcely daring to believe it. “Truly?”

I smiled and nodded, seeing joyful tears spring to her eyes. “Yes, my love. Let’s start our family.”

Tears of happiness sprang to Diane’s eyes. “Oh David, I hoped so much you would say that!” she cried. “I’ve dreamed of this for so long. I… I can hardly believe it’s really happening!”

Unable to contain her elation, she flung her arms around my neck in a fierce hug. I held her close, stroking her hair as she nuzzled against me. Her reaction washed away any lingering doubts. We were ready for this, and fate had reached a turning point.

As we sat back smiling at one another, Leigh gave Diane an exuberant grin. “Well, you two are gonna make some cute lil’ kits!” she declared happily. “I call honorary auntie.”

Diane giggled, fox tail swishing excitedly behind her. “Of course! They’ll need their Aunt Leigh to teach them all her wilderness tricks.”

“Hm-hm,” Leigh purred, leaning a little closer, her soft hand warm on my inner thigh. “But it takes a little more than talk to make kits.” With that, she bit her lip. “And I’d be honored to help the two of you out a little…”


Chapter 28

I chuckled softly, my eyes raking over the two willing beauties wrapped in their towels, eager for my attention. “I don’t think Diane and I would need any help making sure she got pregnant,” I mused, “but we would certainly like the help!”

“Well, sugar, if you think you can handle the kinda help I can offer…” Leigh drawled, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Sounds like a challenge,” I said, grinning.

Diane giggled softly, her sapphire eyes shining with a mix of excitement and nervous anticipation as she bit her lip for a moment. “I certainly won’t mind it,” she whispered. Her voice trembled slightly, which told me that this was something she had been anticipating for a long time.

“Well,” Leigh teased, giving Diane a little poke. “Take off the towel.” Her gaze shot over to me. “Why don’t you come closer, baby?”

I stepped forward, feeling my muscles ripple under the towel with anticipation. I allowed my gaze to trail from Diane’s alluring fox ears down to her curvaceous body, watching as she let her towel slip away.

Her body was glistening, beads of water tracing paths down her athletic curves. Her breasts, firm and round, jiggled slightly as she moved. The sight was so tantalizing it made my heart pound in my chest.

My rod tented my towel as she stood there like a goddess of the forest, slightly blushing, and I wanted little more than to take her right there and then. But instead, I decided to play along with Leigh’s naughty game a little longer.

I turned my eyes to the curvy blonde. “So, what would your advice be?”

Leigh grinned and licked her lips. “David,” she said in a voice as smooth as silk, “why don’t you get Diane all wet and ready for you?” She smiled at Diane. “You can lie back, baby, and let David eat that hot little pussy of yours.”

My cock twitched in anticipation as I watched Diane lie back on the towel, her fox tail twitching. She spread her legs invitingly, still blushing slightly, her pussy glistening wet.

I stepped forward, discarding my towel, and gently placed a hand on each of Diane’s toned thighs as I sat down and surveyed my prize.

Leigh winked at me, then got on her knees next to me. “And while you’re at it,” she purred, “I’ll make sure you’re ready for her too.”

I groaned as Leigh’s hand wrapped around my cock, her firm grip making me gasp. “Leigh,” I managed to grunt, “That feels amazing.”

As Leigh worked her magic on me, I turned my attention back to Diane. Her enticing scent filled my nostrils as I lowered my head to her glistening pussy. I began by gently kissing her thighs and her toned stomach, and by the arching of her back, I could tell that she was ready for me to kiss her sweet little pussy.

With a sigh of delight, I ran my tongue up her slit, savoring the taste of her. She moaned, her hips arching off the towel as I teased her.

Her breasts jiggled as she trembled, her nipples hardening under my gaze. I could hear her panting, small whimpers escaping her lips as I continued to pleasure her.

“David,” she moaned softly, “More…”

Leigh’s hand moved faster on my cock, and she half-crept under me, her full breasts brushing my thigh as her mouth closed around the tip. I groaned at the dual pleasure, my eyes rolling back in my head.

I plunged my tongue deeper into Diane, tasting her sweet juices. She gasped, her body arching off the towel as she moaned. The movement allowed me to bring up a hand, and she sighed with pleasure as I teased her tight little rose with my finger.

My tongue flicked over her clit, making her shiver. Her muscles tightened, her body trembling as I brought her closer to the edge.

Leigh’s mouth moved over my cock, her tongue swirling around the tip. I could feel the tension building within me, the pleasure intensifying with each of Leigh’s skilled strokes.

Diane’s moans grew louder, her body trembling as I continued to eat her out. Her muscles clenched, and her body tightened like a coil as she neared her climax.

The scent of her arousal filled my senses, driving me wild. I increased the pressure, my tongue swirling over her clit in a rhythm that had her gasping.

“David!” she cried out, her voice echoing through the woods. Her body convulsed, her pussy clenching around my tongue as she came.

I groaned against her, my cock throbbing in Leigh’s mouth as Diane rode out her orgasm. Her juices coated my tongue, the taste of her arousal making me even harder.

“Ahhnnn, David,” she purred. “So… So good!”

I doubled down, licking her pussy even faster as I fought off my own orgasm. I focused completely on making Diane squirm with pleasure, trying to ignore Leigh’s soft lips and tongue and the way her delicious tits pushed against me.

Leigh pulled away from me just before I couldn’t hold it any longer. She had a wicked smile on her face. “You ready to breed her, David?”

“Yes,” I growled as I drew back, Diane still squirming under me as she suffered through the last of her relentless orgasm.

My entire world was Diane’s beautiful body, quivering and trembling and ready for me to push my cock into her and breed her. Leigh gave an encouraging purr as she tugged on my cock again, and I knew the time had come…
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My lust rising, I grabbed Diane by her slender waist, my eyes feasting on her delicious curves and soft skin.

Her body, still trembling from the orgasm, was a delightful sight to behold. Her fox ears twitched, and the bushy tail curled around her leg, adding an exotic allure to her fit and lusciously curvy body.

I grunted in delight, my tongue trailing a wet path down to her breasts. I nuzzled against the soft mounds, taking a hardened nipple into my mouth, sucking and rolling it between my teeth. A gasp tore through her lips, her fingers clutching at the grass around us.

“Good Lord, Diane, you’re a vision,” Leigh purred from a distance, her accent thick and husky. She was reclining next to me, spreading her legs wide, her fingers dancing over her pussy. Her skin glistened under the sun; her blonde hair spread out on the soft turf.

Her blue eyes were fixated on us, her plump lips parted as she breathed heavily. “David, she’s primed and ready. Ya gonna do her good, ain’t ya?” She drawled, her digits picking up speed as her voice dropped lower.

I moved my mouth from Diane’s breasts, leaving a trail of wet kisses down her stomach. “I’m going to breed her, Leigh,” I declared, my voice heavy with desire. “I’m going to make her scream.”

“Yes,” Diane moaned. “Oh, please! I want it so bad!”

Diane’s breath hitched as I positioned my body over hers, my hardened cock pressed against her entrance. She looked up at me, her sapphire eyes wide and full of anticipation.

The first thrust was slow, a test of waters. Diane’s body welcomed me, her inner walls warm and tight around me. A shiver ran through her body, a soft moan escaping her lips as I filled her.

“Oh, David,” she gasped, her nails digging into my back. The sight of her delicious body bouncing with my next thrust was intoxicating. The scent of lavender wafted from her skin, adding to the heady mix of pleasure and lust.

And the thought that I would breed her, that I would give her the child she and I so dearly wanted, was greatly arousing. It felt primal and pure — a fulfillment of the deepest and most profound need that we both harbored.

I leaned in, nibbling on her ear, and she gasped with pleasure as I delved deeper, her body accepting me completely. With every thrust, her breasts jiggled with the force, her nipples hard and begging for attention.

Unable to resist them, I leaned in and sucked on them, making Diane give a breathy gasp of pure, unadulterated lust, her hand raking through my tousled mop of hair. I licked her breasts, sucked on her nipples — all to the tune of Leigh’s approving hums and dirty talk.

And as our need rose, Diane bucked up, meeting me thrust for thrust. “Deeper, David,” she begged, her voice a sexy whimper. “Take me!”

I picked up speed, my movements becoming more frantic. Diane’s body moved rhythmically beneath me, her moans growing louder with each thrust, and I felt her beginning to clamp on me — a sensation now familiar because of the deep and intimate knowledge she and I had of each other.

“Oh, David,” she cried out, her pussy clamping down on me. “I’m close… so close…”

“That’s it, darling,” Leigh cooed nearby, her fingers working feverishly on her pussy as she watched me fuck her harem sister. “Cum for him… Then let him fill you up and breed you. Give you every last drop.”

The thought was intoxicating, the idea of claiming Diane completely. It added to the pleasure, to the feeling of her body clenching around me. Our skins slapped together as I went harder and deeper, her juicing coating my cock, and everything in me feeling like I was ready to explode.

With a few more powerful thrusts, Diane’s body tensed beneath me. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, her pussy clenching around me as she came. Her body shook, her eyes rolling back as the waves of pleasure washed over her. Her tongue even lolled out as she went completely numb in her deepest pleasure.

“Fuck, Diane,” I grunted, still thrusting into her, prolonging her orgasm. I watched as she bit down on the back of her hand, trying to muffle her cries.

Next to me, Leigh’s moans reached a crescendo, her body arching off the grass as she fingered herself while watching me breed Diane. With a loud cry, she climaxed, her body trembling from the release.

The sight of both women in the throes of pleasure was a sight to behold. It sent me over the edge, my climax hitting me like a freight train.

I thrust into Diane one last time, and I released. With a growl of pure lust, I spurted my first rope of cum deep inside her, seeking to impregnate her and make her the mother of my child.

“Yes, David,” she panted, her body still shaking from her orgasm as her nails raked down my back. She seemed to pull me closer — into her — wanting every drop I could give her. “Fill me up… Breed me…”

With a few more thrusts, I gave her what she needed. I emptied my balls inside her, my body shuddering with the intensity of my orgasm as I had given her every drop of cum in my body. The feeling of her body clenching around me — how much she wanted nothing to spill — was exquisite, heightening the pleasure.

Finally exhausted, I collapsed on top of her, my cock still buried deep inside her. I could feel her heart pounding against my chest, her breath coming out in ragged gasps.

With a deep moan, Diane arched her back. “David,” she hummed, her voice almost a whisper. “Oh, I can feel it inside. Hmm… This was so good.”

With a smile, I wiped my forehead, taking my time to study that beautiful body underneath me. “It was,” I agreed, shooting a look at Leigh’s voluptuous body as well. “You two are a delight.”

“Hmm,” Leigh purred as we collapsed into a heap on the grassy bank. “You fucked Diane good, baby!”

Diane chuckled at her harem sister’s dirty words in between panting for breath. My arm instinctively found its way around both of them, pulling them close against me. Their soft bodies were a welcome contrast to the firmness of the ground beneath us.

I pulled them both closer, burying my face in their hair. Their scents mixed together, creating a heady aroma that I found intoxicating. I closed my eyes, letting the sensation of them wash over me.

We lazed about a while longer, letting the sweat dry from our skin. After that, we all went for a quick dip to freshen up.

And of course, one thing led to another, and we soon gave it another try. After all, breeding my beautiful fox girl might take more than one go, and I didn’t object to that in the least.


Chapter 29

The morning sunlight streamed in through the cabin windows as I stirred awake, a feeling of deep contentment washing over me. Last night had been incredibly passionate and intimate, bringing Diane, Leigh, and me even closer together.

And you could never really tell about these things, but something in me gave me the feeling that I had shot true last night, and that I had given Diane what she had so yearned for.

Still, the only way to be sure is to try often…

After we had made love, Ghostie, Sir Boozles, and I had piled the mattresses and blankets in front of the fireplace, and we had all slept together in a little heap there. Following a night of passion like that, it simply wouldn’t do for the three of us to sleep apart.

I smiled over at Diane’s sleeping form nestled against me, her hand resting lightly on my chest. Behind me, I felt Leigh shift and stretch languidly before she propped herself up on one elbow.

“Mornin’ handsome,” she murmured drowsily, leaning in to plant a tender kiss on my shoulder. “I’d say last night was pretty special, wouldn’t you?”

I reached back to squeeze her hand affectionately. “It certainly was,” I agreed, remembering the pleasure we had shared. “I had a real good time, to be sure.”

Leigh’s answering smile radiated pure happiness. She nuzzled against me a moment longer before slipping from beneath the quilts. “Best get some coffee brewin’ then. I know Diane will be eager for some once she wakes up.”

I cradled Diane gently, inhaling the sweet lavender scent of her hair. Soon she began to stir, blinking up at me with a blissful smile.

“Good morning my love,” she purred, tail swishing contentedly beneath the blankets.

We traded a long, lingering kiss before finally motivating ourselves to rise and get dressed. The smell of frying bacon and percolating coffee drew us eagerly to the cozy kitchen where Leigh bustled about.

Leigh stood humming at the stove, golden hair falling in messy waves over her shoulders. She shot us a cheery grin as we rose lazily. “Perfect timing! I got a nice hearty breakfast coming together here.”

Settling around the worn table near the hearth, we soon had steaming mugs of coffee and plates loaded with fluffy eggs, crispy bacon, and toasted cinnamon bread. Our appetites were voracious after the intimate exertions of the night before.

Over the hearty meal, we chatted and laughed lightheartedly about the passionate hours shared. A rosy glow suffused Diane’s refined features as she recalled it all. “I’ve never felt more loved and fulfilled,” she confessed earnestly.

I smiled, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “It was a very special night for all of us,” I agreed. “I’m thankful every day for the family we’ve built together out here.” Leigh’s eyes shone with open affection across the table.

As we lingered over second helpings, talk turned toward hopes and plans for the future now that Diane and I had decided to try for kits. The prospect filled us with anticipation.

“With David’s handy skills, y’all will have a big old mansion here in no time,” Leigh said enthusiastically between bites of toast. She gave Diane a playful wink. “Though with your stamina lately, you may need more than one nursery before long!”

Diane blushed charmingly, absently fiddling with the end of her braid. “Oh hush,” she giggled. “One will be enough to start.” But her tail swished happily at the thought of having a large, loving family.

“Either way, I’ll be happy to help out however I can,” Leigh volunteered. “Bottle-feeding the little scamps when you two need a break, watching them while you work…” Her voice grew wistful. “They grow up so fast. I’d love to be a part of it!”

“Any child would be lucky to have you as an aunt,” I told Leigh sincerely, making her smile.

I looked around as I finished the last bite of my breakfast. “Say, where are Ghostie and… Sir Boozles?” I winced as I spoke that last name, and both girls chuckled.

“I have no idea,” Diane said. “Usually, he’s in by this time. And Boozles follows him around.”

“Oh, well,” I muttered. “I’ll go look for him in a sec.”

“I’ll clean up,” Diane offered, rising from her chair. She gathered up the dishes, smiling dreamily to herself. I could tell her imagination was fully immersed in anticipation of the new lives we had set in motion. The cozy cabin already seemed warmer envisioning it filled with the patter of little feet.

While Diane tidied up, Leigh poured us all some more coffee, and I rose and stretched, getting ready for another day of long, satisfying work. I double-checked to see if the door was open so Ghostie and Boozles could come back in.

As we happily went through our morning routine together, a sudden excited chirping and whooshing sound made us look over. Ghostie drifted into the room, full of pent-up energy, its spectral form bobbing with impatience. Clearly, the domesticant was eager to convey some manner of request my way.

I cocked my head curiously at Ghostie’s antics. “What’s got you so worked up, little friend?” I asked. Its chirping grew more insistent.

Diane laughed, shaking her head. “I think someone wants your attention, love.”

“Alright, alright, I hear you,” I chuckled, rising from the rug to see what Ghostie was trying to communicate so urgently first thing in the morning. Its spectral eyes glowed cheerfully as it hovered nearby awaiting my approach.

“Let’s see what’s on your mind then,” I said as I followed Ghostie toward the source of its excitement.
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Ghostie continued chirping eagerly, zooming back and forth toward the cabin’s front door. Its spectral eyes seemed to shine brighter in its state of excitement.

“What is it?” I asked, curious about what had the domesticant so worked up. “Did you see something outside?”

At my words, Ghostie emitted an enthusiastic series of affirmative-sounding chirps. Clearly, it was trying to convey that some event of interest had occurred beyond the confines of our cozy homestead. Intrigued, I moved toward the door and opened it to peer outside.

There, parked at a cautious distance just off our dusty drive, I spotted Caldwell’s dusty Jeep. As I watched, the driver-side door swung open, and the suited man of the Frontier Division stepped out into the morning sunshine, eyeing the storm elemental warily as it drifted nearby on patrol. As always, his suit was impeccable.

“Morning, Caldwell!” I called in greeting, waving to catch his attention as I stepped from the porch. With a mental command, I directed Mr. Drizzles to stand down and continue patrolling the perimeter at a greater distance. Ghostie continued fluttering about over my shoulder, evidently pleased I had discovered the source of the commotion. “Come on over! It’s safe!”

Caldwell turned at the sound of my voice, a broad smile creasing his weathered features when he spotted me. With a few long strides, he closed some of the distance, though he continued eyeing Mr. Drizzles as the tempestuous summon circled watchfully.

“David, good to see you, my friend!” Caldwell called. “I don’t mean to intrude; just thought I’d pay a quick visit to thank you. And I see you have a new guardian protecting the homestead now?” He gestured toward the crackling storm elemental.

I chuckled, waving at Mr. Drizzles. “Yes, this is my newest guardian summon. Don’t worry, he’s just being cautious by nature. I’ve instructed him to allow you to visit.”

Caldwell visibly relaxed once the summon had floated farther off. Together we walked out to meet halfway between his Jeep and the cabin.

“It’s always good to see you, my friend,” I told him sincerely, clasping his hand. “The summon will know you now, so no need to worry if you come by again.”

A broad grin lit Caldwell’s weathered face. “I’m glad to see you’re taking security seriously! And I bring good news from New Springfield. Waelin has joined us in the city, and he is busy teaching several of the mages of the Frontier Division the warding ritual. Your quest has secured the help which will protect many new settlements. We are very thankful!”

“That’s wonderful to hear!” I replied, genuinely glad our efforts were making the frontier safer for others seeking life beyond the city walls. “It wasn’t an easy one, I’ll admit, but we’re happy to have helped make life a little easier for all those people still in the cities.”

Caldwell nodded, looking satisfied. “Indeed, it grants much-needed peace of mind. We lost good folks attempting to settle unsecured lands in the past.” His expression turned introspective. “Still, risks remain. But you’ve helped shift the tide in our favor, my friend.”

I felt moved by his words, but Caldwell’s mood lightened swiftly. “Enough official talk — I see your lovely homestead continues to thrive!” He surveyed the cozy cabin and cultivated fields approvingly. “You and Diane have accomplished something truly special out here.”

I felt a flush of pride hearing the praise. “Much of the credit goes to Diane… and Leigh,” I said sincerely. “They’re the ones who really make this place a home.”

“Ah, Leigh has joined you as well?” he said with a grin. “I am an avid enjoyer of the elven marriage myself. I have five wives, and life couldn’t be better.” He then peered past me at the cabin. “Ah, I see they’re coming out!”

Right on cue, the cabin door opened, and both girls emerged onto the porch, bright smiles lighting their lovely faces at the sight of our returning guest. After quick hugs and greetings, I invited Caldwell to join us in the chairs arranged in the shade.

“We just finished a late breakfast, Caldwell,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure we could whip you up a little something if you’re hungry?”

“Your hospitality humbles me,” Caldwell said. “But I don’t want to be a burden. I just came around to thank you personally for all the hard work you’ve put in. I should be on my way to New Springfield soon… Although it is nice here.” Caldwell’s eyes turned momentarily wistful as he gazed out over the valley we called home.

I waved away his initial protest. “Nonsense, you must be hungry after your drive this morning! Please, come on in and have a bite to eat before you continue your journey.” I gestured toward the cabin’s open door in invitation.

Caldwell hesitated briefly, but then chuckled and conceded graciously. “Well, far be it from me to spurn such warm hospitality from good friends.” Together we rose and headed indoors to enjoy a midmorning meal Diane had thoughtfully prepared.


Chapter 30

Settling around the worn but lovingly crafted table, Diane quickly whipped up a hearty sandwich and potato salad brunch for our guest. Caldwell thanked her profusely as she set the platter before him.

“My compliments to the chef,” he remarked after his first bite. “You have a real talent, Diane.”

Diane’s cheeks colored prettily at the praise as she took her own seat. She helped herself to some of the potato salad, and Leigh quickly joined her. We had eaten enough, of course, but the girls didn’t mind a little extra.

As Caldwell ate with evident relish, I retrieved the statuette of Ilmanaria from atop the fireplace mantle. I was curious to hear his thoughts about the ancient idol.

“Caldwell, take a look at this statuette I discovered in some old elven ruins during our quest,” I said, handing him the exquisite carving.

He turned it over thoughtfully in his hands, his sharp eyes glittering with interest. “Remarkable craftsmanship,” he mused.

I nodded. “We found it in some elven ruins outside of Gladdenfield Outpost. According to Waelin, it provides a passive increase to our mana capacity since we placed it here. He called it a Hearth Treasure.”

Caldwell’s thick brows shot up in surprise. “Is that so? I’ve read vague mentions of such elf artifacts in the archives, but this is the first I’ve seen in the flesh.” He handed the statuette back almost reverently. “This is a grand treasure to possess. Keep it safe, and you will profit from it.”

“Do you know who it depicts?” I asked as I held the statuette again.

He studied the idol for a moment. “I would say this is Ilmanaria,” he said.

I grinned, impressed by his knowledge. “You know her?”

He smiled. “The Frontier Division is part of the Coalition. As such, there are plenty of elves among us. So, we get a glimpse of elven lore occasionally, even though they are secretive. I know Ilmanaria to be a protector of mages, and several of those I fought in my early days as a Magebreaker have called on her for protection.” He smiled. “She will look favorably on you, as a Frontier Summoner.”

I smiled and nodded, replacing the statuette on the mantle. “I hope to find a few more of those,” I said. “They are extremely useful.”

He grinned. “Good,” he said. “You show ambition!”

As he finished up his meal, talk turned to reminiscing on the harrowing quest we had undertaken at Waelin’s behest. Caldwell listened raptly as we described traversing the Blighted Land and the strange aberrations lurking within.

“It seems the malignant forces in that valley have strengthened since anyone last delved there,” Caldwell remarked grimly once we had finished relating the tale. “Perhaps one day it can be cleansed fully. It’s likely the Frontier Division will post a quest for someone to deal with it.” He looked at me with a smile, then at Diane and Leigh. “Perhaps something for you, provided I can pair you with a spellcaster equipped to cleanse the land?”

I grinned. “We’ll see. We have some plans to work on this place first. But a quest might be interesting later on. Anyway, we were lucky to pass through the Blighted Land safely. We all advanced in the Dungeon, and being higher level helped on the return trip.”

At this, Caldwell’s expression sharpened with recollection. “Ah yes, Waelin mentioned your uniquely swift advancement when I spoke with him in the city. Tell me, have you learned anything more about the potential source?”

I quickly explained that I had not yet had the opportunity to look further into the concept of Bloodlines granting advantages. “I plan on meeting my grandparents and discussing it with them, but they are a distance away. Although travel will be easier now that I have a Class. And Waelin said he would be on the lookout for a Blood Mage to help unveil the mystery.”

Caldwell nodded thoughtfully, steepling his fingers. “Well, consider me intrigued. Once you’ve investigated further, I would be fascinated to hear your findings.” His eyes sparkled with scholarly interest in this mysterious phenomenon.

“Of course,” I assured him. “Truthfully, I remain very curious about it myself. I’ll be sure to share anything I uncover about potential Bloodline benefits.”

As we continued conversing, Diane and Leigh also chimed in now and then to add details about obstacles overcome and enemies defeated within the perilous confines of Nimos Sedia.

Caldwell sat back after one colorful account of the battle with a drakeling horde, shaking his head in amazement. “It’s clear your teamwork and quick thinking are unparalleled,” he declared sincerely. “You three make an astonishingly effective trio, if I may say so.”

Diane and Leigh beamed proudly at the high praise. “We do seem to complement each other’s abilities quite nicely when the goin’ gets tough,” Leigh agreed, reaching over to give Diane an affectionate pat on her arm.

Eventually the morning began to carry on outside, and Caldwell sighed regretfully. “I’m afraid duty calls me back to the city,” he announced, rising reluctantly from his chair. “But I cannot thank you enough for the hospitality and fascinating conversation. But mostly, I — and those living under the protection of the Coalition — are very grateful for your completing your quest with such skill!”

“It was our pleasure,” I said warmly as we walked Caldwell out onto the porch. His dusty Jeep waited nearby ready to bear him onward down the winding trail toward civilization. But I could tell part of him would have preferred to linger here in the valley’s tranquility.

“We’re always glad for a chance to reminisce about our adventures with you,” Diane added sincerely as Caldwell descended onto the grass.

Caldwell turned back, clearly touched by their words. “Likewise. The tales you three have to tell are always a joy.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Stay vigilant out here, but also relish each new day. This life you’re forging is special.”

I smiled and nodded, looking around with pride at all Diane, Leigh, and I had built together. “We know how fortunate we are, believe me. Be well, my friend. Safe travels.”

With a final warm handshake, Caldwell took his leave down the winding trail. We stood waving until his Jeep rounded a bend and passed from sight. But his visit had left me with much food for thought.

As we headed back inside, Diane gave me a curious look. “This Bloodline business does sound rather fascinating,” she remarked. “Plus, I would love to meet your grandparents.”

I laughed and nodded agreement, making a mental note to follow up on it soon. “I’ll take you there one day,” I said. “For now, though, a long afternoon of pleasant work awaits us. We have some work to do on the cabin!”

Together we returned to the cozy cabin, letting thoughts of past adventures and future investigations slip away for the moment.


Chapter 31

With the day beginning in earnest, I was keen to begin planning the expansion of our modest cabin. With Diane and me deciding to try for kits, the additional space would be crucial. I headed downstairs to wash up, mind already churning with ideas.

In the kitchen, Diane was preparing us some more coffee. She smiled knowingly. “Ready to start designing?” she asked, tail swishing amusedly. I chuckled and nodded, quickly taking a swig of coffee before fetching paper and pencils.

Settling at the worn table near the hearth, I started sketching initial concepts for adding a second floor with a master bedroom with a larger bed and two extra rooms — one for the baby once it moved out of our room and one for guests. Downstairs could be expanded with a larger kitchen and pantry.

I also wanted to build a workshop and woodshed. Right now, we were using the mudroom to store tools and keeping the firewood under a rickety awning.

As I scribbled, Diane peered over my shoulder, offering thoughts about the design. Her input was invaluable for visualizing the daily flow through the expanded spaces. I made some adjustments based on her insights about adjacency planning.

After roughed-out floorplans were complete, we headed outside to walk the grounds while picturing the new additions in context. The sunshine felt energizing as we strolled together, and Diane’s suggestions helped refine the initial sketches.

Meanwhile, Leigh had dedicated herself to a day of fishing by the Silverthread, and she looked utterly relaxed as she sat in the sunlight, her cowboy hat providing some shade.

Back inside, I began the meticulous work of precisely measuring and scaling my drawings to determine accurate dimensions. This would allow me to calculate materials needed. The additional square footage would require a considerable amount of new logs and timber.

While I worked, Diane hummed idly in the kitchen, evidently daydreaming about our home bustling with playful kits. Her evident happiness inspired me, making the work fly swiftly by. Soon I had detailed schematics laid out across the table.

However, accurately estimating the required foundation logs, wall timbers, rafters, flooring, and other materials was challenging without architectural training. My math needed double-checking to ensure it was precise before proceeding.

As I poured over the sketches, recalculating everything, Diane kept me fueled with a steady supply of coffee and snacks. When Leigh took a break from fishing, she and I went through the numbers as well. Being the shopkeeper, Leigh had a good head for numbers, and despite her usual levity and bubbliness, she was sharp and had a good eye. By early afternoon, I finally felt confident in my building material estimates.

Next, I met with the domesticants — Ghostie and Boozles — to walk them through the expansion plans. Their assistance would be crucial. I described how the new workshops would connect and the best route for transporting logs from the forest. They seemed to comprehend their roles.

The remainder of the morning was spent creating a comprehensive written plan detailing the complete vision, from foundational excavations to finishing touches. Diane helped proofread it, lending her keen eye for detail.

At noon, we stood outside visualizing how the additions would transform the modest cabin into a comfortable homestead. The rich yellow light over the valley seemed to lend our dreams substance. Soon this vision would be real.

Over a light lunch, the conversation turned to finances. The building materials alone — the ones the wild would not provide — should cost a sizable sum, not to mention additional furniture and decor later on. We would need to get creative with earning extra income.

Diane suggested baking pies to sell at the weekend market. I proposed brewing more mana draught potions, but Leigh helpfully commented there was a limit to how many of those she could offload. If I flooded the market with them, the value would drop.

“Food, however,” she said, “is something I can always get rid of at a good price. Them dwarves in Ironfast buy it in bulk. Same goes for mead and ale. Tools sell well too, as do livestock and beasts of burden.”

I nodded. “Sounds like we’ll need to expand operations a little before we can make our blueprint a reality.”

“We could also try another Dungeon?” Diane suggested. “Just to make sure we have a little more money to invest.”

I chuckled. “Why, I wouldn’t have expected that suggestion from you!” I exclaimed. “I thought you preferred safety.”

She laughed. “Well, I do! But still, there is good money to be made Dungeon diving. It could be a good boost to our capital, which would allow us to expand the homestead.”

I nodded slowly. “Well, how can we be sure the Dungeon is of an appropriate level?” I asked.

“Now that I’m a level 4 Scout, I can get an impression of what’s lurking in a Dungeon and what levels we’ll face. It’s not perfect, but it usually serves well enough!”

“You two will have to pay a visit to Gladdenfield,” Leigh suggested. “There’s usually some postings for Dungeons, and some adventurin’ folks will know where to find good places. You could ask around.”

“Thanks, Leigh,” I said. “And would you be interested in joining up?”

“Yep,” she hummed, beaming me a warm smile. “Provided it ain’t too far away. Besides, I wanna venture out into the Wilds to find me a pet.”

“Alright,” I said. “This sounds like a good way to make some extra coin on the side. I’ll think about it. For now, let’s just focus on what we can do: expanding the plots for farming.”
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The afternoon sun filtered through the windows of the cozy cabin as Leigh finished packing up her things. She was planning to head back to Gladdenfield before the afternoon was over to open up her store but promised she would be back in just a couple of days, bringing plenty of seeds for us to sow on the land we would expand.

“I wish you didn’t have to go so soon,” Diane said as she gave Leigh a big hug goodbye. “It’s always so nice having you here.”

“Don’t you worry, I’ll be back before ya know it,” Leigh replied warmly, returning the hug. “You two try not to miss me too much!”

I chuckled as I stepped forward next to embrace Leigh as well. “We always miss your sunny presence when you’re gone.” I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Travel safely and say hello to Gladdenfield for us.”

“I will for sure,” Leigh said cheerfully as she hoisted her pack over her shoulder and headed for the door.

Diane and I followed her outside, walking with her over to where her horse Colonel was hitched and waiting patiently. The air was warm and fresh, and we all reveled in it as we made our way to Colonel.

With fluid grace, Leigh swung up into the saddle and gathered the reins. Colonel pawed the ground, eager to be off. Leigh tipped her hat to us playfully. “Y’all take care now! Don’t have too much fun without me.”

“We’ll try our best.” Diane laughed. We both waved as Leigh tapped her heels and Colonel started off at an easy trot down the winding path away from the cabin.

In no time, Leigh’s bright blonde hair and Colonel’s chestnut hide were lost from view around a bend in the forest trail. But we knew it wouldn’t be long before her cheerful presence graced the homestead again.

As we turned and headed back inside, I slid my arm around Diane’s slender waist. “So, what shall we do in the few hours of sunlight we have left?” I asked her with a smile.

Diane hummed thoughtfully, leaning into me. “Well, the garden could use some tending, and the smokehouse needs restocking,” she mused. “We just fly through the alderwood! Also, Leigh left us most of her catch, so that’ll need to be made ready!” Ever the pragmatic one, her mind was already turning to the day’s tasks.

I nodded agreeably. “That’s very sweet of her. Well, sounds like a good plan,” I said. There were always more chores needing to be done to maintain our self-sufficient homestead. Best we didn’t idle away this mild weather.

After a quick pick-me-up, we readied ourselves for a productive day’s work. I donned my hat, selected my axe, and made sure my rifle was loaded before slinging it over my shoulder. Meanwhile, Diane took the tools she needed to prepare the fish and do some gardening after.

Together we headed outside into the sunshine, faces upturned to enjoy the melodic birdsong and a wholesome morning breeze. Our valley offered small delights like this wherever one took the time to appreciate them.

I set off into the forest to chop firewood while Diane began tending the vegetable gardens, carefully inspecting each plant and plucking away any pests or withered leaves she found. Soon we were both engrossed in our respective tasks.

Wielding my axe felt good, muscles remembering their old rhythms as I felled slender alders and split them into burnable lengths. Soon my growing pile would be transported back via domesticant to stock the woodbin. There was satisfaction in such honest work.

Wanting to work as fast as possible to use the daylight we still had, I only paused to drink water. I worked as fast as I could, letting Ghostie and Sir Boozles carry the logs back to the cabin.

As the afternoon wore on, I added log after log to the stockpile until my muscles pleaded for reprieve. The chopping had gone swiftly, my skills honed day by day. Wiping sweat from my brow, I decided I had done enough for today. Luckily, the little domesticants had diligently cleared out every log, which meant I didn’t need to carry anything.

Hefting the heavy axe over one shoulder, I turned and hiked back through the still woods toward home. Shafts of early evening sunlight slanted between the ancient trunks around me. Soon the trail opened up, and there stood our little cabin looking warm and welcoming.

There, Diane hummed happily as she weeded and watered the rows of thriving vegetables. Under her dutiful care, the plants stretched leafy vines towards the sunshine, their produce swelling plump and vibrant. Our self-reliance grew with each season’s bounty.

I gave her a kiss, and we shortly talked through our respective afternoons. Then, we headed inside and began preparing dinner — the scent of simmering fish soup soon filled the cozy space. After washing up, I happily settled in my creaky chair near the hearth, leaving her to finish up the meal.

Before long, Diane called me over to dish up hearty bowls of the fragrant soup, along with thick slices of flatbread. My appetite sharpened by a long day of designing and swinging the axe, I ate with relish, complimenting Diane’s flavorful cooking.

Bellies satisfied; we sat contentedly together as darkness crept over the sky outside. The cheery firelight flickered over Diane’s refined features, making her blue eyes sparkle. She gave me a sleepy smile, evidently ready to retire for the night.

Taking her hand, I rose. Together, we ascended the ladder to our cozy loft. We moved around each other smoothly in the familiar nighttime rhythm — changing and tidying away clothes. Before long, we were nestled in bed.

Diane curled against me, head pillowed on my shoulder, one arm draped lightly across my chest. Her breathing deepened as she slipped into slumber. I held her close, cherishing these quiet moments before I too followed her into restful sleep.


Chapter 32

The morning sun was bright, shining through the trees as I stepped outside, ready to start expanding the farm plot. I had spent yesterday surveying the area and planning out where I wanted the new section to be located.

After a filling breakfast of oatmeal and some fruit prepared by Diane, I finished the last sip of my coffee and stepped off the porch across the dewy grass. I inhaled the fresh morning air, gazing out at the area I had marked off the day before for the new farm plot expansion. It was time to get started on the hard work of clearing and preparing the land.

Arriving at the perimeter of the new plot adjacent to my existing fields, I set down the tools I would need for this first crucial step: an axe, a machete, a shovel, large knives, shears, and gloves. I had also brought along stakes and ropes to mark the plot boundaries once cleared.

I began working methodically to clear the area, starting at one corner. Using axe and machete, I chopped and sawed at the underbrush, thorny bushes, stumps, saplings, vines, and other growth covering the plot. It was grueling labor, hacking and tearing vegetation from the earth beneath the climbing morning sun.

I paced myself, stopping periodically to wipe sweat from my brow and drink some water. Diane came out to make sure I drank and ate enough, and Ghostie and Sir Boozles worked hard to clean up behind me.

Chipping away steadily, I gradually transformed the densely overgrown plot into a blank canvas ready for cultivation. I made sure to dig down and extract even the roots of trees and bushes I felled to prevent regrowth.

Around midday, Diane brought me out some cold water and a plate of bread, cheese, and smoked meat to refuel me. I gratefully wolfed it down, knowing I would need the energy to finish clearing this land. Diane inspected my progress, clearly impressed by the large swathe of cleared earth.

After eating, I continued working tirelessly under the blazing afternoon sun. The machete felt like an extension of my arm, slicing through stalks and vines. My shoulders burned from hours of axe swinging, but I persevered. Slowly, the last brambles and saplings fell, leaving raw, exposed earth.

Late in the day, I finally cut the last stubborn root from the dirt with my pickaxe. I stood back, surveying my handiwork. The former wooded plot was now completely cleared and empty. Next, I would need to outline the farm plot boundary with stakes and rope.

Using my planned measurements, I began pounding in wooden stakes around the plot perimeter, unfurling ropes between them. My muscles screamed in protest, begging for rest, but I pushed myself to complete the task while sunlight remained.

At long last, as the sun dipped behind the trees, I tied off the final corner stake, completing the roped outline of the plot. I had succeeded in fully clearing and delimiting the expansion after an arduous day of nonstop labor.

Utterly exhausted, I trudged inside to wash up before indulging in a big, rewarding dinner. My sleep afterwards was deep and earned, and Diane was there to massage my sore muscles.

The next day, I began preparing the soil. This was crucial for successful crops. I used the shovel and hoe to churn up the top layer of earth, breaking up clumps. It was hard work, and I soon built up a sweat as I labored under the morning sun.

Luckily, Ghostie and Sit Boozles were there to help me, making the job a little lighter. However, I found that they required some mental instruction — they didn’t know how to do this intuitively.

After turning over the entire plot to loosen the soil, I used a rake to smooth and flatten the ground. Good seed and plant contact with the soil was important. I took my time on this step, making sure the plot was uniformly level and smooth.

To further prepare the earth, I conjured up my earth spirits. These would enrich the soil with nutrients for strong plant growth. Shoveling load after load of the enriched earth, I mixed the organic matter thoroughly into the top layers of the plot.

After hours of vigorous work, I finally stopped for a rest and hydration break. Diane brought me out a canteen of cold water and sandwiches, for which I was very grateful. She gazed out admiringly over the plot.

“This is coming together nicely,” she hummed. “You’ll have that plot ready in no time!”

I nodded, wiping the sweat from my brow. “I want to have it ready by the time Leigh comes around again with the seeds. We can plant them, and then I want to go to Gladdenfield with her for a few days.”

She nodded, guessing my plan. “To check up on Waelin’s niece,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “I promised to. Plus, I’m interested in getting to know an elf better. They’re usually so aloof and distant, and now I have a good reason to engage with one.”

A twinkle appeared in her eyes. “I’m sure that’s the only reason…”

I laughed and shook my head. “I’m not that bad, am I?”

She grinned. “I don’t think it’s bad at all. She’s pretty. If she’s nice, I don’t see why you couldn’t meet her more often.” She raised a finger. “But elves tend to be a little… arrogant. I hope this one’s different.”

“We’ll see,” I said. “If I don’t feel like we’d all get along, I’ll just follow up on my promise to Waelin and make sure she’s OK. Other than that, I wouldn’t be very interested.”

“Good,” Diane said, then gave me a peck on the cheek before heading back inside.
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After the sandwiches Diane had brought me, my strength was renewed. I consulted my plans for the last major task — installing protective fencing around the expanded plot’s perimeter. Securing the area from wildlife would be crucial for the crops.

I began by driving sturdy wooden posts into the ground around the plot’s edge using a sledgehammer and stake driver. The posts needed to be sunk deep and braced well to properly anchor the fencing.

With the posts in place, I started unfurling rolls of wire fencing, pulling it taut between each post. Using pliers and wire cutters, I trimmed the fencing to length and secured it to the posts with u-nails hammered in place.

Moving methodically around the perimeter, I made sure the wire fencing was pulled flush to the posts so animals couldn’t squeeze through gaps. The protective barrier needed to be tight and without weak points.

To further reinforce areas, I wove additional strands of wire above and below the fencing in vulnerable spots. This should prevent creatures from crawling under or leaping over.

Pausing to wipe sweat from my brow, I stepped back to inspect my handiwork so far. The posts and fencing now encircled the entire expanded plot, though the installation remained unfinished. There were more components I planned to add.

Next, I installed a gate to allow easy access to the plot interior. Using sturdy boards leftover from previous projects, I fashioned together a reinforced wooden gate wide enough for a wheelbarrow to pass through.

After hanging the gate properly and testing its function, I moved on to the final touch — a scarecrow to deter birds from pecking crops.

Finding an old flannel shirt and denim overalls in storage, I stuffed them with straw to create the scarecrow’s simple body. I added a whittled wooden head with a carved pumpkin face for personality.

Once assembled, I erected a tall wooden stake in the plot’s center and secured the scarecrow in place with nails and wire. Its pumpkin grin and outstretched wooden arms should help ward off pesky birds once crops were planted.

For extra protection, I also hung old pots and pans from the scarecrow’s limbs on wires. These would rattle in the wind, scaring birds away with the noise. The clanging sounded quite ominous when a breeze kicked up.

Satisfied with my work, I stepped back again to survey the fully installed fencing and gate surrounding the expanded farm plot. The wooden barrier looked sturdy and without gaps or weaknesses.

Now I could focus on the final preparation of the bare soil itself in anticipation of planting. There was still raking, tilling, and more enriching of the ground to be done before it was ready for seeds.

First, I smoothed over the ground’s surface using a wide metal rake, breaking apart clumps and removing small stones or debris. Good seed-to-soil contact was essential, so I took time to rake everything uniformly flat and level.

My next step was tilling deeper into the topsoil layer to further loosen the dirt and allow seeds to take root more easily. Using a heavy hoe, I churned up the ground, pulverizing large clods.

I worked methodically across the plot, eventually tilling the entire area to an ideal depth for planting. The formerly packed earth was now well aerated and worked. Seeds would thrive in the loose soil.

To enrich the soil with nutrients, I summoned more helpful woodland and earth spirits. Infusing their powers into the ground, they added vital organic compounds that would foster strong plant growth and yield.

As my spirits did their work, I moved on to measuring out crop rows using stakes and string lines. Evenly spaced rows ensured an orderly plot with maximum yield per square foot. It took time to align each row flawlessly straight.

While mapping the rows, I left generous paths between sections for easy access without trampling plants. Careful planning now would make maintaining crops simpler once sprouted and growing.

Brow dripping with sweat, I eventually declared the soil preparation complete as the afternoon faded toward dusk. The plot was marked, fertilized, raked smooth, and tilled deeply — ready at last for seeds and sprout plantings.

Heading inside, I washed up from the long day’s labor, hands stained dark with good earth. I grinned seeing matching smudges on my nose in the mirror. Joining Diane, we enjoyed a hearty meal together by candlelight, discussing plans for obtaining robust seeds.

As we ate, Diane described her ideas about which hardy vegetables would thrive best in our valley. Her knowledge of regional growing conditions was impressive. I listened eagerly, valuing her practical insight.

“With the rich soil and moderate climate here, I think more tomatoes will do very well,” Diane said after swallowing a bite of stew. “Especially if we can start them inside and transplant the seedlings out once the last frost passes.”

I nodded in agreement. “That’s an excellent idea. I’d like a little more variety, though, considering that we’re already growing tomatoes. Any other crops you’d suggest?”

Diane tapped her chin thoughtfully with one delicate finger before continuing. “Let’s see… peppers should also fruit well. And leafy greens like spinach and kale will bolt fast in the spring warmth. Ooh, and beans are a must — they’ll climb those sunflower stalks we can plant along the edges for trellising.”

She took a sip of water, ears perked with enthusiasm. “I think potatoes, carrots, and squash could all produce fine yields here too. Oh! And perhaps a few rows of sweet corn.” Diane smiled dreamily across the table. “I can already imagine how lovely the rows of tall emerald stalks will look swaying in the summer breeze.”

I chuckled indulgently at her evident excitement visualizing future bounty from our expanded plot. “It all sounds wonderful, but the plot isn’t that big!”

She laughed generously. “Yeah, I guess I’m getting carried away a little!” She absently tucked a strand of raven hair back into her unruly bun. “Well, I just want to nurture as much abundance from the valley as we can. Oh, and maybe we could try a pumpkin patch next year too! I bet they would thrive. We could make pies and preserve the flesh.”

I smiled and reached over to squeeze her delicate hand. “I share your optimism completely,” I said. “Let’s see what Leigh has on offer when she gets here.”

“Just imagine,” Diane murmured. “With your magic, we’ll soon have rows of lush tomato vines bowing under the weight of ripening fruit… fragrant herb patches alive with bees… sunflowers standing tall as sentinels along the edges.”

I met Diane’s eyes, seeing my own dreams reflected there. “It’s going to be really special,” I said. “But let’s take it one step at a time. I’ve found that Ghostie and Sir Boozles still need to warm up to farming, so we can’t take on too much work. Especially not if we plan to go on adventures every now and then!”

Diane sighed happily. “You’re right! Let’s not get carried away.” She leaned over to plant a tender kiss on my lips. “Still, I’m so thankful to be sharing this adventure with you.”

“Likewise,” I said after returning her kiss.

Bellies full, we banked the fire for the night and soon retired upstairs, both eager to rise again with the sun and begin carefully sowing our first seeds in the expanse of dark fertile soil.

Much work still lay ahead, but the achievement of this milestone instilled confidence in me. Our self-sufficiency and prosperity grew each season as the valley bloomed under our care.


Chapter 33

The next few days passed swiftly as I settled into my usual rhythms of work around the homestead. Each morning, I awoke eager to continue stockpiling firewood and alder for the smokehouse in anticipation of expanding the cabin.

Donning my work clothes and hat after breakfast, I would select my axe and rifle and hike out into the lively woods surrounding our secluded valley. The chatter of the woods and fresh scent of pine needles underfoot never failed to invigorate my steps as Diane and I settled even more into our frontier routine.

Arriving at the stand of young alders I had been harvesting, I would begin felling slender trunks with practiced swings of my axe. The repetitive movements felt good, muscles easing into the familiar motions as the axe bit satisfyingly into the wood.

I started with smaller trees, then moved on to hacking down slightly larger alders once I got into the rhythm. Their trunks soon lay scattered about the shady forest floor around me. Next, I moved on to the tedious process of delimbing each felled tree.

Using the axe or saw when necessary, I methodically stripped away all the living branches until only bare trunks remained. The limbs and leaves were left where they fell to decay and nourish the soil. Only the logs and larger limbs needed hauling. Every day I worked, I made sure to summon a woodland and earth spirit to imbue the saplings and ensure their steady growth.

For the trunks too large to carry over my shoulder, I cut them into sections roughly five feet long. These still required significant effort to lug through the woods, but the lengths were manageable for Ghostie and Sir Boozles, although I helped them often. My boots scraped over lichen-mottled boulders and exposed roots as I labored, chuckling at the domesticants’ antics.

Arriving back at the homestead’s edge, I neatly stacked the logs I had harvested. Soon, an impressive cord of firewood and alder was accumulating. The pile would continue growing over the next days as I steadily felled, delimbed, and transported more trees each day.

Wiping sweat from my dirt-smudged brow, I would pause to drink some chilled water before grabbing another load. My shoulders burned from the exertion, but it felt good providing such essential stores for our home. The cabin’s merrily crackling hearth was incentive enough to motivate me.

When the pile looked sufficient for one morning’s work, I would wash up using a bucket of crisp water drawn from the well before heading back to the cabin for a hearty lunch with Diane. She always had a fortifying lunch waiting after my mornings of chopping and lugging wood.

Over a simple but filling meal of bread, vegetables, and cured meat, Diane and I would discuss plans for the homestead. I would describe my progress chopping alder logs and stacking logs while she told me of her morning tending the garden and foraging useful herbs.

Our conversations were easy, frequently punctuated by affectionate laughter. The cozy fire and good food replenished my energy for the afternoon work ahead. I was fortunate to share such a rewarding life with my love.

After eating, I would tidy up then prepare for several more hours of chopping and hauling. The constant chores here provided little time for idleness, but the work kept me fit and brought tangible results. Our self-sufficiency grew daily.

Hefting my axe, I would hike briskly back to the stand of alders, waving to Diane as she headed off on her own tasks, distracted by something only she could detect thanks to her Class abilities. Her passion for nurturing the valley’s bounty impressed me endlessly.

Upon reaching my logging area, I would start felling more slender trees in a steady rhythm, my practiced swings sending them toppling to the shaded forest floor with resounding cracks. Though tiring, the exertion felt good.

As the afternoon wore on, my growing cord of delimbed logs and my aching muscles provided tangible proof of a hard day’s work. But I persevered even as the light began to fade, determined to chop and transport as much wood as I could before nightfall with the aid of my domesticants.

Heaving the last laden bundle up onto my shoulder as dusk descended and flanked by Ghostie and Boozles, I would turn toward home, eager for the warm fire and Diane’s soothing companionship. Our humble cabin was a welcome sight after hours alone in the quiet woods.

After stacking the final logs and washing up, the smell of something delicious simmering on the hearth signaled that dinner awaited. Diane had prepared the evening meal while I finished chopping wood for the day.

Settling around the worn wooden table near the merrily crackling fire, we would enjoy bowls of savory stew or fragrant herbal chicken. The hearty fare satisfied appetites honed by a long day of frontier labor.

Our conversations over dinner were often spirited, frequently filled with speculative plans for improving the homestead or hopes for future adventures we might undertake together. But we also simply treasured this time alone.

With the empty dishes cleared away by the chirpy duo of domesticants, we would share mugs of steaming tea or coffee as we lounged comfortably together on the braided rug before the fireplace. The intimacy of those quiet evenings was something we both greatly enjoyed, especially after the excitement of our adventure in Nimos Sedia.

Before turning in upstairs, I would secure the doors and ensure the domesticants and the elemental were on patrol outside. Sleep came swiftly those nights; my body weary but fulfilled from the necessary tasks completed around the homestead. And of course, Diane and I shared each other often — making sure that our shared desire to expand our family would be fulfilled kept our nights full of passion and ardor.

When I awoke the next morning, I would begin the familiar routine again — hearty breakfast, readying provisions, walking the same shaded trail to resume chopping and hauling logs. Routine can easily turn to tedium, but Diane’s presence kept each day fresh.

To change things up, I regularly checked on the traps and snares I had set, making sure to bring the bounty back to the smokehouse after resetting the traps. Diane spent much time fishing and exploring the surroundings, making sure she knew the movements of local critters.

Once or twice, she reported more dangerous creatures in the vicinity of our homestead. To anyone without a Class — as I had been before I came to the frontier — these creatures would have been lethal, but the storm elemental kept them at bay simply through its presence; the creatures knew not to tangle with it.

My purposeful labors continued steadily as the fragrant days passed. Our wood stores swelled, alder logs stacked in preparation for smoking meat and fish when needed to get us through next winter. The supply of wood would prove useful in expanding the cabin, and I regularly spent an evening mulling over my plans, making an inventory of what I needed to make our place bigger and better.

During breaks in my wood chopping, I checked the progress of the vegetable plots and my alchemy garden. The tomato and onion plants were thriving thanks to regular care and enrichment from the helpful woodland and earth spirits I summoned using my magical talents as a Frontier Summoner.

Kneeling amidst the dark, moist soil, I carefully inspected each plant in turn. The tomato vines were heavy with slowly ripening fruit, while the onion stalks stood tall and healthy. I commanded my spirits to continue nurturing the crops through their important growth phases.

Rising, I entered my alchemy garden and scrutinized the mystical herbs cultivated there — plump Thauma Roots, shimmering Magebread blossoms, and ethereal Wispsilk fronds. All were flourishing and nearing peak maturity for harvesting alchemical components. The plants were thriving thanks to my efforts and my spirits’ tending. Each part served an essential purpose in my various alchemical transmutations.

Once my tasks were complete in the garden plots, I gathered my axe and provisions and hiked briskly back into the woods to continue chopping pine and alder logs. The sun slanted through the canopy in shafts of gold as I neared my stand of slender young trees awaiting the bite of my axe.

As the afternoon faded toward evening, I transported my last bundles of logs from the shady woods and stacked them with the others. Studying the impressive pile, I estimated there was a sufficient supply for the next several weeks at least.

After tidying my tools, I headed inside just as delicious scents from the hearth heralded another of Diane’s home-cooked meals. My appetite sharpened by long hours swinging the axe, I ate heartily and retired early that night.

One afternoon after several days of work had passed, as I hauled my last bundle along the trail toward home, movement near the cabin caught my eye. A smile broke across my face when I recognized the rider, even at a distance — Leigh had returned!

Quickening my strides, I hurried to greet her, my mind already turning happily toward her company around the evening’s fire and all that it signified — seed stock for the expanded plots, fresh tales from town, and more laughter to grace our tranquil valley.


Chapter 34

I stood waiting at the edge of my property, listening to the sound of approaching hoofbeats. A smile broke across my face when I caught a full view of Leigh astride her horse, Colonel. Her blonde locks peeked out from under her wide-brimmed cowboy hat, and she waved exuberantly when she spotted me.

“Howdy there, stranger!” Leigh drawled playfully as she reined Colonel to a stop and swung down from the saddle. “Brought ya a little somethin’ special today.”

She patted the bulging burlap sack hitched behind her, regarding me with a playful wink.

I chuckled, resting the axe head on the ground as I approached to give her a quick one-armed hug, feeling great pleasure to have that voluptuous body pushed up against me once more. “Let me guess, you’ve come bearing seeds for our new farm plot?”

“You got it!” Leigh confirmed with an enthusiastic nod that made her locks bounce. She untied the sack and opened it wide, letting me peer inside at the several dozen small paper envelopes stacked within. “Picked all the essentials for ya from the store — at least, insofar y’all didn’t grow ‘em yet. It’s all the fast-growin’ stuff, too. I got beans, carrots, and lettuce!”

My eyes widened as I took in the veritable cornucopia of seed varieties Leigh had managed to procure. “This is incredible, thank you Leigh! With a stock like this, we’ll have that new plot overflowing with produce in no time.”

“Aw, I’m just doin’ my duty to help out,” Leigh said, puffing out her chest importantly before breaking into giggles as she trailed a finger along my chest. “But I don’t normally do deliveries, David! I’m expecting some royal compensation from ya.”

I laughed and nodded. “Oh, you will be royally compensated. Don’t worry about that!”

At that moment, the cabin door creaked open, and Diane emerged onto the porch, her emerald eyes lighting up when she spotted our visitor. “Leigh, you’re back!” she exclaimed happily, hurrying down the steps on swift feet to sweep her dearest friend into an affectionate embrace.

“Sure am, sugar!” Leigh said, returning Diane’s hug warmly before holding her at arm’s length. “The trip back to town was just fine and dandy. Hope y’all have been staying out of trouble while I was away?” She regarded us with playfully raised eyebrows.

Diane laughed, linking her arm through Leigh’s as they strolled together toward the house. “Oh yes, we always manage to find some hijinks to get up to when you’re not around to chaperone us,” she joked.

Behind them, Colonel ambled over to a shady patch to lazily graze after I untied from his saddle the heavy burlap sack of seed packets Leigh had brought. “Come on, girls,” I said. “Let’s head on inside!”

Chatting merrily as they caught up, Diane and Leigh followed me.

Inside, we gathered around the solid table. While Leigh busied herself getting a pot of coffee brewing, Diane excitedly gestured to the bulging sack I’d set down.

“Goodness, you brought back so many seeds!” she marveled as I upended the bag, sending dozens of small paper envelopes cascading out across the tabletop. She picked one up reverently, eyes shining. “With these, we’ll have more fresh vegetables than we know what to do with.”

Leigh nodded, retrieving a trio of chipped earthenware mugs from the cupboard to fill with hot, fragrant coffee. To see how much she felt at home here with us made me smile broadly.

“I made sure to bring plenty of variety too,” she remarked, passing us each a steaming mug before taking a seat. “And as I told David just now, these are all Tannorian cultivars that’ll grow more quickly and yield more. They ain’t like the moonlight spuds I sold y’all earlier, but they’ll grow near as quick. Oh, and I also brought some fresh fruit for us to enjoy!”

“Oh, nice!” Diane hummed happily.

Meanwhile, I nodded thoughtfully, picking up one envelope labeled beans and examining it with interest. The magical strains from across the realms, finding their origin in Tannoris, held exciting potential, though they required more care and management.

We spent some time sorting through the various seed packets, discussing the ideal conditions and care required by each vegetable type. Diane took meticulous notes, ever the perfectionist when it came to nurturing nature’s bounty.

As the afternoon drew on, our conversation wound down. There was still ample daylight left thanks to Leigh’s timely morning arrival.

“Why don’t we head out and start the planting today?” I suggested, eager to get the seeds sown.

Leigh and Diane readily agreed, spirits high at the thought of seeing the first sprouts emerge before long. We swiftly gathered up the envelopes of seeds, hand trowels, rakes, and anything else we would need to work the plot.

Stepping outside into mellow sunshine, we made our way to the prepared vegetable patch, eager to get the planting underway.
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I knelt and pressed a palm to the dark loose soil, finding it dry on top but still moist down below. “Feels perfect for planting seeds,” I announced.

Scooping up a handful, Leigh crumbled the soft earth between her fingers, sniffing it appraisingly. “I’d say you’re right as rain,” she agreed. “This soil’s ripe for seeds to set down roots and start growin’.”

We started by thoroughly raking over the entire plot, breaking up any large clods we might have missed yesterday and smoothing the surface. The plots for each crop were already meticulously measured out thanks to yesterday’s work, which meant we were ready to sow!

Carefully opening each seed envelope, we gently tapped a share of the contents into a spare tin cup, taking pains not to spill or mix up the types. The Tannorian beans, lettuce, and carrots required extra diligence while sowing.

Calling over Ghostie and Sir Boozles to assist us, I set them to the task of poking uniform starter holes along each labeled row. Meanwhile, Leigh and I followed behind, dropping seeds into each hole before gently covering them over with a sprinkle of loose soil.

The spirits continued their planting work tirelessly up and down the rows as the mellow afternoon wore on. By late morning, we had finished sowing the entire plot with lettuce, beans, and carrots.

Stepping back to survey our progress, I nodded in satisfaction at the sections of neatly planted rows ready and waiting to send up their first tender shoots. We had accomplished meaningful work today.

As the sun peaked overhead, we enjoyed a quick lunch by the banks of the Silverthread, looking over the sparkling water as we laughed and talked. We recalled much of our adventure to Nimos Sedia and the things we had seen and experienced there. We had many shared memories already, and the bond between us had been forged in both hardship and pleasure.

After lunch, we finished the job of seeding the land with the help of the domesticants. When we were finished, we gathered up our empty seed packets and idle tools to head back inside. There was a collective sense of eager anticipation surrounding what the coming days and weeks would soon unfurl across these cultivated beds of dark, life-giving soil.

After washing up on the porch, we returned inside just as Leigh finished cooking up a fragrant vegetable stew. Our appetites were hearty after hours of planting labor. We ate our fill around the fire, reflecting contentedly on the satisfying work accomplished.

As we scraped the last morsels of stew from our wooden bowls, talk turned towards hopes and plans for when the seeds burst into leafy shoots and eventually fruits. The valley seemed full of potential, simply awaiting careful nurturing.

When our excited speculation wound down and yawns escaped unbidden, we decided to get some rest. Weariness had settled comfortably into our bones, though pleasantly so after a productive day in the nurturing outdoors.

As before, I piled blankets and pillows in front of the fireplace so the three of us could sleep together. While it wasn’t the most comfortable, it would have to do until I made us a proper bedroom with a bigger bed.

After Leigh expressed how much she had missed me in the non-verbal way, eloquently aided by Diane, sleep found me swiftly, accompanied by lively dreams featuring verdant rows of vegetables thriving beneath the warm summer sun — the fruits of our shared dedication and dream of abundance.


Chapter 35

The morning sunlight streamed in through the cabin windows as I awoke to the inviting smells of sizzling bacon and percolating coffee. Stretching, I rose from the makeshift bed of blankets and pillows on the floor where the three of us had slept.

In the kitchen, Diane was frying up bacon and eggs while Leigh sliced fruit for a morning salad. They chatted amiably as they worked, golden hair and raven tresses glinting in the sunshine pouring through the open windows.

“Morning, handsome!” Leigh chirped when she noticed me shuffle in. Diane flashed me a warm smile over her shoulder, spatula poised above the cast iron skillet.

“Breakfast is just about ready,” she told me. My stomach rumbled appreciatively at the prospect of the hearty frontier fare being prepared. I poured myself a mug of hot, invigorating coffee and took a seat at the table.

Before long, the sizzling breakfast feast was ready. Diane and Leigh served up platters of crispy bacon, fluffy eggs, and mixed fruit salad along with thick slices of buttered toast. The aroma was mouthwatering.

As we ate with gusto, the conversation turned to the day ahead. “So, David, you and I were planning to ride into Gladdenfield today, right?” Leigh asked before taking a sip of coffee.

I nodded, swallowing a mouthful of smoky bacon. “That’s right. We’re going to check in on Waelin’s niece Celeste and see how she’s settling in now that he’s off teaching in New Springfield.”

“It’ll be nice to visit town again too,” Diane remarked. Though she preferred the tranquility of our valley, I knew she still held some fondness for the lively frontier settlement. “But I think I should let the two of you run along together now. I want to stay here and keep an eye on these crops!”

“That’s a good idea, “ I said. “Besides, I shouldn’t be more than a couple of days. I want to get back here and keep working on the cabin expansion plans.” I smiled across the table at Diane. “Plus, I’d miss your company too much.”

Diane laughed. “Aw, so sweet of you to say so!” She speared a juicy melon chunk with her fork.

“Don’t you worry though,” Leigh put in. “David will be back before you know it.”

I grinned and nodded in agreement. “I’ll keep Ghostie, Sir Boozles, and Mr. Drizzles here,” I said, emphasizing the last two names pointedly. “And remind me I’ll name my next familiar myself…”

The girls laughed at that, and we continued chatting idly as we finished up breakfast and drank the last sips of our coffee. Though in truth, neither Leigh nor I relished the idea of leaving Diane, we knew the trip to check on Waelin’s niece Celeste was necessary. Plus, I was very curious about the elf maiden.

She was pretty, sure, but elven culture still held many mysteries to me. Perhaps, by getting to know her, I could learn more about it. And who knew what else could grow between us if she was nice.

“Why don’t we ride Colonel double?” Leigh said, throwing me a smile. “You can save some gas that way, and you can polish up on them horse ridin’ skills, cowboy! I reckon you should get yourself a mount in time.”

I nodded in agreement. “Sounds fun. But how will I get back?”

“Well, maybe I’ll come with you.”

“Again?” I said, eyebrow perked. “Won’t you get in trouble with the store?”

She gave a mysterious smile at that. “Maybe. Maybe not. You’ll see! Just take my word I’ll be comin’ on back with you.”

I grinned and nodded, letting her have her secrets for now.

As Ghostie tidied up the kitchen, Diane whipped up sack lunches for us to eat on the road. Fresh bread, cured meats, cheese, and wild apples would keep us nourished during the ride to Gladdenfield.

Once the breakfast dishes were cleared and our provisions readied, Leigh and I discussed preparations for the journey. Donning a hat, I did a quick weapons check while Leigh ensured Colonel was saddled up and ready.

Stepping outside into the warm morning sunshine, I did a quick perimeter check then waved over Ghostie, Mr. Drizzles, and Sir Boozles. I gave them firm instructions to continue patrolling the homestead and assisting Diane while we were away. The domesticants chirped affirmatively, while the storm elemental conveyed its understanding with a brisk swirl.

With my summons watching over things and keeping any wilderness threats at bay, I felt at ease leaving Diane alone for a couple of days. She was fully capable of caring for herself and the homestead in the valley, but the summons might help and make life a little easier. Still, I would miss her company on the trail.

Diane walked with us over to Colonel, a serene smile on her lovely face. “You two be safe out there and hurry on back,” she told us warmly. Standing on tiptoes, she gifted me with a tender and loving kiss before embracing Leigh.

“We’ll be back before ya know it!” Leigh assured her, giving Diane an affectionate squeeze. Her sky-blue eyes were bright with optimism despite the necessary parting. “But let’s do a practice round first, okay David? Just in case you’re a little rusty.”

Laughing, I nodded. I had ridden horses before, but I had to admit it had been a while. Still, Colonel was a calm beast, and she waited for me with the practiced patience of a horse that had carried riders often.

Adjusting my hat, I approached Colonel and ran my hand along her neck, feeling the smooth chestnut coat and powerful muscles beneath. I checked the straps of the saddle and stirrups, ensuring all was in order.

Placing my foot in the stirrup, I heaved myself up and swung my leg over Colonel’s broad back. I settled into the saddle, finding my balance and getting a feel for Colonel’s gentle swaying motions. The height and openness felt unfamiliar after so long on my own two feet. Gripping the reins, I lightly tapped Colonel’s flanks with my boots.

Colonel began ambling forward obediently with an easy rocking gait. I practiced steering her around the yard in wide circles, re-accustoming myself to guiding a mount. Leigh called out occasional reminders about posture and rein handling as I rode.

Making another circuit around the cabin, I began to relax and find my rhythm atop the patient horse. The motions came back naturally, and I soon felt secure and steady in the saddle once more. Colonel responded fluidly to the subtlest shifts of my weight or light tugs on the reins.

As I looped back around with Colonel, both girls looked at me admiringly. “Well, ain’t that a sight?” Leigh hummed. “There ain’t nothing like a man who can handle a horse.”

Diane nodded happily. “Hm,” she purred. “He looks very handsome.”

Bringing Colonel to a halt, I chuckled. “Don’t you girls make me blush now,” I teased them before I climbed down. Together, we started loading the supplies we had prepared for the journey.

We said our goodbyes again, I swung up first, and then Leigh mounted Colonel behind me. Finally, Diane waved us off as the two of us headed down the trail.
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As we rode down the winding trail away from the cabin, I relaxed into the easy rhythm of Colonel’s steady gait. Behind me, Leigh’s arms encircled my waist as she held on. Her warm presence against my back made me smile.

“So, tell me, how were things around the shop while you were back in town?” I asked, turning my head so she could hear me over the clopping hooves.

“Oh, you know, same old,” Leigh replied breezily. “Had to restock a few shelves, balance the books, chat with the regulars. The nice thing is that with a town the size of Gladdenfield, it’s never really too busy, so I get plenty of time to make sure everything’s running just fine. That way, I can get a little quiet time with my favorite customer!” She gave me a playful poke in the ribs, clearly indicating she meant me.

I chuckled. “Well, I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again too, so it’s nice to hear affairs are in order.” I glanced back to see her grin. “Did you hear any interesting news or rumors making the rounds in Gladdenfield?”

“Let’s see…” Leigh mused. “Old Darny at the Wild Outrider is still trying to fix that darn squeaky porch floorboard. The man’s got two left hands, though, so he just makes it worse. Oh, and there’s talk of Clara plannin’ a new Dungeon raid with a couple o’ hopefuls out of Gladdenfield.”

She absently adjusted her hat against the sunshine filtering down through the leafy branches arching overhead. “Mostly the usual small-town scuttlebutt. Quiet week, truth be told. How’re things faring back at the homestead? Between you and Diane?” She giggled. “Y’all still workin’ hard on getting’ them kits?”

I laughed. “We are,” I said. “And life’s been good. The crops are really thriving thanks to our tending and the spirits’ influence, and the expanded plot is looking good. I was able to stockpile a good amount of logs too.”

I patted Colonel’s neck as the trail widened into a sunny stretch. “I think we’re just about ready to start planning the cabin expansion in earnest. Maybe we can finalize details when I’m back after this trip.”

“Music to my ears,” Leigh said happily. “I can already picture it… cozy little kitchen with a proper icebox, bedrooms that ain’t in no drafty loft…” Her arms squeezed me affectionately. “Big bed… Gonna make that place perfect.”

I smiled at the thought. “It’s really coming together out there. I think we need to consider security a bit more in the future as well.”

“How so?” Leigh asked. “Don’t leave me in suspense. Have y’all been getting critters?”

I chuckled. “Diane scouted a few monsters. Low-level, and the storm elemental that patrols the property dissuaded them, but I think I’d like some kind of enclosure. Maybe more summons patrolling once I unlock more slots.”

Leigh nodded and gave my waist a loving squeeze. “That sounds wise,” she said. “This section o’ the Wilds ain’t too bad, but sometimes things bleed over from the higher-level areas. Ain’t for nothing that Gladdenfield’s got those walls and elven sentries.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Can’t be too careful.”

We continued on in comfortable silence for a stretch as Colonel carried us steadily closer to Gladdenfield. The morning sunshine felt pleasantly warm across my shoulders. The lively sounds of the forest echoed around us.

“How’s Diane been doing since we left town?” Leigh asked after a bit, genuine fondness coloring her tone. “She get lonely or bored at all with just you for company?” She gave me a playful squeeze to signal she was just kidding.

I laughed. “Well, she seems to be doing really well,” I answered thoughtfully. “Always keeps busy tending the garden, fishing, cooking meals… I think she just enjoys our quiet life together out there.”

I smiled softly, picturing Diane’s refined features in the flickering firelight. “Though I know she’ll appreciate when the cabin renovations allow more space and comforts. Especially with our hopes to expand the family before long.”

Leigh smiled warmly. “Well, ain’t that just sweet as honey,” she drawled. “You two are gonna make the best parents, baby. And I hereby once again volunteer myself as honorary auntie to all your lil’ ones!”

I laughed. “The position is already yours. We’ll be relying on you for plenty of babysitting and wilderness lessons, I’m sure.” The thought filled me with real happiness. I didn’t yet say that I would love for her to live closer to us or even with us. That would bring the family we were forming even closer together. It was a subject we would soon broach, I hoped.

As the morning wore on, the forest thinned and the Silverthread River glinted in the distance between the trees. The fine weather and easy banter with Leigh made the time pass swiftly, and the ride into town wasn’t that long to begin with.

As we turned onto the main road by the old cottonwood, Leigh snugged up against my back once more. “I know I tease ya sometimes, honey, but I just want ya to know I’m real happy you and Diane have this life together,” she said sincerely.

“You’re as much a part of it as she and I are,” I said, giving her hand an affectionate squeeze.

She smiled softly, pressing her delicious body against mine. “That means the world to me,” she whispered in my ear. “Just want ya to know that.” Her voice held a rare vulnerability that touched me deeply.

Under the bubbly and vivacious surface of the frontier gal was a vulnerable side that wanted to belong — to have a family. I shared that desire with her, and I would love nothing more than to have her with us for good. Hopefully, we would be able to make that happen.

I reached back to briefly squeeze her hand resting on my shoulder. “We’re thankful every day to have you with us, Leigh,” I said genuinely. “Our family wouldn’t be complete without you.”

Leigh’s answering hug communicated wordless affection. Together we rode on toward Gladdenfield beneath the sunlit forest canopy.


Chapter 36

The dusty streets of Gladdenfield came into view as Colonel carried Leigh and me steadily closer to town. Soon, the familiar timber palisade walls rose ahead. There were not many folks coming into town today, and it promised to be a quiet day. We passed beneath the open gates to enter the lively frontier settlement.

The elven guards scrutinized us, but they were, of course, familiar enough with Leigh and me. With smiles and nods, they gestured for us to move on.

Dismounting Colonel, we led the horse down the bustling main thoroughfare. Townsfolk called friendly greetings to Leigh, clearly recognizing the bubbly shopkeeper.

Many knew me by now as well, especially those who had been at the Aquana Festival or had heard the stories. After all, I had won both the Gauntlet and the tournament organized by the dwarven lord Vartlebeck. As such, the townsfolk offered respectful greetings, and many of the children and kits looked at me with big eyes.

“Looks like you’re building quite the fan base,” Leigh joked cheerfully as we walked. “Heck, if you keep goin’ like this, you might end up leading our little town!”

I laughed, entertaining the thought for a moment. “Well,” I said, “let’s just make sure we have the homestead in order before we get any broader ambitions.”

Soon we arrived at Leigh’s tidy shop. She hitched Colonel to the post out front before fishing a key from her pockets to unlock the door. Stepping inside, I smiled at the familiar space.

Shelves lined the walls, neatly organized with all manner of frontier goods and provisions. Sacks of grain, coils of rope, lanterns, tools, and clothing filled the roomy interior. The scent of cured leather mingled with pine wood.

While Leigh busied herself behind the counter, tidying displays and checking ledger books, I admired some of the fine handcrafted items for sale. Her inventory highlighted local artisans’ skills and creativity. There were also plenty of produce, smoked meat and fish, and mana potions manufactured at my homestead.

As I turned a beautifully carved jewelry box over in my hands, the storeroom door suddenly banged open. I glanced up in surprise as an elderly human man shuffled briskly out front, arms loaded with merchandise to restock a shelf.

He smiled amiably through his bushy gray mustache and nodded in greeting before turning to arrange cloth bolts along the wall with gnarled but deft hands.

Blinking in surprise, I turned to face Leigh. She stood there grinning with one hand on her curvy hip.

“Surprise,” she purred.

I raised an eyebrow. “You… got help?” I asked curiously, suspecting this was the surprise she had hinted at.

Leigh grinned and nodded. “Surprise, surprise! Went ahead and hired Ol’ Randal here to help mind the place while I’m away. He’s a real hard worker, and the townsfolk have taken a shine to him.”

As we spoke, Randal finished his task and ambled over to offer me a handshake in greeting after fixing his round-rimmed spectacles. “Pleased to meet ya, sir,” he rasped cheerfully in a rough frontier drawl. “The name’s Randal Cooper. Leigh speaks well of ya, sir.”

I returned his firm handshake. “The pleasure’s all mine, Randal,” I replied politely. “How are you finding work here at the store?”

Randal’s eyes crinkled merrily beneath bushy brows. “Can’t complain one bit!” he declared. “Never had a job quite like this in my years, but Leigh here’s been teachin’ me the ropes real patient-like. Used to be a trapper, sir. I even got a Class to match: Hunter. Although I ain’t never advanced beyond level 2. By the time I got the Class, my wife already done warned me I was too old to get out there and look for trouble. A man’s gotta listen to his wife, y’know?”

I chuckled. “Well, that’s great!” I said. “You live right here in Gladdenfield?”

“That’s right, sir. My wife and me, we used to live in Memphis before the Upheaval and all. She and I, we both got Classes — a strange thing, ‘cause many of the young’uns didn’t and were forced to stay in the city. Anyways, we moved on out here and joined the Frontier Division for a while. I was already old when these things began, and I reckon I’m definitely too old for adventure now!”

As we conversed, customers began trickling into the store seeking supplies for the day’s work. Leigh and Randal smoothly handled the commerce, fetching requested items, and tallying purchases.

I found a place near the window to stay out of their way, observing with interest. Though Randal moved with age-stiffened joints, he interacted warmly with the ragtag townsfolk, laughing heartily at their jokes. Perhaps the frontier spirit suited him. And folks didn’t seem to mind he was a tad slower than Leigh in getting them their things. After all, pleasant conversation smoothed things over.

I smiled as I watched this new dynamic. This was indeed a happy thing because it meant that Leigh would have more free time on her hands to spend with us, either at the homestead or adventuring. In fact, it was exactly what I had wanted, and I was very pleased to see she had come to the same conclusion on her own.

During a brief lull, Leigh showed Randal the store ledger, slowly walking him through recording the morning’s transactions. The old man listened intently, weathered hands carefully inking each detail into the book.

“You’re getting the hang of this real quick!” Leigh praised, clearly impressed by his dedication to learning a wholly new trade late in life. “Why, you’ll be running the place solo before long if you keep applyin’ yourself like this.”

Randal smiled at the validation. I had to admit I was impressed by his willingness to learn a trade so different from his past as a trapper and hunter. He had risen earnestly to the opportunity granted him rather than balking at the unfamiliar. It was another great example of the frontier spirit, where everyone did their part to contribute and form a community.

As Randal returned to capably assisting customers with stiff but polite motions, I raised an eyebrow at Leigh approvingly. “Well, you certainly seem to have found some real help here,” I remarked. “Gladdenfield is lucky to have you looking out for it.”

Leigh nodded fondly as she watched Randal heft a heavy sack of grain for a customer. “Ol’ Randal may move a mite slower these days, but he’s got a real heart of gold,” she said. “I know he’ll pick this up quick if he sets his mind to it.”

I studied Randal with newfound respect as he tirelessly rung up purchases for the steady stream of shoppers. His dogged cheer and focus were clearly winning over the colorful frontier residents coming through Leigh’s door.

I grinned at Leigh. “So, is there any special reason you finally got someone around to help at the store? I always suspected you couldn’t afford it?”

She blushed a little. “Maybe,” she purred, drawing out the word. “Why don’t you and I head to the Wild Outrider and talk a bit about it all, hm?”

“Sure,” I said, feeling she was about to confess something of personal importance to me. “Lead the way!”


Chapter 37

Leigh and I left the shop, leaving Randal in charge as we headed down the dusty street toward the Wild Outrider. The rowdy tavern came into view, its timber facade sun-faded with age.

Pushing through the swinging saloon doors, we were greeted by the familiar mingled scents of ale and smoke. A few trail-worn regulars sat nursing drinks despite the early hour. Behind the bar, Darny looked up and waved.

“Hey you two, welcome back!” the portly barkeep called in his usual jovial bellow. He slid two frothing mugs our way as we took seats at the counter.

“On the house for two of my favorite customers,” Darny declared with a wink.

I smiled and nodded. “Appreciate that, Darny,” I said. “Leigh and I were looking to have a few drinks and maybe have some lunch later on. Can we grab a table?”

“Sure, sure!” he called out, giving us a wave. “Sit anywhere you like! The wife is gonna cook up some burgers, so y’all are in for a treat.”

“That does sound great!” Leigh hummed.

Laughing, the two of us took our ales and found a nice and secluded table in the corner of the tavern, close to a window that let in some of the fresh daylight. We settled in the creaky old chairs, and I took a deep pull of the crisp ale. It was good to be back here again.

Beside me, Leigh toyed pensively with her drink, uncharacteristically quiet. I could sense she had something weighing on her mind that she wanted to discuss privately.

“So what made you finally decide to hire help for the store?” I prompted gently after a few moments of silence between us.

Leigh’s sky-blue eyes took on a distant look. “Well, truth be told, it’s ‘cause of you,” she admitted. “All this time we’ve been spending together, it really got me thinking.”

She absently twisted a golden lock around one finger. “I want… more of it. More of you. Only being out at the homestead now and again has been lonely since…” Her cheeks colored charmingly. “Well, since my feelings gone and changed.”

I smiled and nodded, understanding loneliness well enough from my days back in New Springfield, before all of this.

“Ya know,” she continued, “I used to think I had it all figured out. I was gonna be single and happy, y’know? I’d run the store, have lotsa friends, do lotsa fun stuff… But ever since I met you, I’m kinda second-guessin’ all of it… I don’t think bein’ alone is fun anymore.” She fixed her blazing blue eyes on mind. “My… My mind is changing. It has changed. I don’t want to be alone, David. I don’t even want to be apart from you as long as I am by havin’ to run the store.”

My pulse quickened pleasantly at her confession. I reached over to squeeze her hand encouragingly. “Leigh, you know you’re welcome out at the homestead anytime. Diane and I would love having you around more.”

Her answering smile was tremulous but full of hope. “Do you really mean that?” Leigh asked almost shyly. “I know I can be a bit much sometimes. Loud, cluttering up the place…”

“Nonsense,” I interjected firmly. “Our home is your home too. Diane adores you.” I held Leigh’s hesitant gaze. “We both want you there as part of our family. However often you can manage it.”

Her cheeks flushed as she twirled her golden lock around her finger. “I’m… I’m really happy to hear that, David. And I suppose that’s the reason I went and hired Randal. I just wanna be with you more often.”

I smiled and nodded, reaching out to take her hand in mine. “I understand, and I’m very happy to hear it. With the renovations coming up, we’ll have plenty of room.” I gave her hand a little squeeze. “There’s just one concern I have, Leigh. I know the store does well, but does it do well enough to allow you to hire someone?”

She wagged her free hand. “Well,” she hummed. “I don’t wanna… It’s fine. Don’t worry ‘bout it.”

“Leigh,” I said, pressing on. “If you’re going to be part of my family, then your troubles are mine. I don’t want you to struggle financially just so you can be with us more often. We can help, you know? The homestead stands to make more money, and if you spend more time with us — if you come to live with us — it’s as much yours as it is mine and Diane’s. Let us help you.”

Her blue eyes got a wet sheen, and she pursed her lips for a moment as she battled her emotions. “Ya mean that, David?” she said, her voice much smaller than what I was used to from the bubbly blonde.

“Of course,” I said. “We can divest some of the homestead’s income to paying Randal’s salary. You won’t have to worry about a thing.”

Joy bloomed across Leigh’s face at my reassurance. Impulsively, she hopped up from her chair and came over to mine, settling on my lap before I could utter a word. She threw both arms around me in a fierce hug that elicited amused glances from Darny and the few other patrons.

“You don’t know how happy it makes me to hear you say that,” Leigh confessed emotionally once we separated again. She dabbed at her eyes with a kerchief.

Seeing Leigh so vulnerable and overcome with emotion stirred powerful feelings within me in return. I cared for her deeply, and I wanted her to be happy above all things. If I could help her achieve that happiness, I would.

“This is all still new, but you need know that what Diane and I are building — our home, our future — it’s yours to share too,” I told Leigh sincerely. “However much you want. Just say the word.”

Leigh nodded slowly, a dreamy smile curling her lips as she pondered my words. “Ain’t gonna lie, nothing would make me happier than being out there with you two full time,” she mused wistfully after a moment. “Buildin’ up the place, going on little adventures, watchin’ them kits grow up… And maybe…” She let the words trail off, but I understood the hidden meaning there.

I squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Leigh, you’re family to us. Diane loves you like a sister, and you know I love you too.” I chuckled. “We might have to move the expansion up a little to make sure the place doesn’t get too cramped, but it’s nothing we can’t handle.”

Leigh nodded slowly, looking thoughtful as she sipped her ale. “That sounds like a dream,” she said softly. “Would be a big change leaving town. But waking up to your face, watching the sunrise over the valley…” She exhaled wistfully. “It would be so nice to live out there with y’all…”

We both chuckled. I certainly couldn’t fault Leigh’s preference for the pace of life Diane and I enjoyed away from the settlement’s noise and bustle. Still, uprooting one’s whole existence was no small decision.

I gave Leigh’s hand a gentle, reassuring squeeze. “There’s no rush or pressure,” I told her kindly. “Just know the invitation’s open. We’ll support whatever choice makes you happy, Leigh.”

“You’re a real good man, David,” Leigh replied, toasting me with her drink before taking a long pull. “And I’m a lucky gal…” She bit her lip. “I don’t think I need to think long on it, y’know?”

I grinned. “Well, at least one night.”

“Only if you stay the night while I do some… thinkin’.”

“Of course…” I smiled broadly, feeling her words touch my core already. Most times Leigh and I had shared had been in the company of Diane. As much fun as that was, I was looking forward to a night alone with Leigh and explore her passions more deeply.

She smiled. “You know, I think I fully fell for you durin’ that quest to the elven Dungeon. I mean, I was head-over-heels before that, but the way you controlled that situation and protected us…” She shook her head. “Hmmm… I just melted.” Her eyes twinkled mirthfully. “Still can’t believe we made it outta that spooky Dungeon in one piece.”

I laughed and launched into reminiscing about our shared adventures navigating Nimos Sedia’s lightless depths. Leigh’s features practically glowed as she listened, clearly savoring this renewed closeness between us.

Time slipped by swiftly as we swapped stories and shared comfortable silences. Darny kept our mugs filled and left us to our conversation. Soon enough, we were laughing and sharing more stories. When Darny came around to take our orders, we decided to stay for lunch.
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Darny soon returned with two piping hot burgers and a basket of thickly cut fries for Leigh and me.

“These are cut from taters I bought from you, Leigh,” Darny said as he placed the food in front of us.

Leigh threw me a wink. “Chances are they are from David’s farm, then! Best dig in!”

Grinning, I wasted no time doing just that. The savory aroma made my mouth water. I bit into the juicy burger, relishing the explosion of flavors.

“Mmm, Darny wasn’t kiddin’ about these burgers!” Leigh remarked appreciatively before taking a big bite of her own. “Darny’s wife sure as somethin’ knows what she’s doing in that kitchen.”

Mouth full, I hummed agreement. We ate ravenously, the satisfying fare hitting the spot after the ride into town and the conversation that had followed it. Crisp fries and cold mugs of ale perfectly complemented the hearty burgers. Darny kept a close eye on us from the bar, clearly pleased to see his wife’s cooking being enjoyed.

As I finished up my burger, movement at the entrance caught my eye. An older but brawny woman clad in an armor of steel rings had just entered the tavern. Her graying red hair was bound back in neat braids, and a nasty scar cut across her weathered cheek.

“Hey, there’s Clara!” Leigh exclaimed after following my gaze. She stood and waved the woman over eagerly. With a smile, Clara ambled on over to our table. I slid my empty plate aside to make room, curious to get to know the woman better — I was aware that she regularly led raids into Dungeons.

“Leigh, good to see you,” Clara rumbled amiably as she pulled up a chair, offering me a nod. Though gruff in demeanor, I knew her to be a stout-hearted adventurer well regarded in Gladdenfield. She eyed our empty plates and whistled. “Those burgers get gobbled up mighty quick around here.”

Leigh laughed. “You betcha! Can’t get enough of ‘em.” She then gestured at me. “This is David Wilson.”

She nodded. “I know. Weren’t you the one who won Vartlebeck’s tournament? And the Gauntlet Run?”

I smiled. “Yes, that was me.”

“Some mighty fine fighting, I heard,” she said. “I wasn’t there. Otherwise, we might’ve crossed blades.”

“Maybe some other time,” I said with a light grin that made her give a nod of respect.

Leigh tilted her head curiously at Clara. “Say, what brings you out here so early today?”

Clara’s scarred face split into a broad grin. “As it happens, I’m getting set to lead an expedition to clear out Hrothgar’s Hope first thing tomorrow,” she declared.

Leigh nodded slowly, clearly impressed, but I raised my eyebrows. “Hrothgar’s Hope?”

She nodded. “Aye,” she hummed, taking a swig of ale. “It’s a dwarven Dungeon. Dwarves from the Forgeheart clan built it shortly after the Upheaval, but it got infested with kobolds three years ago. I reckon it’s level 4 to 5, but I’m takin’ a big party.” She grinned broadly at me. “Three of ‘em you know,” she said. “Branik Storsson of Ironfast, Karjela of the foxkin, and a human called Ergun. All three of them participated in Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament.”

I nodded slowly, recalling the names well enough. They had been formidable combatants. Karjela had been the other finalist I bested, while Branik and Ergun had been semi-finalists. My battle with Ergun had been harrowing, and I expected he would fight well in the Dungeon.

“No foolin’!” Leigh exclaimed, clearly intrigued. She leaned forward eagerly. “You really think your group can handle Hrothgar’s Hope?”

Clara nodded confidently, graying braids swaying. “I’ve been planning this run for a while. Got three warriors besides myself, a mage, and a priest. All solid level 3’s itching to advance.” She rapped her knuckles on the table. “We got this.”

“Well, ain’t that excitin’!” Leigh said. “Y’all are gonna do just fine, I’d wager. That’s a well-balanced group.”

I wasn’t sure if I agreed with that. Of course, with Clara’s combat experience combined with the group’s varied skills, they stood a good chance against the Dungeon’s dangers. But if it was rated level 4 or 5, they might be biting off more than they could chew. Then again, Nimos Sedia had been a tough one for me, Diane, and Leigh, and we had managed all the same.

“What kinds of enemies and traps does Hrothgar’s Hope contain?” I asked Clara curiously. Our own foray into Nimos Sedia had taught me such details were invaluable when undertaking a dungeon delve.

Clara took a swig of ale before responding. “From what I gathered, we’ll be facing a slew of monsters — kobolds, drakelings, fire salamanders. There might even be a young dragon. There often is when kobolds are in play.” She nodded somberly. “Nasty stuff, but we came prepared with plenty of healing draughts and mana potions.”

My curiosity was piqued envisioning this motley band fighting through throngs of kobolds deep underground. It would be quite an ordeal, but Clara’s confident demeanor showed she had planned thoroughly. Still, in time, I would love to undertake another expedition myself.

Leigh nodded thoughtfully as we listened. “Those healing potions will come in mighty handy if things get hairy,” she remarked. “Oh, and be sure to watch for traps… those kobolds can be pretty darn cunning when it comes to settin’ those.”

“Good tip, thanks Leigh,” Clara said appreciatively, filing away the advice. “We still have to find a Rogue or a Scout to help deal with those.” She went on to outline their plan to take on the Dungeon.

Apparently, it was situated in the Shimmering Peaks, carved into the flank of the mountains. Originally a mine, it had drawn in many dwarves from the Forgeheart and Silverheart clans — two prominent clans of dwarves in this part of the frontier.

As Clara described her plan of attack, I noticed Leigh listening raptly, an almost wistful look in her blue eyes. It seemed part of her craved the excitement of adventure still. I couldn’t say I disagreed with her; hearing Clara tell it all made my heart rise with excitement as well. I resolved that, once work on the homestead was done, we would try for another Dungeon.

“Well, it sure sounds like you got all your bases covered,” Leigh remarked once Clara finished detailing their strategy. “Y’all are gonna knock it outta the park, I just know it!”

Clara grinned confidently. “That’s the plan. This is my crew’s big shot at some major advancement.” She finished her ale and stood. “Anyhow, best be on my way — lots of prep still to do before we ride out at first light.”

“Good luck,” I told Clara sincerely as I shook her calloused hand. “Hopefully we’ll see you back here celebrating soon.” Clara was certainly earning the advancement that completing a major Dungeon would bring.

Leigh gave Clara an impromptu hug. “Y’all stay safe in there,” she said fondly before stepping back. “Can’t wait to hear all about it when you return.”

Clara waved in farewell as she departed, the saloon doors swinging behind her.

“Exciting times, eh?” I said, turning to Leigh once we had settled back into our seats. “Dangerous work, but Clara seems to have a good head on her shoulders.”

Leigh nodded, looking thoughtful. “She sure does. You said it though — awfully dangerous.” She shook her head ruefully. “Wouldn’t stop me from offerin’ to tag along if we didn’t already have plans. But another time maybe!”

Leigh gave me a playful wink, hinting at her ever-present thirst for adventure. I just laughed, knowing that wanderlust spirit was part of what I loved about her.


Chapter 38

As our laughter over Clara’s bold dungeon plans died down, I waved Darny over. The portly bartender came sauntering over, eyes twinkling merrily beneath bushy brows.

“What can I do for you folks?” he asked, towel flung over one broad shoulder.

“We were hoping to get the scoop on Waelin’s niece, Celeste,” I explained. “How’s she been settling in around town since her uncle headed off to the city?”

Darny’s face lit up in recognition. “Ah right, the elf girl! I was wonderin’ if you’d come around askin’ after her.”

I smiled and nodded. “Waelin asked me to check up on her while he is in New Springfield with Caldwell.”

“He told me as much,” Darny said as he leaned conspiratorially on the tabletop. “Well, seems young Celeste took right to life here in Gladdenfield soon as she got that treatment from her uncle. Full of vim and vigor now, that one.”

I smiled, relieved to hear the magical cure of the Star Jewel had worked.

Beside me, Leigh nodded approvingly. “That’s mighty fine to hear,” she remarked. “We’re glad she’s up and about.”

“You bet she is!” Darny said. “Why, just yesterday mornin’ I saw her wandering the market picking up fruits and vegetables. Had a smile bright as the sun. She’s a pretty one, too,” he added, shooting me a wink.

“She sure is,” Leigh agreed. “Normally, I find elves kinda… drab. But she has the radiance of one of the elven goddesses.”

I had to agree with that, but I decided not to speak my mind about it. “I’m happy to hear she’s doing well and fitting right in.”

Darny wagged his head. “Well, I don’t know about ‘fitting in’, if you’ll pardon me. She’s an elf, and she’s got that elven distant thing going on, if you catch my meaning. She stops in here every once in a while — sometimes plays a bit of music for folks. It sure does liven the place up. But she don’t hang around to talk or nothin’. I mean, she just sings, gets some coin for it, and heads on out. We don’t see much of her beside that.”

I had to admit this piqued my interest. Musicians tended to possess creative souls as I knew well from my time with Diane. “We’ll have to catch one of her performances someday,” I said.

“You’d enjoy it for sure,” Darny assured us. “That elf has a real pretty voice. Sings songs I ain’t never heard — probably from her homeland. But don’t expect her to stick around.”

Darny obviously took some kind of offense to her disinclination to hang around in the Wild Outrider and talk to the patrons, and I could understand from the bartender’s perspective. If he had a pretty elf with a nice singing voice, it might sell an extra tankard of ale or cup of wine if she hung around to talk after her performance was over. But then again, not everyone was the tavern type.

“So, where’s she living here in town?” I asked Darny, turning my attention back to the burly innkeeper.

“Let’s see…” Darny muttered, rubbing his bewhiskered chin pensively. “Waelin told me you’d be askin’ about it. He said he set her up in a rented room over in the northwest quarter, above the cooper’s shop. I know that old miser ain’t gonna rent his place out for cheap, so the poor girl’s probably strugglin’.” He shrugged. “I suppose there just ain’t much room left within the walls… It drives up the rents, that’s for sure!”

Darny gave directions to the building where Celeste had taken up residence since arriving in Gladdenfield. I listened closely, already visualizing navigating the timber buildings and thoroughfares based on time spent in the outpost. I knew my way around the charming frontier town well enough by now.

“Much obliged for the scoop, Darny,” I told him sincerely with an appreciative nod. “We’ll be checking up on her.”

“Anytime, anytime!” Darny replied affably, clearly always happy for a chance to chat. “You folks enjoy the rest of your day. Town’s pleased as punch to have you around, David. Folks like to talk about that stunt you pulled at the tournament. Hey, maybe you’d like to come around some evenin’ and entertain the people with your tales about it, huh? That’d be a nice thing, for sure.”

Laughing at the wily innkeeper’s attempts to get me to act as an attraction for his patrons, I gave a playful shrug. “Maybe sometime, Darny,” I said. “Pretty busy right now.”

“Of course, of course,” he said. “No rush!” And with a final nod, he lumbered off to handle a rowdy dwarf’s drink order down the bar. I sipped my ale for a moment, contemplating Celeste’s plight.

“She seems typically elven from what Darny says,” Leigh remarked after a moment, absently twirling a lock of golden hair around one finger. “Ain’t too sure there’s gonna be a lotta talkin’. Anyways, we oughta go and introduce ourselves before we leave town.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “I did tell her uncle I would check in and make sure she’s faring alright here by herself,” I said. “Let’s pay her a proper visit.”

The notion didn’t feel like an obligation. Truthfully, I was intrigued to learn more about Celeste and her history. Elves tended toward insularity, so any chance to broaden understanding felt worthwhile. She likely had tales to tell if we took the time to listen.

Leigh and I finished the remainder of our drinks. After that, we paid our tab with one of Darny’s staff and headed out into the afternoon sun, ready to call on Celeste.
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Leigh and I made our way through the dusty streets of Gladdenfield, following Darny’s directions toward the cooper’s shop where Celeste was renting a room. The air was warm even though the sun had already passed its zenith. Shadows stretched between buildings, signaling that we had taken our time enjoying lunch and conversation in the Wild Outrider.

We walked past various frontier establishments, exchanging greetings with shopkeepers and residents along the way. Raucous laughter drifted from a saloon, while a tantalizing aroma of freshly baked bread wafted from the bakery.

Everywhere, the energy and charm that made me love this settlement was on display. People knew us both and greeted us with nods and smiles wherever we went.

Before long, we arrived at the cooperage, recognizable by the stacks of wooden barrels out front. A narrow stair along the side of the building led up to the second-story rooms for rent. Taking a breath, I ascended the creaking steps with Leigh and knocked firmly on the faded timber door.

After a few moments, we heard light footsteps approach before the door swung open. Even though I was prepared to see her again, my mind still swam for a moment as I laid eyes on the elven beauty once more. She had been beautiful in repose when Waelin had shown her to us, but awake and full of life, the vibrant elven maiden was a vision out of a fairy tale.

I swallowed as Celeste looked us over. She was even lovelier than I recalled with her flowing amber hair and finely pointed ears. Her brilliant green eyes widened in surprise to see us.

“Oh! You’re the one who helped Uncle cure my illness!” Celeste exclaimed, a smile lighting her delicate features. “Uncle told me about you! Please, come in!” She ushered us eagerly inside the modest room.

“I’m David, and this is Leigh,” I introduced us with a polite nod, proud that I managed control over my voice.

Leigh nodded at Celeste before shooting me a grin that signaled she knew full well that I was impressed by the fine elven maiden’s beauty. Luckily, Leigh was the type who did not mind. And neither did Diane, although she had voiced reservations about elves in general.

“Come, come,” Celeste said again, her voice warm and her eyes blazing. “It’s a humble place, but you are welcome!”

Nodding my thanks, I stepped through the doorway, Leigh right behind me. Celeste’s accommodations were simple but cozy, with a bed, wooden table, and chairs by a small fireplace. The curtains were drawn back to let in sunshine.

“It’s wonderful to meet you both,” Celeste replied graciously. “My name is Celeste, as I gather you know. My uncle spoke very highly of you, David. He’s quite grateful.” Her voice rang melodically with traces of an elven accent. “As am I. If it weren’t for you, I would still slumber. And there would be no saying when — or if — I would wake again.”

I smiled. “Well, I was glad to help. It’s good to see you up and about after your illness.” I decided not to mention the Star Jewel directly, unsure if Waelin wished to keep the lengths to which he had gone to cure his niece a secret. “How are you finding life here in Gladdenfield so far?”

Celeste clasped her hands pensively before responding. “Oh, the people seem friendly enough, if a bit… boisterous at times.” A delicate frown marred her brow briefly. “It’s quite different from home. I play music at the tavern for coin, but I’m unaccustomed to such crowds.”

Leigh and I exchanged a knowing look. Clearly, the Wild Outrider’s raucous energy clashed with Celeste’s more reserved elven sensibilities. I sought to steer the conversation toward more positive territory.

“We’d love to hear you perform sometime,” I told Celeste. “Darny speaks very highly of your singing talent. But please don’t feel pressured to spend time in the tavern. The frontier life takes adjustment.”

Celeste gave a gracious smile, seeming to relax somewhat. “You’re too kind. I mainly keep to myself here, but the open air and nature help.” She gestured to a carved elven harp in the corner. “Music is my passion. When I play or sing, I can forget any troubles.”

I followed her gaze to the elegant instrument. Though plain, its graceful curves spoke to the skill of elven artisans. Soft afternoon light glinted off the polished wood.

“That’s a beautiful harp,” Leigh remarked warmly. “Bet it makes the sweetest sounds. You’ll have to play us a little song sometime!”

Celeste flushed slightly at the praise. “I’d be happy to play for you, if you wish.” She moved to take a seat before the harp, adjusting her skirts and long amber braid. “I can do so now, if you wish?”

“I, uh…” I blinked, a little taken aback by the offer. Perhaps this was some elven hospitality thing I did not grasp. Leigh seemed equally taken aback for a moment, but then she gave her radiant smile.

“Sounds lovely!” she purred.

“Sit, please!” Celeste urged us before heading to the harp.

Leigh and I settled into the simple wooden chairs by the window, eager to hear Celeste perform. She sat with poise before the carved elven harp, her willowy frame silhouetted gracefully against the warm afternoon light from outside.

Celeste’s long, dexterous fingers began gliding skillfully over the harp strings, plucking out a delicate introductory melody. Her playing was impeccable, each note ringing out with precision. As the introduction swelled, she took a breath and began to sing in her sweet, lilting voice:

“Astardhiel, Lone Haven of shrouded shore,
Where mist-veiled ships with spectral sails glide,
And twilight gulls cry out forevermore
Above the inky tide.

Astardhiel, domain of restless waves,
That surge and crash against weathered stone,
Where elven mariners find early graves,
In the sea’s depths unknown.

Astardhiel, bastion bleak yet fair,
Where mournful wind through crumbling spires sings,
And dreams of glory lost still haunt the air,
Of ancient elven kings.

Astardhiel, where melancholy dwells,
And shadowed groves guard fogbound secrets old,
Where emerald moss each fallen pillar swells,
And paths of pearl and gold.”

As the final melancholic notes faded into silence, Leigh and I exchanged an awestruck look before breaking into enthusiastic applause. Celeste’s singing had transported us wholly into the mournful seaside realm she described with such vivid detail.

“That was absolutely beautiful,” I told her sincerely once her blush at our praise had faded. “You have an incredible gift. Thank you for sharing that song with us.”

Leigh nodded her enthusiastic agreement, visibly moved by the haunting ballad. “You painted such a clear picture with your voice,” she added warmly. “Makes me wish I could visit that place, even if it sounds gloomier than a rainy day!”

Celeste smiled, her fingers drifting idly over the harp strings once more. “You are both too kind. Music is my greatest passion. I’m pleased you enjoyed the song — it’s very old elven lore.”

“Well, you have a rare gift,” Leigh hummed warmly. “I can see why Darny enjoys having you play at the tavern, even if you find the crowd a bit much at times.”

Celeste blushed a little, absently running her fingers over the harp strings again. “Thank you.” For a moment, her expression grew sad. “So much has changed recently… Playing helps keep darker thoughts at bay. I… I fell ill shortly after the Upheaval. Many of my kind still mourn the loss of Tannoris and the beautiful cities my kin wrought on its surface. But they have moved on, it seemed, keeping their grief in sealed boxes within their hearts, as we elves are wont to do. However, I cannot shake my melancholy.”

My heart went out to her. Having experienced similar pains, I could imagine being uprooted so suddenly from home and transplanted into this boisterous frontier settlement without her family. I sought some way to raise her spirits again.

“We understand this is all still new for you,” I said gently. “Why don’t you come sit with us for a moment. I’d love to hear more about this place you sang about. Astardhiel?”

She swallowed, suddenly seeming a little more self-conscious. “Well… I am afraid I have nothing to offer you. I… There is little coin for me right now. I have only water.”

“Aw, water will do just fine, sugar,” Leigh purred. “David and I just drank and ate our fill at Darny’s. We don’t need nothing but company.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “And maybe we can take you out for a bite to eat after we talked?” I suggested. “There’s not much elven cuisine in Gladdenfield, but maybe we could show you some of the frontier cooking that goes on here?”

She warmed up at that and gave a gentle nod. “That sounds lovely,” she agreed in a small voice before moving over to sit with us.


Chapter 39

Celeste settled gracefully into the empty chair across from us, smoothing her skirts. She clasped her hands pensively in her lap before looking up to meet our gazes.

“You’re very kind to take an interest,” she said. “I apologize if I seem melancholy. The frontier life is still so new…” Her voice trailed off wistfully.

“Think nothing of it,” I assured her. “We can only imagine how overwhelming all this must be — waking up in Gladdenfield only to have your uncle leave you so soon.”

She nodded. “Indeed. He told me that the work he had to do was noble, but I cannot change the way I feel. It’s been quite lonely. There are elves here, but they seem distant and removed. It is often so with our kin — long lives make us… insular, even among our own kind. It is a habit I seek to break, for I have no other kin left but Waelin. If I would never dare to meet new people, then I shall never have other company than Waelin’s.”

She wrinkled her cute nose as she nervously fidgeted with an amber lock of hair. “He is nice… but… Well…”

I chuckled at that. “I believe I know what you mean.”

She gave a flustered chuckle, covering her mouth.

“Please, tell us more of your homeland if it would lift your spirits.” I smiled encouragingly, hoping to coax Celeste out of her reticence.

Beside me, Leigh nodded agreement. “We’d love to hear any stories or tales you got from Tannoris,” she added warmly. “Neither of us know much about the elven part of that world at all. The elves I met ain’t very talkative.”

“Yes,” she said. “They wouldn’t be. It is a painful memory to most of us. Tannoris was our empire, and we had raised cities and temples and wonderful works there. Things that took centuries to plan and build, all wrought with the love and the care that my kin have for their works.” She shook her head gently. “Many feel the loss, and we speak of it mainly in song and art.”

I nodded. “I understand. Still, speaking of something honors its memory as well.”

Celeste contemplated my words silently for a moment before responding. “Very well. I agree with that. What would you like to know?” Her tone remained guarded, but there was a spark of interest in her brilliant green eyes now.

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “Why don’t you tell us about the city you mentioned in your song earlier — Astardhiel? It sounded very striking.”

At this, a faraway look entered Celeste’s eyes. She gazed past us out the window, seeing vistas only visible in memory now. “Ah yes… Astardhiel was a great elven port city. Lost in the Upheaval, it was a center of trade. We elves have always loved the sea, although she does not love us back. Many were the names written on the Wall of Remembrance, where we honored the mariners who did not return from their voyages. The very stones of that great city had drunk from the melancholy of their loss, and it was a city at once of great joy and pleasure — the kind only mariners know — and of grief and things long passed. Such a beautiful place of contradiction.”

As she spoke, Celeste’s voice took on a lyrical cadence, as though relaying a tale that had been told many times yet lost none of its wonder. Leigh and I listened raptly, picturing this lost domain.

“It stood upon the shrouded western shores of Tannoris, overlooking a sea of perpetual fog and mist. At dawn and dusk, ghostly ships with ethereal sails would emerge briefly through the mists before vanishing back into obscurity. Often I stood there when Uncle’s travels took him there. There was no sight in all of elvendom equal to standing on the Widow’s Watch, where wives once looked out over the sea for the men who held their hearts and sailed across the world, faster than love could pursue.”

Celeste’s hands danced elegantly as though painting the scene. “There, twilight gulls wheeled endlessly through silvery skies above the inky tide that ceaselessly pounds the weathered sea walls. There, more tears have been shed for men lost and more laughter has been heard for happy returns than in any other place on Tannoris.”

Her audience of two sat enraptured by Celeste’s lyrical account, transported from the cozy frontier room to this melancholy elven haven sprung from her words. I could almost hear the mournful sea wind keening through abandoned spires and imagine the veil of fog enshrouding everything.

When she fell silent at last, Leigh and I exchanged an awestruck look before applauding enthusiastically. Celeste started slightly, as though pulled from a trance, and flushed at our praise.

“My goodness, you made it seem so real,” Leigh said earnestly. “I felt like I could almost see that whole ghostly place in my mind’s eye while you told it!”

Celeste smiled tremulously. “You are too kind, but I’m pleased my descriptions could bring some small vision of my homeland to you both.” Her hands moved idly in her lap, and the delicate movements of her graceful fingers showed her skill as a musician quite plainly.

I leaned forward, still hoping to gently draw her out further. “Astardhiel sounds incredible, but surely other elven cities must have existed in Tannoris too before the Upheaval?” I suggested this gently, not wishing to dredge up painful memories.

The elven beauty smiled softly. “You do not find this talk boring?” she asked, an insecure hint to her voice.

“Not at all,” I said. “I have been looking forward to learning more about elves, in fact.”

She chuckled. “Well, in that case… Let me get you two some more water, and then I shall tell you more!”
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After refilling our cups, Celeste’s expression grew wistful once more, but she continued speaking softly. “Indeed, there were many more elven cities! Although it lacked the solemn and sad beauty of the sea, few elven cities could match the glory of Thilduirne, the dreaming spire.” Her voice filled with a mournful longing. “It is there that Uncle held his grand position with the Arcane Academy. To us, it was closest to a home we ever knew.”

As we listened, she wove tales of shimmering towers winding endlessly skyward, of buildings that seemed grown rather than constructed, streets paved in pale luminescent stone with patterns that flowed like water.

Vast arched windows and open colonnades afforded views of the surrounding realm that could steal away breath and set the soul soaring. Gently glowing orbs illuminated sprawling plazas where musicians played, and artisans created wonders.

Though Celeste could only describe fragments now, her words conjured fleeting glimpses of grace and artistry in Thilduirne that seemed otherworldly. Leigh and I glimpsed but the faintest echo of the magnificence now lost forever even to most elves.

When at last her lyrical account came to a close, silence lingered. It was not an uncomfortable one, but rather a silence of contemplation of beauty. The elven maiden had a way with words, even more so than most other elves I had known.

Thankful, I laid a hand gently upon her slender arm. “Thank you for sharing those beautiful visions with us, Celeste,” I said sincerely.

She placed her delicate hand atop mine and managed a bittersweet smile. “Of course. I hope they may offer you some small window into the world that existed across the veil before the Upheaval sundered all.” Her lovely voice held only wistfulness now, not bitterness.

Leigh leaned over to give Celeste a sympathetic pat on the leg, blinking away a hint of tears. “Well, I’d say you succeeded, sugar. Makes my heart ache to think of all that grandeur and artistry being lost.”

Celeste gave a gracious nod, seeming to relax somewhat after unburdening memories long kept sealed away. Some of the melancholy still clinging to her had lifted. She regarded us now with open warmth.

For a long time, we continued speaking of the world of Tannoris as it was before the Upheaval, and I soon learned that the elves had ruled most of that world. The kin — catkin, foxkin, and the rare deerkin — lived on the fringes of civilizations, while the dwarves dominated the mountains and deserts. Monsters — like goblins and kobolds — lived wherever civilization did not thrive, but the elven realms were safe, protected by a powerful host of warriors.

After that, she spoke more of lost cities, including Talamas-Adaa, the wood elven capital I remembered from the tale spun by the Storyteller at the Festival of Aquana. Apparently, Celeste and Waelin were of wood elven descent — another reason why they struggled with making acquaintances with many local elves, who were not wood elves. To Celeste, the destruction of Talamas-Adaa had been one of the greatest losses of Tannoris. And then there was fabled Talas Ilmanarion, the golden-spired city devoted to Ilmanaria, a shining jewel of arcane power and knowledge.

When she had recounted the tale, she turned to us with a wistful smile. “Surely, you of Earth must have suffered similar losses?”

“Well, sure,” I said. “There are places I won’t miss, either, but maybe we can talk about that later.”

“Yup,” Leigh agreed. “I ain’t gonna tell her about the tragic loss of Cleveland, Ohio, until I’ve had a drink.”

I chuckled at that, and Celeste laughed along even though it was unlikely she knew what we were talking about.

“Celeste, thank you again for so generously sharing these stories with us,” I told her earnestly. “Perhaps we could take you out for a meal at the tavern now, if you don’t find the crowds too overwhelming? A change of scenery might be nice.”


Chapter 40

Celeste’s eyes lit up at my suggestion to grab a bite to eat at the Wild Outrider. “Oh, that does sound lovely!” she hummed. “I haven’t had a proper meal in days, trying to stretch my limited coin.” She clasped her hands excitedly. “And truthfully, the idea of sampling this frontier fare you spoke of earlier intrigues me.”

Leigh grinned and clapped her hands. “Well, that settles it! You’re in for a real treat. Darny’s wife makes the best burgers and fries around these parts.” She rubbed her smooth stomach appreciatively. “We already had some, but that ain’t gonna stop me from having ‘em for dinner again! Let’s get ourselves back to the Wild Outrider for some grub!”

Laughing at her enthusiasm, Celeste and I readily agreed. The three of us stood, spirits buoyed by the prospect of good company and hearty food. Celeste tidied her harp and grabbed a light shawl before we headed out into the mellow late afternoon sunshine.

The lively sounds of Gladdenfield filled the air as we made our way toward the timber-fronted tavern. Celeste walked between Leigh and me, clasping each of our arms lightly and seeming to relax in our company. I was glad to see her brightening, and she was true to her word of attempting to let go of her kind’s usual distant behavior to make new friends.

I admired her for that. I knew it wasn’t easy to try to force a change in the way you act, but she had seen the problem after waking up: she was lonely. And with Waelin gone, she would be lonelier still. While she seemed soft and gentle, she obviously had the backbone to act on the things she wanted to improve in her life, and she was opening up to us despite her natural instincts.

Pushing through the saloon doors, we were greeted by the mingled scents of ale and woodsmoke. The place was a lot busier than it had been a few hours ago before we headed out to call on Celeste. There were a few rowdy dwarves, laughing and sloshing ale, but most were humans and a couple of catkin and foxkin local to Gladdenfield Outpost.

Darny looked up from behind the bar and grinned through his bushy beard. “Back so soon?” he bellowed cheerfully. “And back for more of them burgers, I bet! Hey, and you brought the songbird! Welcome, welcome!”

Celeste flushed prettily at being recognized as we claimed a table. Soon enough, Darny came by to take our order personally, clearly eager to show off his wife’s culinary skills to our elven guest.

“We’ll take three of your finest burgers and a hearty helping of fries all around,” Leigh told Darny with a wink. He gave us a thumbs up and bustled off, yelling our order to his wife, the cook.

While we waited, I asked Celeste about her uncle and if she had received any word from him since his departure. Her expression grew pensive. “Only a brief letter to say he arrived safely in the city,” she replied. “I know his work is important, but I do miss his company.”

I nodded sympathetically. “I’m sure he misses you too. Hopefully his time there will pass swiftly.”

Beside me, Leigh gave Celeste’s arm an affectionate pat, eliciting a small smile from the elf girl.

I decided to open up a bit more to help put Celeste further at ease. “You know, I first came to Gladdenfield not long ago myself, so I understand feeling out of place,” I told her.

She perked up, looking curious. “Oh? What brought you here?”

“Well, I actually lived in the city of New Springfield,” I explained. “It’s a settlement guarded by the Coalition of humans and elves, not too far from here. But I never got a Class after the Upheaval, and I was kind of stuck there.”

Celeste nodded. “Many of your people remain confined to the cities without Classes, yes?” At the mention of Classes, something seemed to pass over her pretty face — an expression I could not quite place.

I did not know her Class, and I had not asked her about it yet. I had to admit to some curiosity, and in my mind, I had her made out for a mage or a sorceress of some kind. But her expression told me there was something else going on — something unknown to me. It could be cultural, but it could be personal as well — perhaps a combination. I knew little about elves, and so I decided to tread carefully around the subject.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Those without a Class who do leave the cities generally come to a bad end. But I was scouted by a representative of the Frontier Division named Caldwell. He saw talent in me, and I was allowed to undergo an awakening ritual. After that — even though my Class didn’t activate right away — he brought me out here to set me up with a homestead and a companion.”

Celeste’s emerald gaze swiveled over to Leigh. “Leigh is your companion?” she asked.

I chuckled. “Well, she is too,” I said, “but Caldwell set me up with Diane. She is a foxkin, and she’s currently at the homestead, about a twenty-minute ride out of town.”

“Oh,” she hummed, knowingly. “You have more than one wife? I did not know humans had marriages similar to ours.” I believed I noticed a spark of interest in those big, green eyes, but Leigh’s giggling drew me away.

“I ain’t his wife… yet.” She threw me a teasing wink.

Celeste blinked, confused. “And yet you touch each other like you have relations,” she mused.

I grinned, remembering this little detail from most elves in the city. “Yes, some humans have relations when they’re not married… yet.” I winked at Leigh, teasing her right back, and she grinned and bit her lip as her dainty foot nudged me under the table.

“I see,” Celeste hummed. “Like the catkin?”

I nodded. I knew foxkin required some kind of formal opening of courtship — something I had done accidentally with Diane at first and later repeated on purpose. Apparently, the catkin were a little looser.

“Anyway,” I continued with a wistful smile, remembering my eye-opening first journey to Gladdenfield. “Gladdenfield was the first real frontier town I saw. It was quite an adjustment, but the people welcomed me kindly enough. And then I met Diane and Leigh and… well, the rest is history.”

Celeste smiled warmly. “Fate brought you here, as it brought me. And now we all have a new home.” Her expression had softened after learning of our similar circumstances.

“You’re right about that,” I agreed, feeling a pleasant sense of kinship with her.

Our conversation was soon interrupted by Darny arriving with three piping hot plates stacked with juicy burgers and crispy fries. He set them down with a flourish. “Dig in, folks! Ain’t nothin’ better than my good wife’s cookin’.”

Celeste’s eyes widened at the size of the burger. It was a big, juicy heap of goodness — a far cry from the reserved helpings of elven cuisine.

Hesitantly, she picked it up with both hands and took a dainty bite. We watched eagerly for her reaction.

As she chewed, her green eyes slowly lit up. “By the gods, this is incredible!” she exclaimed after swallowing.

Leigh and I laughed jovially at her enthusiasm. “We thought you’d like it!” Leigh said, already biting happily into her own burger, cheese stretching as she pulled it back. “I knew you were a regular frontier girl deep down!”

Any remaining reservations forgotten, Celeste took a much bigger second bite, sauce and juices running down her delicate chin. I chuckled and handed her a napkin, which she accepted with an embarrassed but delighted smile. Soon we were all devouring the mouthwatering fare with gusto.

Over our meal, the conversation flowed easily between us, frequently punctuated by Celeste’s exclamations of amazement at each new taste sensation — the smoky meat, salty fries, and tangy condiments were wholly foreign to her palate. But she clearly relished every bite.

Leigh regaled us with humorous anecdotes about customers at her store, eliciting smiles and laughter all around. The warm atmosphere kindled an almost familial camaraderie between us. For the first time since arriving, Celeste seemed wholly at ease.

When at last we sat back with empty plates and satisfied stomachs, Darny came by beaming. “So, what did y’all think of these here famous burgers?” He turned expectantly toward Celeste.

Celeste laughed musically. “They were utterly divine! My compliments to the chef.”

Darny grinned from ear to ear and promised to pass along the glowing praise to his wife. Still smiling, he gathered up our dirty dishes and headed off.

As we lingered, idly sipping mugs of honeyed mead, I studied Celeste. The warm glow of lantern light played across her refined features. With food in her belly and pleasant company surrounding her, she seemed transformed from the melancholy creature I had first met.

Catching my eye, Celeste smiled brightly. “Thank you both again for such a lovely evening,” she said earnestly. “It feels wonderful having friends here now. You and Leigh have shown me such kindness since my arrival.”

“You just let us know if you need anything at all,” Leigh told her. “David and I are happy to help you get settled in around here however we can. Ain’t that right, baby?”

I nodded agreement. “Of course. We want you to feel at home in Gladdenfield.” Impulsively, I covered Celeste’s delicate hand with my own. Her answering smile lit up the room.

For a time, we simply sat comfortably together watching the tavern crowd. Though still boisterous, their energetic spirit no longer seemed to trouble Celeste. She pointed out some of the regulars she had come to recognize, assigning them amusing nicknames that had Leigh and me laughing heartily.

“So,” I said after the tavern grew busier and busier. “Were you going to play a little for the people tonight? I’m pretty sure Darny would appreciate it.”

She smiled and nodded. “Well, I certainly am in a happy mood.”

“Good,” Leigh hummed. “We loved the song about the elven haven, but perhaps somethin’ a little more chipper would do for tonight.”

Grinning, Celeste hopped to her feet. “I have just the thing!”


Chapter 41

Celeste eagerly took the small stage at the front of the tavern, the lively crowd turning their attention to her as she stepped into the lantern light. An expectant hush fell over the room in anticipation of her song.

With grace, Celeste lifted the elven harp settled on a stool before her. Her fingers began plucking a cheerful, upbeat melody that immediately buoyed the mood of all gathered. As she played the introduction, she shot Leigh and me a playful wink.

When the jaunty intro swelled to a crescendo, Celeste’s crystalline voice rang out in joyful song:

“Come one, come all, let’s gather and sing,
Clasp hands, let cheer fill halls that long rang somber,
No more shall we dwell on sorrow past,
Tonight we celebrate life, love and laughter!

Sing praise for the bounty of forest and field,
Each seed sown, each harvest yielded,
Lift voices in thanks for hands joined as one,
The warmth shared between friends, lovers, and kin.

Come one, come all, let’s gather and sing,
A light in the dark, let music ring,
No more shall we dwell on sorrow past,
Tonight we celebrate life, love, and laughter!”

The upbeat lyrics immediately stirred the crowd’s spirits. All around heads bobbed and tankards thumped enthusiastically on tables. Beside me, Leigh whooped and hollered her encouragement.

Caught up in the festive atmosphere, I found myself clapping along as Celeste repeated the infectious chorus. Her voice soared sweet and clear over the adoring din of the crowd. Darny, too, was humming and swaying behind the bar, grinning through his great beard.

When at last the final notes faded, the tavern erupted into thunderous applause and cheers. Celeste laughed and curtsied gracefully in thanks; cheeks endearingly flushed from her energetic performance. As the calls for an encore rang out, she gave us a meaningful look before retaking her seat. I knew she would sing again before the night was through.

Still grinning, Celeste returned to our table breathless but elated. Her brilliant green eyes shone brightly as she accepted our profuse congratulations. “Oh my, performing never fails to invigorate my spirits,” she confessed happily, one hand pressed melodramatically to her chest. “Music truly feeds the soul.”

“You said it!” Leigh agreed enthusiastically. “Why, the whole place was alive and toe-tappin’ thanks to your song, sugar. I ain’t never seen ole Darny look so cheerful.” We all laughed at the image of the usually gruff bartender swaying and humming along behind the counter, clearly caught up in the performance.

Our lively conversation stretched long into the evening. Celeste appeared wholly at ease now amidst the tavern’s energetic atmosphere. She regaled us with amusing stories of her uncle Waelin’s many eccentricities that had me chuckling into my drink. It seemed that even dour elven archmages possessed quirky sides behind closed doors.

As promised, Celeste performed several more songs as the night wore on, varying from boisterous drinking tunes that had the crowd roaring and pounding tankards to gentler ballads that captivated with their melancholic beauty. Each time she finished, I found myself hoping she would play just one more.

During her breaks, Celeste mingled briefly but amiably with various tavern patrons who approached our table to offer praise and compliments on her talents. Though still reserved, she accepted their admiration graciously before returning her full attention to Leigh and me.

For my part, I made sure to keep Celeste’s drink filled and saw her fed a steady stream of snacks that Darny brought over, not wanting the now merry elf maiden to overdo it on an empty stomach. She seemed surprised but touched by my solicitousness.

As the night stretched on, I was thankful for Leigh’s tireless cheer and wit that never failed to elicit laughter from Celeste and me. She regaled us with exaggerated tales of sticky-fingered patrons trying to pilfer goods from her store until we were all gasping for breath between bouts of giggles. The ale and fellowship kindled warmth in my heart.

During one of Celeste’s breaks, Leigh amused us by attempting to teach me a traditional elvish drinking song, though it quickly dissolved into silly improvisation since neither of us recalled more than a few lines. Celeste nearly choked laughing at Leigh’s absurd lyrics, and I quickly joined in her contagious mirth.

The hour grew late, but none made mention of turning in just yet. This lively celebration of new friendship still had us enthralled. When Celeste shyly took my hand during one of our talks, I gave it an encouraging squeeze, hoping to convey without need for words the joy her companionship brought me. Her answering smile was radiant.

Eventually, even Leigh’s indefatigable energy showed hints of flagging, though she valiantly stifled yawns behind one hand lest we tease her. Taking pity on my poor sleepy friend, I declared that the next song would be our last for the night. Leigh shot me a grateful look at the prospect of soon retiring to a cozy bed.

Celeste happily took the stage once more amidst enthusiastic applause as calls rang out for one final tune before closing time. Lantern light shone softly on her windswept braid and elegant face as she smiled down benevolently at the now subdued crowd awaiting her song.

Plucking a gentle melody, Celeste filled the cozy tavern with her dulcet voice one last time:

“The hour is late, the candle burned low,
Linger we now at our day’s end.
Sweet company, glad tidings shared,
Our time together at a close.

Farewell, good folk, till we meet again,
Rest now weary bones and mind.
Dream of joy found, friends around,
Safe at home, worries left behind.”

A hush fell as Celeste’s velvety voice conveyed images of warm hearths and restful sleep awaiting after a fulfilling day of kinship and cheer. Her mellifluous singing carried me along until I could nearly feel the tantalizing softness of pillows and blankets.

As the final notes faded gently, reverent applause broke out. Celeste curtsied before drifting back our way through the signs of farewell. Leigh and I congratulated Celeste once more as we slowly finished our final round that Darny announced was last call for the night.

Her singing had imbued the long night with such joy and life that words could not encapsulate our gratitude. As she smiled happily across from us, I glimpsed a new blaze of life shining in her eyes; she seemed to have revived from her melancholy.

The tavern had mostly emptied by last call, leaving just a few patrons nursing final tankards and laughing and talking still, desiring not yet to give up on the night. Soft lantern light cast a cozy glow over our table as we chatted idly, reluctant for this magical evening to end.

As we sat and basked in the afterglow of a pleasant night, I felt the bonds of friendship blossom. Celeste had surprised me by being so much more than another aloof elf. While there was still the characteristic distance and haughtiness to her, it was plain to see she was making an effort. And I found myself simply watching the interplay of firelight across her refined features as she looked across the tavern with a satisfied smile.

When at last even Leigh could no longer fully smother her yawns, she stood reluctantly and announced “Welp, I better visit the little girl’s room ‘fore we mosey on outta here.” She punctuated her words with a pointed wink in my direction as she walked off, and I understood at once that she was going to give me a moment to close off the evening with Celeste. I smiled at the realization; she was sweet to give me that space.

Left momentarily alone with Celeste, I decided to be bold. Taking her delicate hand, I told her earnestly, “I had a lot of fun tonight.”

Celeste’s answering blush was charming. “The delight was mine,” she replied softly. “I have not connected so deeply with new friends in a long time.”

I chuckled softly. “You know, I was expecting to do a simple check-up — to fulfill my promise to your uncle Waelin. Instead, I had a very enjoyable evening. I would like to see you again.”

She smiled softly, slightly abashed, and the way her cheeks lit up went straight to my heart. “I would like that as well, David,” she said.

“I’ll still be in town tomorrow — at least for a little bit before Leigh and I head back to my homestead. Maybe we could meet up in the early morning and go for a walk. Would you enjoy that?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “I would love that!”

“Great,” I said with a smile as Leigh reappeared, making her way back to us. “When shall I come by?”

“I rise early,” she said, her green eyes fixed on me. “With the sun. You can come before breakfast if you like — as early as you like, really.”

I nodded enthusiastically. “I will be there at first light.”

Just then, Leigh rejoined us, shooting me a knowing smile. “I think Darny wants us outta here,” she said. “How ‘bout we head on back?”

I nodded, and so did Celeste. Together, the three of us made our way out into the cool evening air.


Chapter 42

The three of us stepped out into the cool night air after leaving the warm and cozy tavern. Celeste smiled happily, her cheeks still flushed from the lively atmosphere and one too many honeyed ales.

“Thank you both again for such a delightful evening,” she said earnestly, her green eyes luminous in the moonlight. “I cannot remember the last time I felt such a sense of belonging.”

“We’re just happy you had fun!” Leigh replied warmly, giving Celeste an impulsive hug that made the elf maiden laugh. “It was a real treat gettin’ to hear you sing and play that harp.”

I nodded in agreement. “Hopefully this is just the first of many nice evenings together,” I added sincerely. Something about Celeste’s creative spirit and delicate beauty stirred me, that much was clear, and I was keen to see how she would get along with Diane.

Celeste’s answering smile was radiant. “I would like that very much,” she said softly. For a moment, we lingered there together beneath the starry sky, reluctant for the night to end.

But eventually, I stifled a yawn, the lateness of the hour catching up with me. “Suppose we should get you home safely,” I told Celeste. “Why don’t the two of us walk you back to your place?”

Celeste consented with a broad smile, eager to let the night last just a little while longer. Her place was clear across town, but the fresh night air felt invigorating after so long cooped up in the smoky tavern. Celeste slipped her arms through ours as we walked, surrounding herself with friendship.

Along the way, we pointed out landmarks that had meaning for us — the spot where we had gathered for our exciting procession into the forest for the Aquana Festival, the gate through which I had first entered Gladdenfield Outpost with Caldwell, and of course Leigh’s general store.

Celeste listened with bright interest, asking an occasional question in her dulcet voice. Though the hour was late, the quaint thoroughfares held magic, and our meandering path was unhurried.

Before long, we reached the modest building where Celeste was staying. The streets were silent now, and all were sleeping in Gladdenfield Outpost but us. Celeste hesitated at the base of the creaky steps leading up to her room.

“Thank you again for everything,” she said sincerely, clasping my hands for a moment before her bashfulness took over again. “I cannot properly express what your kindness has meant to me.” Her eyes shone with emotion. “Gladdenfield was very lonely to me, and your presence here has changed these things.”

“Think nothing of it, sugar,” Leigh assured her fondly. “You just let us know if you need anything at all.”

I nodded, maintaining eye contact with her. “It was our pleasure,” I assured her. “We had a great time!”

Celeste smiled tremulously and pulled us both into an impulsive hug. I rubbed her back reassuringly, sensing the depth of her gratitude. The nearness of her body and the sweet and enchanting scent of her made me long for more. This evening had clearly meant the world to her, as it had to me.

“Get some rest,” I told Celeste gently as we finally stepped back. She nodded, wispy strands of amber hair blowing in the faint breeze. With a parting wave, she turned and gracefully ascended the steps out of sight.

Leigh and I lingered for a moment, thoughtful expressions on our faces as we recalled the unexpectedly heartwarming time shared with the elf maiden. The frigid loneliness that had clung to Celeste seemed to have melted away.

“She seems to be coming out of her shell,” Leigh remarked appreciatively as we finally resumed our walk through the slumbering outpost.

I hummed agreement. “I’m glad we checked in on her. She just needed a little companionship.” And yet, I sensed Celeste still guarded part of herself away behind elven reserve. But that was only natural with new friends.

We soon arrived outside at Leigh’s cozy shop, the floorboards creaking familiarly as we walked up to the front of her shop. Sinking tiredly onto a bench, I smiled over at Leigh.

“I’m planning to see Celeste again tomorrow before we head back,” I told her. “Thought I’d invite her on a morning walk if she’s feeling up to it after the late night.”

Leigh’s answering smile was knowing. “Well now, ain’t that just charming,” she teased lightly, giving my leg an affectionate pat. “I think she’d enjoy that.”

Despite the gentle ribbing, her tone held only warmth. Like Diane, Leigh seemed to understand my curiosity about the elf musician. Perhaps she sensed my attraction, but there was no resentment or jealousy there. I knew that Leigh liked her, too, but there was still the matter of introducing her to Diane. That would come later…

I pulled Leigh into a grateful hug, feeling lucky to have the support of both my beloveds. “I care for you just as much, Leigh,” I assured her sincerely. “Never doubt that.”

Leigh just chuckled, nuzzling against me. “Baby, I know,” she said simply. And from her tone, I knew she meant it. There was no acrimony or envy marring our connection. For that, I felt immensely grateful.

“Now,” she purred. “Why don’t we head on back to my bed?” She ground herself against me, and before I could even answer, she buried me in a passionate kiss that had been simmering to explode all night, evaporating any tiredness I had…


Chapter 43

Leigh and I stumbled into the store, already kissing and touching. My hands were under Leigh’s shirt, seeking soft skin, and she ground her hips on me, making me hard. Conjoined like that and panting with lust, we barged through the store, making our way to the stairs up to Leigh’s apartment.

Once in the apartment, Leigh’s soft laugh echoed in the quiet room as she pulled back from our kiss. “Why don’t you go light the fire, sugar,” she purred.

“Good idea,” I agreed. I nodded, making some effort to pull myself away.

“I’ll be right back,” she promised, her voice husky, her eyes dark with desire. The sight of her walking away, her hips swaying in a tantalizing rhythm, sent a jolt of anticipation through me.

I made my way to the fireplace, the soft crackle of the unlit wood only adding to the heated tension in the room. With one swift move, I lit the fire, the flickering light casting a warm and inviting glow on the leather couch. It was a cozy setting, perfect for what was to come.

The light from the fire refracted off the crystal decanter on the table, the amber liquid inside promising a sweet burn. The room was filled with the rich scent of fresh forest air and the sweet scent of Leigh, a heady mix that made my pulse quicken.

I turned around as I heard the soft sound of her footfalls. Leigh had changed into a flimsy thong and a wispy, transparent top, her curves accentuated, her freckled skin glowing in the soft light.

“Like what you see?” she asked, a teasing smile playing on her lips. Her blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders, framing her face and giving her an ethereal glow. The sight of her took my breath away.

I stepped closer, my hand reaching out to pull her against me. Her skin was soft, warm, inviting as my fingertips traced the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, the roundness of her breasts.

Her top was a gossamer barrier, doing little to hide her hardened nipples. I brushed my thumb over them, her gasp echoing in the quiet room. She leaned into my touch, her eyes closing, her lips parting in a silent moan.

In response, my cock throbbed, the fabric of my pants doing little to hide my arousal. “You’re wickedly beautiful,” I murmured into her ear, my breath making her shiver.

She chuckled, her fingers deftly unbuttoning my shirt. “And you’re wonderfully sinful,” she replied, her hands roaming my bare chest, her fingers tracing the lines of my muscles.

Her touch was electrifying, sending jolts of pleasure down my spine. I savored the feel of her hands on me, the way her fingers explored my body as if she was learning a new language. Every touch, every stroke made me want her more.

She unbuckled my belt next, her fingers fumbling in her eagerness. I helped her, kicking off my boots and stepping out of my pants, leaving me in my boxers. Her eyes widened at the sight, a wicked smile crossing her face.

“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” she murmured, her fingers skimming the waistband of my underwear. I grinned, my hands on her hips pulling her closer until our bodies were flush against each other.

She pressed herself against me, her breasts against my bare chest, her hips grinding into mine. I groaned, my hands splaying on her back, pulling her closer, the thin fabric of her thong doing little to hide her heat.

Our lips met in a heated kiss, tongues exploring and tasting. The world outside ceased to exist, everything narrowing down to the woman in my arms and the raw desire coursing through me.

I lifted her up, her legs wrapping around my waist. She was a perfect fit, her body molded against mine in a way that was intoxicatingly perfect. We continued to kiss, our bodies moving in perfect sync.

I walked us over to the couch, laying her down on the soft leather. She looked up at me, her blue eyes dark with desire. The sight of her, sprawled on the couch, her body flushed and ready, was enough to make me shudder.

I sat between her legs, my hands resting on her thighs. She looked at me, her chest heaving, her lips swollen from our kisses. She was a vision, her skin glowing in the soft light, her body awaiting my touch.

“David,” she whispered, her hands reaching out to me. I leaned down to claim her lips again, my hands exploring her body, my fingers tracing her curves.

She arched into my touch, her hands on my back, her nails digging into my skin. I moaned into her mouth, the pain mixing with pleasure, making me need her so much.

My hand slid down her body, tracing the line of her thong. She gasped, her hips bucking up to meet my touch. I chuckled, my fingers teasing her through the thin fabric.

Leigh whimpered in response, her fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer. My mouth left a trail of kisses down her neck as I slowly gave in, my hands continuing their exploration, slipping under her transparent top.

I reached her breasts, my fingers tracing the freckles scattered on her skin as I peeled the flimsy top out of the way. I looked up at her, her eyes were closed, her lips parted in a silent moan. I took a hardened nipple into my mouth, the taste of her skin sweet on my tongue.

She writhed beneath me, her body responding to my every touch. I switched to the other breast, giving it the same attention. Her moans filled the room, the sound making me harder.

I slid my hand down her body, tracing the line of her thong again. She was wet, ready for me, and I felt my need rise, my power thrum with the desire to claim her.

“David,” she gasped again, her hands pulling at my hair.

I looked up at her. Her eyes bright with desire. She bit her lip, a lustful look crossing her face.

“Let me sit on your face, baby,” she whispered, her voice shaky with anticipation. “Let me suck your dick while you eat my pussy…”

I groaned in response, the dirty words making my cock twitch. My mind exploded with the dirty images — to have the voluptuous blonde sit on my face was a fantasy straight out of heaven, and I grunted with desire as she gently pushed me back and turned around.
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I panted with lust as Leigh hovered over me, wearing nothing but her skimpy thong and her disheveled see-through top. Her big, round ass was a sight from heaven as she swung one leg over me, almost reverse-cowgirl style.

“Bring that ass down,” I groaned, giving it a slap that made her yelp with delight.

A teasing smile played on her lips as she positioned herself, adjusting so her plump ass was directly above my face. The scent of her arousal hit me, heady and intoxicating, as she began to lower herself down.

“Your wish is my command,” she hummed in her sultry accent, her voice dripping with anticipation.

My hands found their way to her hips, fingers digging into her soft flesh as I guided her down towards my eager mouth. The taste of her on my tongue was sweet, addictive, making me want more.

As my lips latched onto her, she gasped, a soft cry escaping her lips. My tongue swirled around her, exploring her folds, savoring every drop of her essence.

Her hands fumbled, seeking me out. When her fingers finally wrapped around my hardened length, I groaned into her, the sensation shooting straight to my core. Her touch was soft yet firm, stroking me with a rhythm that matched my own.

I pushed her thong to the side, giving me unhindered access to her. As I delved deeper, her moans grew louder, spurring me on.

“Oh, David,” she breathed, her voice strained with lust. “Don’t stop…please.”

The room was filled with the sounds of our pleasure, the soft creaking of the couch, the rustle of fabric, and the hitched breaths and low moans echoing off the apartment walls.

I squeezed her ass, pulling her closer, my tongue delving deeper. Her body shivered in response, her grip on my cock tightening.

My thumb slipped into her tight little hole, and she cried out, her body bucking against me.

“Oh god, yes,” she panted. “I want to feel you inside me. I’m gonna… Ahnn… I’m gonna make you ready for me, baby…”

The arousal in her voice was an aphrodisiac, spurring me on. I pumped my thumb in and out, matching my rhythm to her strokes on my cock.

Her body tightened, her breath hitching as she neared her climax. “I’m…I’m close,” she moaned, her voice barely a whisper.

I doubled my efforts, my tongue flicking against her faster, harder. My thumb moved with a frantic pace, each thrust bringing her closer to the edge as I teased her tight little backdoor into submission.

Her hand returned to my cock, her touch slow and teasing. “I love to taste you, baby,” she purred, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “I love your cock. I love your cum. Ahnn… I want you to fill me up good tonight, baby.”

My heart pounded in my chest, my body humming with anticipation as I was captured between her delicious thighs. My cock bucked as she leaned down, her lips hovering over my hardened length.

Her tongue flicked out, teasing the sensitive tip. I hissed in a breath, my hands clenching on her hips as I pulled her closer, never giving her a moment’s mercy from my tongue.

But the sensation of her taking me into her mouth was enough to make my head spin, my mind clouded with pleasure. Her mouth was warm, wet, a perfect contrast to the cool air of the room. The need to cum in her warm mouth was almost overwhelming, but I kept it at bay, desiring to last longer.

Her tongue swirled around me, making me groan in pleasure. The feeling of her, bare and flushed with desire, was overwhelming.

But I gave her as little mercy as she gave me. I kept lapping, licking at her tight little nub as my thumb teased her forbidden little hole. And by her trembling and shaking, I could feel that she would soon have to give up.

“Ahnn… Fuck… David…”

I went even faster, pinning her juicy round ass on my face with my hand and licking and sucking on her little clit as I teased and fingered her tight little pucker. I wouldn’t allow her to pull back, and she had no choice but to ride the pleasure I was giving her.

“I’m… Oh, fuck!”

Her body convulsed, a scream of pleasure ripping from her as she tumbled over the edge. “Oh, David!” she cried, her body shaking with the force of her orgasm.

I continued to lap at her, drawing out her climax. Her body shuddered above me, her grip on my cock faltering as the waves of her orgasm washed over her. Pressing her pussy and ass on my face, I kept at it, eating her up and making her cum harder than she ever had before. She moaned and trembled, sending ripples down her delicious ass, until she finally experienced the last of her lashing orgasm with a gasp.

Then, she collapsed on top of me, her body limp and sated. Her chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath, her skin slick with sweat.

I held her in place, my arms wrapped around her as I continued to toy with her. Her body twitched with every touch, aftershocks of her orgasm still coursing through her.

“David…” She took a deep breath. “Fuuuuck…”

“I’m not done with you yet,” I growled, my voice muffled between those delicious thighs.

“Ohh, baby,” she moaned. “Please… Fuck me. Fuck me until I can’t see straight no more.”
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I didn’t need to hear anything more than Leigh’s desire for me to fuck her brains out. With a growl of lust, I pushed her off me, still dressed in her skimpy thong, the strap peeled away to reveal her delicious pussy, and her transparent top.

She yelped and laughed as she momentarily lost her balance, and I reveled in the sight of her beautiful round ass in that thong.

“You’re gonna get it now, Leigh,” I warned, my voice echoing in the cozy apartment.

Leigh giggled, the sound as sweet as honey as she shook her ass at me. “Bring it on, cowboy,” she challenged, her blue eyes gleaming with arousal.

I edged towards her on my knees. She was on her hands and knees, her lush ass presented to me, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders and her freckles glowing in the soft candlelight as she gave me a challenging look over her shoulder.

I positioned myself behind her, my throbbing cock brushing against her ass cheeks. She gasped, wiggling her hips, tempting me with her curvy body. I couldn’t resist. Not that I wanted to.

With one hand on her hip and the other guiding my cock, I pushed the head into her tight, wet pussy. I went fast on purpose, giving her little time to adapt, but I knew she liked that. She gasped; the sound swallowed by the blankets she’d buried her face into.

Her pussy was hot and tight, and I groaned as I sank deeper, her inner walls gripping me like a velvet glove as I fucked her with her thong still on. The sight of her ass bouncing in rhythm with my thrusts was intoxicating.

My hands moved to her hips, gripping them for leverage. Each thrust elicited a breathy moan from her lips, each sound pushing me closer to the edge.

I could see her fingernails digging into the floor, her body tensing and releasing in rhythm with my movements. I didn’t hold back, my muscles straining as I pounded into her.

“Fuck, David,” she moaned, her voice muffled by the blankets. “Yes, baby!”

I lost myself in it. My thrusts becoming more forceful, the sound of our bodies slapping together filling the room. She met each thrust with a push of her own, her ass slapping against my hips in a delicious rhythm. And every time our sweating bodies connected, a ripple passed through that delicious ass.

As I fucked Leigh, her hand snaked around, her fingers parting her ass cheeks. I groaned as she guided my thumb to her puckered hole, the sight of my thumb disappearing into her tightness making me groan. She really liked butt stuff, and I was more than happy to give her what she wanted.

Her moans grew louder, more high-pitched as I began to finger her asshole, her body trembling with pleasure. The sight of her writhing beneath me, her ass wiggling in delight, was overwhelming.

I could feel her pussy clenching around my cock, her body trembling as she neared her orgasm. The sight of her in the throes of pleasure was intoxicating, my own climax building.

“Fuck, David!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the walls. “I want your cum in my pussy. Fill me up, baby!”

I growled, my thrusts becoming more erratic as I neared my climax. My body was on fire, the pleasure building in my lower abdomen, threatening to explode.

Her body was a sight to behold, her breasts swaying beneath her, her ass jiggling with each thrust. Her skin was flushed, her freckles standing out against her reddened skin, her blonde hair sticking to her sweaty forehead.

I could feel her pussy contracting around me, and I knew she was close. I slowed my pace to a more teasing rhythm, and I chuckled as she gave a frustrated mewl and slammed her big ass against my hips.

“Ahnn, David,” she moaned, her voice filled with pleasure. “I wanna cum!”

With a grunt, I slammed into her again. I went hard, merciless, with my thumb still buried in her ass, and the dual stimulation made her scream in pleasure.

“That’s it! Yes!” she cried out.

We achieved perfect rhythm now, slamming into each other, sweaty bodies slapping together, and I knew she was so close.

“C-cumming! David… Ahnn! I’m cumming!”

I rammed into her, and another orgasm ripped through her, her pussy clenching around me in waves, clenching me for all I was worth, practically begging for my cum. The sight of her coming undone beneath me was beautiful, her body trembling in ecstasy.

“Fuck, Leigh,” I groaned, my body straining as I fought the urge to cum. “You’re so fucking tight.”

Her body was still trembling as I continued to fuck her, grabbing her thong for leverage and accidentally tearing it in my vigor. It only made her coo more with pleasure, her body still trembling under the force of her orgasm.

“Uhnn…” she moaned. “David… it’s so goooood.”

I grabbed her hips, my cock sliding in and out of her wet, hot pussy. The sight of her sated body, her ripped thong, her blonde hair a wild mess, her skin flushed and sweaty, was driving me over the edge.

“David,” she moaned. “I need your cum. Cum in me, baby!”

I growled, my body tensing as I felt my climax nearing. I increased my pace, my cock slamming into her, my balls slapping against her.

Her pussy clenched around me, her body urging me on, pushing me towards my climax. I could feel the pressure building, the pleasure overwhelming.

“Fuck,” I groaned, my voice strained. “I’m cumming.”

With one final, powerful thrust, I came, my cock pulsing as I shot my load deep inside her.

“Yes!” she cried out. “Fill me up, David! Give it to me.”

Her body was still trembling, her orgasm subsiding as I continued to fuck her, spurting rope after rope of my hot seed into her fertile, voluptuous body. I kept going until I was all empty, and Leigh gave a satisfied mewl when I groaned, having spent my seed inside Leigh’s delicious pussy.

As I pulled out, she gave a little squeal, and a final spurt of cum glazed her perfect, jiggling ass cheek. Grinning broadly at the sight, I collapsed onto the blankets beside her.

“Fuck, David,” Leigh purred as she collapsed next to me, her transparent top disheveled, and her thong torn and pulled to the side.

“I just did,” I quipped, my voice husky, and that won a naughty giggle from her.

With a smirk, I traced a finger along her collarbone, down the valley of her breasts, and further still, until I found the lace edge of her thong.

“David,” she sighed, her voice barely a whisper. “That was…” she trailed off, lost for words. I pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, a silent promise of more to come.

We lay there, tangled in each other’s arms, basking in the afterglow. Her fingers traced lazy patterns on my chest, a soothing rhythm that had my eyes growing heavy.

“Sleepy, cowboy?” she teased, her southern twang bringing a smile to my face. “Mmm,” was all I could manage, my body heavy with satisfaction.

Sleep came as we lounged on the blankets, and we only just managed to find enough energy to make our way to Leigh’s bedroom, where a well-earned slumber awaited.


Chapter 44

The next morning, I awoke before dawn, eager to see Celeste again. After washing up, I quickly donned my shirt and jeans, ready for a pleasant morning stroll through town with the elf maiden. Leigh was still sleeping soundly, so I left a brief note letting her know I had stepped out.

The morning air was crisp and refreshing as I headed briskly across the sleepy settlement toward Celeste’s lodging. All was still tranquil at this hour, with only a few early rising souls up and about on errands. Overhead, the sky was just beginning to brighten.

Arriving at Celeste’s building, I headed up the creaky steps and gave a firm knock, hoping I hadn’t woken her. After a few moments, I heard stirrings within before the door swung open, revealing Celeste’s lovely face peering out. She blinked for a moment before a radiant smile lit her fair features.

“David, how lovely to see you,” she greeted me warmly, her musical voice still husky with sleep.

Celeste was clad in a thin robe, and I caught glimpses of her lithe form silhouetted alluringly against the lamplight within. She seemed very much awake, which meant she was indeed an early riser like I was.

“I hope it’s not too early,” I said with a smile. “Most of the town is still sleeping, by the looks of things. But I always liked getting up early, and I can see you do too.”

She grinned broadly. “Rise early, and you have done much work before others are yet to begin. It is something Uncle Waelin taught me.”

“Wise of him,” I said. “I hope you don’t mind a little stroll while the morning is fresh?”

Celeste shook her head, wispy amber locks swaying beguilingly over her shoulders. “Not at all, a walk sounds perfect,” she assured me. “Just allow me a few moments to dress.”

I waited outside, enjoying the peaceful dawn air until Celeste reemerged looking radiant as always in a pale green dress that complemented her eyes. Together we set off down the sleepy lanes, our footfalls echoing companionably.

“Did you sleep well?” I asked as we walked. “Ale didn’t play parts?”

Celeste giggled before she hummed an affirmative, clasping her hands behind her back. “I did not drink too much. And you?” she asked. “Were your accommodations comfortable?”

I chuckled. “Leigh always makes sure I’m right at home there.”

“She seems very sweet,” Celeste hummed, searching my expression for perhaps a clue as to my relationship with Leigh. She had expected an elven marriage, but I would not make her much wiser yet. There would be time to speak of such things later.

“She is,” I agreed. “She was still asleep when I went out, though.”

“Must be tired, then,” Celeste said, a little twinkle in her eye.

I laughed. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go to the palisade. I saw there’s a platform unused, and it would be the perfect place to see the sunrise.”

“I hope the guards won’t get angry,” she quipped.

Our playful banter came easily already. I was struck again by how Celeste’s initial shyness had so swiftly melted away into casual warmth. Either she was placating me very well, or her desire for company truly was profound. I hoped for the latter.

We reached the palisade enclosing Gladdenfield within a minute, and there was indeed a fighting platform unoccupied. I helped Celeste climb the ladder up, and we sat on the edge, overlooking Springfield Forest.

There, the sunrise painted delicate pastels across the horizon beyond the trees. Celeste’s refined profile glowed beautifully in the golden light as she gazed outward. Impulsively, I moved closer. She started slightly at my proximity before glancing up with a tremulous smile that encouraged me to stay.

However, I could tell that there was something a little more tender to her than to Leigh or even Diane. If I were to pursue her, I would need to know more about elven courtship.

As the little town came to life around us, we resumed strolling, no destination in mind. Celeste seemed content simply to walk together and take in the sights and sounds. Now and then she would pause and point out a quaint building or colorful character, providing commentary that charmed me.

“See that delightful bakery with the yellow shutters?” she remarked at one point, gesturing to a cozy shop emitting the heavenly aroma of fresh bread. “I enjoy stopping there when I can scrape together a few coppers. The kindly old baker always slips me an extra roll with a wink.”

At another corner, Celeste indicated a ramshackle building tilting precariously between two sturdier structures. “I’ve named that peculiar little shop The Drunken House,” she confided conspiratorially. “See how it leans to one side like it’s stumbling home after one too many ales?”

I had to laugh at her whimsical naming and observations. Though still new to frontier life, she was clearly embracing Gladdenfield’s quirks and charms, viewing them through the unique lens of her creative mind. Each nibble of insight into how she saw this world delighted me more.

Before long, the allure of freshly baking bread drew us toward the bakery. My stomach rumbled loudly, reminding me I had rushed out without breakfast. “How about an early pastry and some coffee?” I asked Celeste.

Her answering grin was immediate. “I would enjoy that very much,” she replied, giving my arm an affectionate squeeze as I led us inside the cozy shop redolent with yeasty aroma. I insisted on paying for a generous assortment of still-warm baked goods and two piping hot coffees to share.

Settling at a table by the front window, Celeste and I enjoyed flaky croissants and cinnamon rolls still oozing with icing. The elf girl clearly relished the sweet tastes, made even sweeter by our continued amiable conversation about her musical talents. Her passion for song was readily apparent.

As we lingered over second cups of coffee, I was loath for this pleasant interlude to end. But the morning was escaping swiftly, and I knew Leigh would soon be looking for me to head back to the homestead. With regret, I explained we must be going shortly.

Celeste’s smile faded briefly before returning tremulously. “I understand,” she said. “I appreciate you taking time to see me once more before departing. Today shall remain a cherished memory.” Her eloquence charmed me.

“I’d love to come visit again soon,” I said. “We have some work to do at the homestead, but we always come back to Gladdenfield every few days. How about I drop by your house the next time I’m here?”

Celeste’s expression instantly darkened at the notion. “That sounds lovely, but… I’m unsure if I’ll be there.”

I perked an eyebrow. “Unsure? How come?”

“It… It is a long story. I do not wish to keep you.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “Come on. Let’s sit down for a moment, and we’ll talk about it.”

She gave a meek protest, but my heart went out to her, and she quickly sensed my sincerity and gave in.
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Gently, I guided Celeste over to sit on a sunny bench and turned to face her directly. “Now,” I said, “what’s going on? Why are you unsure that you’ll still be at your house in a few days?”

“Well,” she hummed, obviously a little abashed. “The truth is, the money Uncle left is nearly gone, and I cannot afford next week’s rent.” Her voice quavered with barely restrained panic. “I don’t know what I shall do, but I cannot stay there.”

“Why didn’t you tell me things were this difficult?” I asked softly.

She averted her gaze, cheeks coloring. “I… I did not wish to appear beggared,” Celeste admitted in a small voice. “It is not something I am proud of — to be an impoverished vagabond.”

I took her slender hands in mine. “You could never be that in my eyes,” I assured her. “Please, let me help. I care about you and don’t want to see you struggling alone.”

Celeste lifted her eyes hopefully. “Truly? I cannot bear the thought of imposing…”

I smiled. “Don’t worry about that.”

Celeste looked at me with desperation in her emerald eyes. “But how could you possibly help with my situation?” she asked, her voice taut with emotion. “I cannot pay what I owe on my rented room, and the landlord is not a patient man. I fear he shall turn me out the moment rent is overdue a single day.”

I pondered a moment. Of course, I wanted nothing more than to offer her a place to stay with us at the homestead. But I felt it was too early for that. She and I had only recently met. Besides, she still had to meet Diane, and since Diane lived with me, I felt they needed to meet at the very least.

Celeste’s big green eyes were on me as I thought it over, and I could clearly see there was a measure of despair there. However, an idea soon came to mind.

“Well,” I said, “perhaps I could have a talk with Darny over at the Wild Outrider,” I suggested. “He seems to like your singing talents. Maybe he could be persuaded to offer you a room in the tavern in exchange for regular performances.”

Hope flared in Celeste’s expression. “Truly? You believe he would consider such an arrangement?” She clasped her hands, scarcely daring to believe deliverance could be so close at hand.

I smiled reassuringly. “I’m almost certain of it. Darny knows firsthand what an asset your beautiful voice and playing are to the tavern’s atmosphere.” I rose from the bench, resolve renewed. “Come, let’s go speak with him right away.”

Celeste accompanied me eagerly back into town, new optimism lightening each graceful step despite her circumstances remaining unchanged for now. Her faith in me to aid her through this difficulty was both daunting and inspiring. I would not fail her trust.


Chapter 45

The tavern was quiet, it being morning, but the steady humdrum of folks enjoying their breakfast seemed jarringly loud after our idyllic walk along the tranquil river as Celeste and I entered the dim interior. Behind the long wooden counter, Darny looked up from scrubbing out a row of cloudy beer mugs and grinned broadly through his beard at the sight of us.

Beckoning him over with a wave of my hand, I politely asked, “Sorry to trouble you, Darny, but might Celeste and I have a quick private word with you? It’s rather important.”

Darny’s bushy brows shot up in surprise, but he readily nodded and agreed. “Of course, of course!”

Turning to yell some instructions back to one of his barmaids, he then waved for us to follow him over to a small table tucked away in the back corner of the tavern, out of earshot from the few other early patrons scattered around.

As we settled around the table, I met Darny’s curious gaze. Keeping my voice low so as not to be overheard, I proceeded to explain Celeste’s increasingly dire financial plight to him while she sat tense and quiet beside me, slender hands folded tensely in her lap.

I told Darny how the money Waelin had left for her was nearly depleted, and she had no way to pay next week’s rent on her room. My heart ached to see her usual radiance dimmed by fear and uncertainty.

As I spoke in hushed tones, Darny’s jovial expression gradually shifted to one of genuine concern. Turning his sympathetic gaze toward Celeste, he asked gently, “Well, you’ve been playin’ here for a while now. You could’ve talked to me about this, and I’m sure we could’ve made an arrangement.”

Celeste’s fair cheeks flushed an even deeper rose than their usual perpetual blush as she worried the embroidered edge of her sleeve self-consciously beneath the table. These words of Darny’s were good for her to hear. After all, Darny would’ve likely offered help earlier if she had gone to the trouble of actually talking to him for longer than a few minutes.

Keeping her eyes averted shyly, Celeste replied in a small, tremulous voice, “Darny, I don’t… I didn’t mean to impose. I still don’t.” She shot me a worried look. “Perhaps we should…”

But Darny waved off her protests. “Let’s see now…” He rubbed his bewhiskered chin, pondering a moment. Soon his face lit up.

“I know! We’ve a small room upstairs that’s unused,” he declared brightly. “You’re welcome to it, my dear, in exchange for playing in the tavern every evenin’. The wife will set you up with some food as well — three meals a day! I’d be thrilled to have your talents here regular-like! How’s it sound?”

Celeste’s eyes shone, and she turned to me in wonderment. “Food and board?” she whispered elatedly.

I grinned, giving her hand an encouraging squeeze beneath the table. Her relief was palpable.

“Oh Darny, are you certain?” Celeste asked tremulously, scarcely daring to believe his generosity. “I promise I will earn my keep by singing every evening.”

Darny waved off her effusive thanks. “It’s done!” he stated adamantly. “ Can’t have Gladdenfield’s star attraction out on the streets. I won’t hear another word about it.” His eyes twinkled merrily. “And besides, we folk of the frontier gotta look out for one another.” He wagged his finger. “We may not be a band of fancy, sorcerin’ elves, but we stick together in Gladdenfield. We’re a community, and you’re part of it, like it or not!”

She was unable to speak due to being caught between gratitude and a sense of shame for having been so aloof during her first days in Gladdenfield Outpost. I had expected that Darny — a real pillar of the community — would be able to help her, and I was happy my guess had been right.

“Well,” he said, “I gotta head back for a spell. I’ll be back in a minute to help you get settled into that room!” With that, Darny tactfully made himself scarce to afford us a moment as emotions overwhelmed the elf girl.

Overcome with gratitude, Celeste turned and threw both arms around my neck. “However can I thank you?” she exclaimed, eyes gleaming with unshed tears of elation.

I simply held her close, my own happiness multiplied by hers. When she finally sat back dabbing at her eyes with a kerchief, I took Celeste’s slender hands in mine.

“Well, you’ve got Darny to thank,” I said. “As for me, I’d just like to see you again soon.”

That radiant smile I was beginning to adore instantly graced her fair features once more, banishing the last shadows of fear and uncertainty. In that moment, she had never looked more beautiful.

Composing herself, Celeste turned to me with solemn eyes. “I shall endeavor to prove worthy of the faith you and Darny have placed in me,” she vowed fervently.

I gave her hands an encouraging squeeze beneath the table. “You owe me nothing. Your friendship is thanks enough.”

At that moment, Darny returned beaming, apparently quite pleased with himself for concocting this ideal solution. He jovially offered to show Celeste to her cozy new accommodations upstairs so she could move in right away.

Grinning, I rose as well. “It’s time for me to be on my way,” I said. “Leigh and I need to head back to the homestead.”

Celeste paused and turned back, gifting me with a look I can only describe as adoring. “I shall see you soon, David,” she promised warmly. “I cannot wait! I had a lovely time with you.”

Smiling, I received a hug from her, as well as a timid kiss on my cheek. After that, she followed Darny, and Darny’s wife was already waiting with a handful of linens, ready to bustle about and concern herself with Celeste’s wellbeing. Before they headed up, Celeste offered me a wave.

Watching her disappear happily up the stairs beside Darny and his wife, I exhaled slowly, happy the dire crisis had passed so swiftly. Stepping back out into the bustling frontier settlement, I whistled merrily despite our parting now at hand. Celeste would be safe and sheltered here in Gladdenfield until we met again.

My steps turned toward the general store, sure that I would find Leigh awake. She awaited my return so we could begin the ride back to our little spot by the Silverthread River, where Diane waited.

But I knew Celeste and I would reunite soon enough. For now, pleasant memories would sustain me until that joyful reunion could occur. With a lighter heart, I strode on, whistling a tune as I reflected on the things to come.

The frontier still had much in store, it seemed…
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Chapter 1

The morning sun shone down through the leafy forest canopy as Diane led the way along the winding trail, her foxlike ears pricked alertly atop of her head. Silence surrounded us, broken only by the calls of birds and the soft crunch of fallen leaves underfoot.

I walked a few paces behind, with Leigh following just after me. My rifle was slung over my shoulder, ready if needed, although I expected that — in combat — I would rely more and more on my summons. After all, I now knew how to call forth the avatar of Aquana, a water elemental, as well as a storm elemental and a guardian.

Between the three of them, I needed little else. But it was always wise to have a back-up.

But I was not sure if I would need my offensive capabilities on today’s expedition. Yesterday, Diane had returned from an evening round of the homestead all excited and a little nervous.

She told us she had seen strange, large tracks in this area yesterday, and we were eager to investigate further. After all, we lived close to the Wilds, and dangerous beasts could creep in.

Now, sweeping my gaze side to side, I saw no immediate sign of the mysterious tracks. But Diane pressed on ahead confidently, trailing the unseen path of whatever had left its mark upon the forest floor.

Beside me, Leigh kept equal pace, her keen eyes scanning the path ahead. An explorer’s curiosity glimmered in her blue eyes. I could not help but smile, admiring her energetic stride.

Turning my focus back to our surroundings, I glanced upward. Was it my imagination, or had the very air seemed to grow heavier, laden with some unseen charge, as we ventured deeper beneath the bows of oak and pine?

Ahead, Diane paused, raising a hand to halt our approach. In a whisper, she called for us to draw near and indicated a disturbance in the leaf litter blanketing the path.

Kneeling, I could discern a large, clawed paw print pressed clearly into the loam. Three long talons had gouged the soft earth, beside a heavy central pad. My breath caught softly. These were no ordinary tracks.

“Some kind of monster passed through here,” Diane murmured. “Maybe less than an hour ago. We should be cautious.” Broken ferns and trampled undergrowth spoke of something bulky shouldering past. “But I never saw tracks like these before…”

I exchanged an intrigued glance with Leigh. Her blue eyes were alight with interest as she studied the unusual print. “I know these tracks,” she declared in a hushed tone. “We’ve found ourselves a larroling!”

“A larroling?” I asked in a whisper, curiosity piqued by the unfamiliar name. “I don’t think I’ve heard of those before. What exactly are they?”

Leigh’s eyes shone as she explained eagerly. “They’re these big, territorial critters that roam the forests. They’re big, bipedal, and they got thick hides and these long tusks for fightin’. They’re omnivores, but mostly eat plants and roots. But they can be right nasty if disturbed. I’ve always wanted to see one up close!”

Though I now had some grasp of what manner of beast we tracked, Leigh’s enthusiasm still made me eager to pursue it further. With Diane’s agreement, we pressed on, moving stealthily as we followed the meandering path of those distinctive prints through the dense forest.

We proceeded in tense silence, senses straining for any sign of movement ahead...

Hardly twenty feet up the path, a bulky, shaggy shape shuffled into view between the trees. I stared, awestruck. The creature was enormous, the beginning of its slab-like head level with my chest. Curved tusks protruded from its mouth.

The larroling stood taller than a bear on stocky, stump-like legs tipped with claws longer than my hand. Its coarse hide was a motley patchwork of brown and gray fur.

Beady eyes under a bony brow ridge surveyed the trail ahead intently. Snorting again, the larroling took several thudding steps forward, long pink snout quivering. It was sniffing for our scent!

My heart hammered in my chest. If the wind shifted, we would be revealed for certain! Diane and Leigh shrank back deeper into the shadows beside me. Nobody dared move a muscle, and our weapons were at the ready. When I made ready to call forth a summon, Leigh placed a hand on my arm.

“Don’t,” she whispered. “It won’t attack if we don’t.”

After what felt like an eternity, the larroling huffed in annoyance, lifting its blocky head and snuffling loudly. When our location remained hidden, it soon shuffled away down the path out of sight.

A full minute passed before any of us stirred or rose from our positions. Once the coast seemed clear, we extricated ourselves from the brush, gathering to confer excitedly.

“By Ilmanaria’s grace, that was incredible luck!” Diane gasped, laughing giddily once she found her voice again. Her tail swished in elation.

I clasped Leigh’s shoulder, my heart still racing with adrenaline. “That was amazing! What a majestic creature! Nice work spotting those tracks, Leigh.”

Fortune had smiled upon us to observe the beast so closely unharmed. The larroling was, of course, a creature of Tannoris, and I was greatly intrigued by its mythical appearance.

As we turned to head back toward the homestead, Leigh spoke up thoughtfully. “You know, a creature that size could be dangerous roaming so near the cabin. Perhaps we should try to deal with it.”

I pondered her words. Diane looked uncertain, likely wary of confronting the hulking larroling directly. But Leigh’s daring spirit could not resist the challenge.

“In fact,” Leigh continued excitedly, “I’d love to try binding it as a pet using my abilities as a Beastmaster! A larroling could be mightily useful out here. What do y’all think?”

“That’s a great idea, Leigh!” I exclaimed. “We won’t have to drive it away or kill it, and it could help us out in any Dungeon runs or other encounters.”

Diane still appeared reluctant, but I knew Leigh’s skills were up for the task of taming the beast if we could subdue it. “It’s worth considering,” I said. “But we’ll have to plan this carefully.”

Leigh nodded, grinning enthusiastically. “Just leave it to me! That critter will be eating out of my hand before long.” Her confidence was contagious, and even Diane had to chuckle.

“Alright,” I said. “What do you need?”

“A lure,” Leigh hummed. “I can use my Class abilities to craft it, but we’ll need to find some ingredients.”

I nodded at Diane. “Our Foraging skills might help with that...”
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Resolved to capture and tame the larroling, Diane and I turned to Leigh. “What are we looking for?” Diane asked Leigh.

The blonde touched her plump bottom lip for a moment. “We will need faerie cap mushrooms, goldenseal, stoneshine lichen, and some spider silk…”

As a skilled Scout, Diane closed her eyes and concentrated deeply, using her intuitive connection with the forest to sense where useful plants might grow. I had a Foraging and Identify Plants skill, but Diane had a skill that also allowed her to specify which plants she was looking for and then locate them.

“This way,” Diane said after a moment, eyes still closed as she pointed confidently off the trail. Trusting her instincts, Leigh and I followed as she wove skillfully between the trees. I glanced around curiously, wondering where exactly she would take us.

Before long, Diane paused beside a gnarled oak tree. “Here,” she declared, indicating a cluster of small azure mushrooms peeking from the thick carpet of leaves. “Faerie caps.”

Leigh gave an excited clap of her hands. “Perfect! These have mystical properties that will help draw the larroling.”

As Diane harvested the mushrooms with care, I stood guard, listening intently for any sign of the lumbering beast’s approach. The forest remained tranquil, but we had to stay alert.

Carrying an armful of the iridescent fungi, Diane led us farther into a sunny glade dotted with wildflowers. “Now, we’re looking for goldenseal,” she explained, sniffing the air. “Its roots have a potent scent. I don’t need to activate any skills to find them.”

As a foxkin, her sense of smell was sharper than that of ordinary people. For someone with a Scout Class, that was a boon…

At the glade’s edge, she bent to gently dig up several goldenroot bulbs, their fragrance indeed spicy and distinct. Leigh nodded approvingly at Diane’s finds so far. Just a few more vital ingredients remained.

Our search next led down into a shaded ravine split by a babbling stream. Moss-covered boulders lined its banks as we picked our way carefully between them, eyes scanning for any sign of danger.

“There,” Leigh said suddenly, rushing over to a dense thicket. Delicately pinned between the barbs, wispy balls of spider silk shone in the dappled sunlight. “These will bind the lure’s elements together nicely,” she explained, collecting the filaments.

Her pack now brimming with faerie caps, goldenseal, and spider silk, Leigh paused to mentally catalog our haul so far. “One more should do it,” she mused thoughtfully. “Stoneshine lichen — it grows on boulders.”

Scanning the ravine, I quickly spotted a broad, flat stone encrusted with patches of glimmering chartreuse lichen. Drawing my hunting knife, I carefully scraped a sample off into Leigh’s outstretched palm.

“Excellent!” Leigh said, holding up the shimmering lichen. She turned and gave Diane an approving pat on the back. “You located everything perfectly. Now let’s get to crafting before our furry friend wanders too far off.”

Finding a sunny clearing, Leigh knelt and removed her foraging pouch, laying out the ingredients with meticulous care while Diane and I watched in fascination. Taking up the faerie caps first, Leigh closed her eyes to focus.

As we observed, Leigh’s brow furrowed in deep concentration, golden hair falling like a curtain around her face. She began systematically crushing caps between two rocks, collecting the juices and fibers.

Next, Leigh mashed goldenseal bulbs into the mix, releasing their earthy aroma. Her shoulders soon relaxed as she settled into the comforting trance of crafting. Diane and I remained perfectly still and silent nearby.

Humming softly, Leigh added the wispy spider silk, weaving the threads throughout the chunky paste until they bound it together. Lastly she worked in flecks of the lichen, its glittering particles lending an iridescent sheen.

Pinching off a walnut-sized lump of the finished mixture, Leigh rolled it between her palms, smoothing its surface into a flawless orb that gave off a hypnotic shimmer in the sunlight.

Finished at last, Leigh smiled proudly at the glowing lure resting in her palm. Its mystic qualities were palpable. She handed it to me gingerly. “There, that should entice our friend straight to us.”

I turned the lure over delicately, admiring its pearlescent luster. Within its swirling depths, mesmerizing motes of light sparkled and danced. Its allure was undeniable. “Incredible work, Leigh,” I said, returning it to her waiting hand.

Diane’s blue eyes were wide with awe. “It’s perfect,” she murmured appreciatively. “I can already imagine the larroling being helplessly drawn to it.” Her tail swished eagerly at the thought.

Safely securing the fragile lure, Leigh rose, brushing forest debris from her knees with a satisfied smile. “Many thanks for your help, you two,” she said warmly. “Now, let’s go find somewhere to set our trap.”

Slinging our gear over our shoulders once more, our party set off through the sun-speckled forest, invigorated by our success crafting the lure and the thrill of the hunt ahead. Though we had to remain wary, our movements in the now-familiar stretch of forest were confident and quick.

Before long, we reached a small clearing surrounded by bramble thickets — an ideal location with plenty of cover. Working swiftly, we used vines to rig a clever snare trap beside a game trail showing larroling tracks.

In its center, Leigh gently wedged the glowing lure. Stepping back to admire our handiwork, we exchanged tense, exhilarated grins. Now came the true test of our woodcraft and Leigh’s mystical bait.

Finding well-concealed vantage points nearby, we settled in to keep patient watch, ready to spring our ambush at the first sign of the larroling’s lumbering approach. The forest seemed to hold its own breath in anticipation...

Shards of sunlight played over the empty snare as we peered out from hiding, ears pricked and hearts hammering with exhilaration. Now it was only a matter of time before the forest colossus arrived to take our bait. Our trap was set and the hunt was on!


Chapter 2

Crouched in the underbrush, we scarcely dared breathe as the minutes crawled by. Any little sound seemed amplified as we waited tensely for the larroling to appear. Leigh’s eyes blazed with anticipation where she hid, ready to spring her trap.

Before long, the bushes rustled up ahead. I froze, my pulse quickening. Was our quarry finally approaching? A bulky shadow lumbered into view between the brambles. Antlers swept low branches aside as a creature shuffled closer, snuffling curiously.

It was the larroling! Drawn by the lure’s mystical emanations, the shaggy beast had returned. It halted mere steps from the cunningly concealed snare, small eyes fixed upon the glimmering orb. I could scarcely breathe as I watched that mythical beast drawn near. It had taken the bait!

With bated breath, we watched the enthralled larroling stretch its long neck toward the lure, tusks gleaming. It gave the strange object an experimental prod with its snout, then abruptly reared back, squealing in alarm as the snare’s hidden noose snapped tight around one tree-trunk leg.

The larroling thrashed and flailed violently, roaring its fury as the vines held fast. Leigh sprang from hiding with a sharp cry, dashing straight for the tethered creature. This was her moment!

Nimbly evading the larroling’s lashing claws; Leigh slipped beneath its defenses and laid both hands firmly upon its heaving flank. Closing her eyes, she began murmuring a mesmerizing chant. Gradually, the larroling’s struggles eased as shining hearts appeared in the air around where she touched it, indicating she was using her Beastmaster ability.

Still murmuring soothingly, Leigh moved to stand directly before the subdued beast. Though it watched her warily, it no longer fought against its bonds. Leigh’s taming spell was taking effect. Soon the creature would obey her will.

As Leigh communed silently with the larroling, I caught a glimpse of her eyes glowing emerald beneath shuttered lids. Wisps of verdant energy swirled around her fingers pressed to its hide. Her Class ability was a mystical sight to behold.

Bit by bit, the last of the larroling’s tension drained away. Its thunderous roars softened to rumbling grunts. Leigh continued whispering gently until finally it quieted altogether, now fully bound to her will.

Letting her hands slip from its shaggy flank, Leigh turned to grin at Diane and me, the emerald light fading from her eyes. “It’s done,” she declared. “This gentle giant now answers to me alone.”

The tamed larroling snuffled placidly at her shoulder, almost as if to confirm what Leigh had just said.

Moving slowly so as not to startle our new ally, Diane and I emerged from hiding to stand marveling beside Leigh and the docile colossus. Its small eyes followed us without alarm. Leigh’s power had tamed its wild spirit entirely through the use of her Class ability.

“Amazing!” Diane gasped, daring to reach up and pat the larroling’s furry snout. It chuffed at her touch but made no move to withdraw. “I can hardly believe this is the same beast we hid from in terror not long ago!”

I shook my head in awe. “Incredible work, Leigh,” I told her sincerely. She had masterfully bent this massive creature to acceptance of her companionship with only her Beastmaster abilities.

As we lavished Leigh with praise, she waved it off modestly. “I’ve always had a way with animals,” she explained. “With enough time and patience, just about any critter can become your loyal friend.” The newly docile larroling proved her point.

While Leigh kept her soothing hand upon the great beast to reinforce their newfound bond, Diane and I quickly removed the snare still looped around its hind leg. It waited patiently as we loosed it.

Freed at last, the imposing creature rolled its bullish shoulders and shook itself before lowering its blocky head to signal submissiveness to Leigh. A deep rumble resonated from its barrel chest — not a roar of fury, but something akin to an immense purr.

Gazing fondly at the affectionate display, I said, “I think someone’s made a friend for life.”

Leigh beamed, burying her hands in the larroling’s coarse pelt. “Let’s head home and get him settled.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I hadn’t given that much thought! Where will it sleep?”

“Oh, outside,” she said, waving it away. “Larrolings don’t need much care or comfort. It’ll scrounge around for food, and I’ll make sure it don’t upset the farmin’ and alchemy plots. Other than that, this beastie will guard the area and pretty much go its own way unless I tell it to do otherwise.”

I nodded slowly, realizing we had won ourselves another powerful ally. Between my summons and the larroling, we could field a significant force…

Leigh elected to walk at the larroling’s shoulder as we turned onto the forest path leading back to the cabin. Already, it responded readily to her subtle guidance, lumbering along docilely at her side.

Its rippling muscles and powerful frame hinted at what a formidable guardian it could become under Leigh’s direction. With training, the larroling would surely develop into a loyal protector of our homestead.

When we arrived in the broad clearing surrounding the cabin, Ghostie and Sir Boozles immediately zipped over to investigate our huge new companion. To my relief, they seemed more curious than alarmed. Mr. Drizzles, the stupidly named storm elemental, kept its distance and impassively continued its rounds.

While I set out fresh water from the Silverthread for the larroling, Leigh patiently introduced it to each domesticant, soothing any concerns with calm reassurances. Soon they appeared to accept this newest addition to our motley crew.

Gazing proudly at our new companion, I slung an arm around Leigh’s shoulders. “You’ve outdone yourself today,” I told her sincerely. “Well done, Leigh.”

I then smiled at Diane as I pulled her in for a hug as well. “And you, too! This is pretty impressive!”

Both girls leaned affectionately against me with happy sighs. “It was nice to be out there again,” Leigh hummed. “It’s been a while since I felt the thrill of taming an animal!”

I grinned and nodded. “See, life at the homestead is already growing on you!”


Chapter 3

That evening, Diane prepared a hearty venison stew using meat from a recent successful hunt. The savory aroma filled the cozy cabin as she stirred the bubbling pot. I set the table while Leigh added more split logs to the crackling fire.

Soon, we were all seated around the wooden table as Diane began ladling steaming bowls of stew. “Smells delicious!” I said, breathing in the fragrant vapors appreciatively.

Her frontier cooking never failed to rouse my appetite, and she knew how to whip any ingredients into a tasty and filling meal.

Diane smiled, brushing back a stray lock of raven hair that had escaped her braid. “Thank you, my love. We have so much venison from the hunt, I thought to use some of it for a nice stew.” She passed Leigh and me each a bowl before taking her own seat.

We ate with relish, savoring the tender meat, potatoes, carrots, and onions. Diane’s skills at seasoning were evident in the perfect blend of herbs and spices. Outside, daylight faded as we enjoyed the cozy meal together.

Over seconds, talk turned to making plans for the next day. “So,” I began, “we all agree we need more funds for the cabin expansion, right?” I remarked.

The girls nodded vehemently. We had gone over the plans I had drafted with their help — Leigh especially had a head for numbers — and while we could source some of the materials ourselves and needed no labor other than ours and that of my summons, we would need to procure much. And that would not be cheap.

“Perhaps we could take a quest tomorrow? There may be some well-paying jobs available in Gladdenfield that play to our strengths. Even if there aren’t, we can drop off some supplies with Randal at Leigh’s store and earn some cash that way.”

With Leigh part of my family, revenue from the store now benefited us all. However, in order to have Leigh with us more often, we needed to pay Randal fair wages for his work, and that left little coin for us — after all, Gladdenfield Outpost was only a small settlement; the store did not make that much.

Leigh nodded, pausing to wipe stew from her chin. “Yeah,” she agreed. “I want to check up on Randal too. See if he needs any help. And I’m sure we could rustle up an adventure or two to stock the coffers! We make a pretty good team, after all.” Her blue eyes sparkled eagerly at the thought.

“We should go prepared for anything,” Diane suggested pragmatically. “I can resupply our traveling packs with provisions tonight.” Though more cautious by nature, she knew funds were short. We would need to get to work if we wanted to expand.

I gave Diane an approving smile. “Good thinking. And I’ll make sure to bring some mana potions and some of the healing potions left over from our expedition to Nimos Sedia.” Turning to Leigh, I asked, “What do you think would be our best bet for profitable quests?”

Leigh tapped her spoon thoughtfully against her chin. “Let me think... I reckon clearing out a low-level Dungeon could pay nicely. And caravan guard jobs sometimes have bonus pay. Oh! Or a bounty hunt — I know there’s some critters with prices on their heads from time to time.”

“A Dungeon could work,” I mused. “Provided we find one well-suited to our levels and abilities.” I was grateful to have these two capable women at my side to take on such challenges. “Not so sure about guarding a caravan. That sounds like we might be away from the homestead too long.”

Diane got up to stir the pot on the hearth and refresh our stew. “I agree,” she said, giving me a meaningful glance. “There is much we must do at the homestead. We can’t be gone for weeks.”

Leigh nodded soberly. “You both are absolutely right,” she hummed. “We should have a chat with Darny at the Wild Outrider. He usually has a pretty good idea of what’s goin’ on in town and who’s lookin’ for what.”

Diane smiled warmly and agreed with her friend. She refilled our bowls before retaking her seat. “There should be suitable opportunities that play to our strengths without undue danger.”

Between bites, I said, “We make a good team, so something requiring scouting, tracking, or protecting could work well.” Our varied skills complemented each other nicely for certain quests.

“Ooh, like a rescue mission!” Leigh suggested excitedly. “Good coin in savin’ lost travelers or recoverin’ stolen goods from bandits.” Her enthusiasm for living the adventure was catching.

I laughed. “Well, let’s see what’s available first before picking anything specific.” Taking quests blind could be risky. But Leigh’s passion for our travels together was endearing.

We lingered over our meal, continuing to discuss potential jobs to pursue in Gladdenfield. Leigh’s eyes shone as she described thrilling tales of past quests she had undertaken before we met. She had roamed the frontier for some time shortly after the Upheaval, and she had gone on a few quests before settling in Gladdenfield Outpost.

Diane and I listened with amusement to her colorful stories, enjoying seeing Leigh so animated. She waved her hands enthusiastically, nearly upsetting her drink in her eagerness to share each adventure.

The fire cracked merrily in the hearth as we talked. Our empty stew bowls sat forgotten while Leigh regaled us with an account of rescuing a carpenter’s son from orcish river pirates.

“We tracked those orc rapscallions for three days through marsh and mire before finally cornerin’ them in their den,” she enthused.

Diane and I hung on every word. Leigh’s affinity for daring exploits was contagious.

“I was with a party of five others back then,” she continued. “A Paladin, a Tempest Mage, a Thief, a Berserker, and a White Mage… We made short work of them orcs, and the little kid was scared half to death when we found him.”

After the conclusion of that particular tale, talk turned again to speculating what opportunities the job board in Gladdenfield might hold come morning. Our imaginations were eager to envision what might await.

“Regardless of what we pick, I’m just excited to be venturin’ out with you both again,” Leigh said warmly, reaching over to give my hand an affectionate squeeze. “Our little fellowship makes even the dullest job excitin’.”

I smiled. “I feel the same way, Leigh. With you two at my side, I know there’s no challenge we can’t handle.”

Diane nodded her agreement, tail swishing happily.

Our conversation and laughter continued late into the evening as we enjoyed simply being together. When yawns finally came, we reluctantly declared it time to clean up for the night, calling on Ghostie and Sir Boozles to do most of the work. After that, we retired to the cozy sitting area to relax by the fire.

For lack of a large enough bed, we had made a little nest in front of the fire, and we spent the rest of the evening there. Soon, talk turned to touch, and we all fell asleep sweaty and satisfied when night was fully upon us.


Chapter 4

Morning sunlight streamed in through the cabin windows as I stirred awake. Beside me, Diane and Leigh still slept soundly. Careful not to disturb them, I slipped from beneath the quilts and began readying for the day ahead.

After washing up and dressing, I gently opened the door and looked outside. The property was quiet, and Ghostie and Sir Boozles slipped through the door, eager to be inside like cats after a night out. I peered until I saw both the storm elemental and the larroling were fine.

A quiet night, it appeared.

I lit the stove and put a kettle on to boil while I sliced some bread and cheese for a quick breakfast. The simple fare would fortify us for the ride to Gladdenfield.

As I ate, I mentally catalogued supplies to pack for the journey. We would need provisions, camping gear, and other essentials in case the quest took us far afield or delayed our return. We would also require alchemical provisions — mana draughts, healing potions, and some of the leftover antidote in case we came across venomous or poisonous critters.

By the time Diane and Leigh stirred awake, I had all our travel packs laid out on the table ready to be loaded up. The smell of fresh coffee finally coaxed the girls to join me at the table, yawning and rubbing sleep from their eyes.

“Morning, you two,” I said cheerfully. “I let you sleep in a bit. But we should get an early start for town. There’s coffee and some bread and cheese if you’re hungry.”

Leigh smiled sleepily, her golden waves of bed-tousled hair spilling over one shoulder. “Much appreciated, baby. Nothin’ like coffee to get me going!”

“Oh, I know another way or two to get you going,” I quipped, shooting her a wink.

The girls both chuckled at that before heading straight for the fragrant pot.

As we ate a quick breakfast together, I outlined the supplies I had assembled and my plan for securing the homestead in our absence. The girls listened and offered suggestions as we finalized preparations.

Before long, we were carefully stowing gear in our packs — dried rations, bedrolls, cookware, hunting knives, rope, and other essentials. I added a couple potions, carefully wrapped in soft furs, and a first aid kit.

Finally, we strapped on weapons and other combat essentials. I took my rifle and handgun, while Diane had her crossbow and Leigh had her revolver. Each of us carried a long knife as a backup.

Stepping outside into the crisp morning air, I whistled for the domesticants and my storm elemental. Ghostie, Sir Boozles, and Mr. Drizzles dutifully appeared.

I issued them firm instructions to guard the homestead diligently in our absence and keep it clean and well-tended. After that, I did a quick imbuement of the soil and the crops with my earth and woodland spirits and disarmed the traps for our time away.

Meanwhile, Leigh made Colonel ready. She would be riding him to Gladdenfield while Diane and I took the Jeep with our supplies. Our new larroling companion plodded up and snuffled Leigh’s hair affectionately.

Chuckling, Leigh gave the beast a few pats. “You be good and stick close now,” she told it with a smile.

The tame creature rumbled agreeably. It would shadow us through the forest.

“Won’t people in Gladdenfield be scared of him?” I asked.

Leigh shook her head. “He’ll get a look or two, but people know Beastmasters and a couple other Classes have pets. It’ll be fine.”

After locking up the cabin securely, we piled our packs into the Jeep. Diane claimed the passenger seat beside me. Engine rumbling to life, I steered us onto the winding trail leading away from the secluded valley.

Glancing beside us, I saw Leigh trotting on Colonel to the side of the path — not behind us as we were kicking up a lot of dust. She sang a jaunty frontier tune, blonde braid swinging. The bulky larroling brought up the rear, lumbering along at its own steady pace.

Diane fiddled with the radio dial as I drove, but static was all that came through out here. The frontier had a way of meddling with electronics, and it was a miracle that the thing would even turn on. Instead, she contented herself with watching the vibrant greenery slide by our windows. Birdsongs and sunlight accompanied us on the peaceful journey.

Each bend in the shady trail revealed new vistas of the woodlands awakening to the morning. Diane inhaled deeply of the fragrant air flowing in, a dreamy smile on her lips. Our wheels kicked up puffs of dust that drifted lazily in shafts of golden light.

My thoughts wandered happily as I tapped the steering wheel in time with a melody in my head. It felt good being on the move again to new adventures after working the homestead. A change of scenery renewed the spirit.

In the side mirror, I could see Leigh keeping easy pace astride Colonel. The handsome roan’s gait was smooth and untiring. Leigh’s golden hair fluttered in the morning breeze, her posture relaxed and confident atop her mount.

The larroling bulled its way steadily through the underbrush paralleling the twisting trail, relying on its raw power rather than agility. But the creature kept up admirably despite its lumbering gait and massive frame. It followed Leigh like a loyal puppy, and I marveled at the power of the Beastmaster.

Soon enough, the seemingly endless forest began yielding gradually to open country. Grasslands flecked with wildflowers rippled in the breeze. A hawk circled high overhead, scanning for prey.

Distant specks hinted at farms and homesteads nestled around Gladdenfield’s outskirts. Those people were like us — carving out a living from the beautiful but dangerous environment of the frontier.

Before long, the timber palisade walls of Gladdenfield came into view. The gates stood open, allowing travelers and traders easy passage in and out of the lively community. Guards waved in friendly recognition as we rumbled past.

As Leigh predicted, the guards gave the larroling a second look but did not seem alarmed. The beast was allowed to enter, but Leigh made it clear she would have to stable it together with Colonel. Apparently, there were a few special stables for pets.

I navigated the dusty main thoroughfare slowly to avoid kicking up too much grit. Townsfolk strolling the boardwalk waved to Diane and me as we passed. The settlement was beginning to stir to life as the day commenced.

Up ahead, Leigh had already dismounted and stood stroking Colonel’s neck outside the livery stable. As I parked the Jeep and turned off the engine, the larroling settled onto its haunches with a ground-shaking thud to await further commands.

Hefting our packs, Diane and I made our way over to join Leigh while stable hands saw to securing Colonel. “Well, we made it,” I remarked. “Where should we start? The tavern?”

Leigh nodded, shielding her eyes from the sun as she gazed up the bustling street. “Sounds perfect,” she agreed. “Give me a sec to stable Colonel and the larroling, and let’s go rustle up some adventure!”
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Leigh secured Colonel and the larroling in neighboring stalls with fresh hay and water while Diane and I waited outside the livery. Soon, she rejoined us, dusting straw from her hands.

“All set!” Leigh said brightly. With a wave, we set off down the bustling main thoroughfare toward the familiar facade of the Wild Outrider. The tavern’s doors stood propped open, inviting patrons escaping the morning heat.

Stepping into the dim, cool interior, we were greeted by the familiar mingled scents of ale and smoke. Despite the early hour, a handful of trail-worn regulars already sat nursing drinks. A couple of them looked like they had sat there all night, but I knew that couldn’t be the case. After all, Darny usually closed up around midnight, barring festivities or the chance for some serious extra revenue.

Behind the long counter, Darny looked up from wiping glasses and broke into a broad grin beneath his bushy mustache when he spotted us. “Well, look who it is!” he bellowed in his usual jovial manner. “My favorite adventurers return!”

We exchanged smiles as Darny came over to greet us with hearty handshakes. His eyes twinkled merrily at seeing us again.

“What brings y’all back to town so soon?” he asked. “More tales of derring-do to share, I hope? Y’know the offer for y’all to tell the tale of the tournament is still open?”

I chuckled at his enthusiasm. “Perhaps soon, Darny. For now, we’re just here to restock provisions and see what interesting opportunities there might be on offer. We’re looking to make some extra coin as we want to expand the homestead.”

Darny’s expression grew suddenly somber. Rubbing his bearded chin, he gestured for us to take a seat at the bar while he poured three mugs from a pot of coffee he kept for those patrons that didn’t like alcohol in the morning. I sensed he had news to share.

Clasping his meaty hands on the counter, Darny met our eyes gravely once we had settled onto the stools. “Well now, funny you should mention work opportunities,” he began. “We’ve got ourselves a bit of a situation, you see...”

“What is it, Darny?” Diane asked with concern, her ears lowering. Beside me, Leigh also looked apprehensive. The barman’s serious demeanor was unusual.

Darny grimaced. “It’s Clara...” he said heavily. “Seems she and her party have gone missing somewhere out in the Shimmering Peaks while expeditioning to old Hrothgar’s Hope.”

I blinked in surprise, immediately recalling the grizzled adventurer who had stopped here some time ago. She had been pursuing that dwarven Dungeon with her companions and had told us all about it the last time we were in town. Unease trickled down my spine.

Clara had told us that Hrothgar’s Hope was a dwarven Dungeon, built shortly after the Upheaval by dwarves of the Forgeheart clan. Kobolds infested the place three years ago, and Clara had said the Dungeon was supposed to be level 4 to 5. She was taking several adventurers I knew from Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament at the Aquana Festival — Branik Storsson of Ironfast, Karjela of the foxkin, and a human called Ergun.

“When did this happen?” Leigh asked with a frown, voicing my own question.

Darny sighed. “It’s been nearly a week now since they were expected back. No word or sign of ‘em since they left.” He shook his shaggy head. “Something’s gone wrong out there for sure.”

My mind raced, picturing the dangers that could have waylaid such an experienced party. She told me and Leigh that they expected kobolds, drakelings, goblins, and maybe even a young dragon. A serious challenge, but she had seemed confident in her and her party’s ability to handle it.

“There’s a reward posted by the mayor for anyone who can discover their fate,” Darny went on. “Pretty hefty sum, too. I know Clara, she’s too stubborn to go down easy. But them dwarven Dungeons in the Shimmering Peaks can be mighty treacherous...”

I nodded somberly, understanding his unspoken request. If anyone could pick up Clara’s trail, it was us. We had a Scout, after all, and we were capable of dealing with a Dungeon of that level — assuming Clara’s intel had been right.

I turned to Leigh and Diane. “What do you two think? We’re capable trackers, and we know our way around.”

Diane bit her lip anxiously. But Leigh’s eyes blazed with resolve. “Clara’s from Gladdenfield,” she declared. “We gotta look out after our own. Plus, she’s a good soul. We gotta try and find her.” She then gave a light shrug. “And we could use the coin — no sense lyin’ about that…”

“It’s the right thing to do,” Diane agreed after a moment’s hesitation. I knew tracking down Clara’s unknown fate would be dangerous. But fortune often favored the bold.

I met Darny’s hopeful gaze. “We’ll see what we can uncover,” I told him.

If Clara still lived, we would track her down. If not, at least we could return her to rest with honor. The frontier was a rough place despite its beauty; it would not be the first life claimed.

Relief broke across Darny’s careworn face. He reached over to clasp my shoulder. “Thank you, my friend. You’re Clara’s best hope if she still lives. And her party deserves a proper burial if...” His voice faltered gruffly.

I patted his shoulder. “Whatever their fate, we’ll find them,” I said simply but sincerely.

Beside me, Leigh and Diane nodded solemnly. Come what may, we would discover the truth and return tidings to Gladdenfield. I did not know if Clara had any relatives in town, but I knew Branik was of the Silverheart clan — the clan that Lord Vartlebeck ruled.

Darny quickly outlined all he knew regarding the route Clara’s group had planned to take toward Hrothgar’s Hope.

“As y’all know,” he began, “the Shimmering Peaks are north of here. ‘Bout a day or three should get you to the sloping path up Hrothgar’s Hope. It’s gonna be cold up near the summit where the entrance is, but the trail should lead ya straight there!”

I nodded along as he spoke, then let him point out the route on my map, memorizing each detail.

“I’ve been that way before,” Diane said, “so we should be able to make our way. But it’s a dangerous stretch of the frontier.”

I nodded. “We’ll be careful then, and we’ll get some extra warm clothes from Leigh’s shop. But let’s travel light — no pack animals. We should move swiftly and be mobile, especially if we run into any threat we can’t handle.”

The girls nodded agreement, and Darny too seemed to think that was wise.

“We’ll leave at first light tomorrow,” I told Darny.

If fortune favored us, perhaps we could still pick up Clara’s trail before it faded completely. Time was of the essence. After all, who knew if she and her party members were being held captive or trapped somewhere with dwindling supplies?

“Travel safely,” Darny rumbled. “And thank you again.” He squeezed my shoulder gratefully before turning to give Leigh and Diane’s hands an affectionate pat as well. “But please, don’t get lost yourselves, alright?”

I nodded. “Don’t worry,” I said. “We know what we’re doing.”

Over the next hour, we lingered at our table finalizing plans between swigs of coffee while Darny kept our mugs filled and brought us a filling lunch.

Our conversation was lively but determined. With our course set, we would prepare this day to depart on the morrow. Before that, we would pack our extra supplies, purchase what rations we needed, and get ready.

But before we would leave, there was someone else I wanted to pay a visit in town…


Chapter 5

After finishing up at the tavern, the three of us moved our supplies from the Jeep to Leigh’s house and began making preparations. Of course, I wanted to see Celeste, who was staying at the Wild Outrider, but I wanted to help my girls before I headed back there to speak to the elven beauty.

Once we had unloaded, I told Diane and Leigh I wanted to go pay Celeste a brief visit before we began preparations. They smiled knowingly and said they would take care of getting supplies while I went to see her. We would all meet again at Leigh’s place above the store for dinner and final preparations.

I made my way through the busy streets of Gladdenfield, returning friendly greetings from townsfolk along the way. My victories at the Gauntlet Run and Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament at the Aquana Festival were still fresh in their minds, and I was becoming more known by the day.

And while Waelin had never revealed to others why he had sent us to Nimos Sedia, it was a known fact that I had conquered that Dungeon and braved the Blighted Land along the way, aided by my women, and that was building my fame as well. Children watched me with big eyes, and adults paid me respect as I passed them.

Soon, I once again arrived at the Wild Outrider where Celeste now had a permanent room performing nightly. Darny waved as I passed by the counter and shot me a wink, knowing full well who I was here to see.

Climbing the creaking wooden steps, I came to Celeste’s door and gave a firm knock. After a moment, I heard light footsteps approach before the door swung open. Celeste’s eyes lit up when she saw me standing there.

“David! What a lovely surprise,” she exclaimed. “Please, come in.” She ushered me eagerly inside the cozy room. I smiled; always glad to see her radiant beauty again. Her melodic voice was like music.

As I stepped into the modest space, I saw Celeste’s elven harp resting in the corner near the window. She bade me take a seat at the small table by the cold hearth while she prepared tea.

Soon, we were settled across from each other, steaming mugs in hand. I studied her fair features in the soft morning light streaming through the curtains.

“You look well,” I remarked. “How have you been finding things here?”

Celeste smiled shyly. “Oh, the people are kind enough, if loud at times. But I cannot complain. Darny and his wife have been so very generous.” Her pointy ears flushed slightly. “And you visited at just the right moment... I was feeling rather lonely.”

I reached over to squeeze her delicate hand reassuringly. “Well, I’m here now,” I said gently. “Actually, my companions and I are in Gladdenfield to resupply and seek out a new quest.”

As we sipped our tea, I explained about the missing adventurer Clara and our intent to pick up her trail come morning. Celeste listened raptly, concern creasing her smooth brow. My heart swelled just looking at her.

“It is noble of you three to undertake such a dangerous mission,” Celeste said gravely once I had finished. “But please exercise caution in those peaks. Many perils lurk. My people of old have a vendetta with the orcs and goblins, but those wretches will just as happily slay humans or foxkin. They are murderous, and the kobolds are no better.”

“We’ll be careful,” I assured her. “And hopefully return with good news.”

I decided not to mention the equally likely prospect that Clara and her friends were already dead. But Celeste read the grim possibility in my eyes regardless.

She bit her lip pensively. “Might I ask a favor? It… It is a big favor.” Celeste ventured almost timidly after a moment.

I blinked in surprise but nodded for her to continue.

Celeste took a deep breath. “Would it be permissible if... Might I come along with you?” She rushed the request out in a nervous tumble of words.

I stared, caught wholly off guard. Bringing Celeste along had not even crossed my mind. She had never accompanied us beyond Gladdenfield’s walls.

Moreover, I knew nothing of her abilities to survive the harsh frontier. She seemed delicate, and she had only just awakened from a long, comatose slumber. The nature of her illness — other than that it was magical — had never been revealed to me.

As I floundered for words, Celeste hastily added, “You need not decide right away. But please consider letting me join you. I am restless here in town, and I feel my skills would be of use.”

I regarded her solemnly. “What skills do you have, Celeste?” I inquired gently. She averted her gaze.

“I am afraid I cannot say just yet,” she replied cryptically. “Only that I am capable of holding my own on such a quest as this. I can fight. You have my word for it.”

Her eyes were guileless. I sensed no deceit, only hope, and I had learned over the years to trust my senses. Often, the heart spoke wisdom before the mind.

But what Class would she have? We had touched on the subject of Classes before, and something about Celeste had turned wistful at that. She had not yet revealed her Class to me, and I was, in fact, unsure she even had one. And people without a Class — even elves — should not venture into the Wilds.

My instincts warred within me. The frontier’s dangers were not to be underestimated. I cared for Celeste too deeply to risk her lightly. And yet, denying her outright felt equally wrong. Accompanying us clearly meant a great deal to her.

And unlike any other, I knew what it felt like to be left behind. In the days after the Upheaval, I had been one of the people who had not — by some luck or divine boon — received a Class.

As such, while there was a whole magical world to explore, I had been confined to the Coalition-protected cities because it was simply too dangerous out there.

And I knew the feeling of being left behind was terrible. My parents got Classes, and they went adventuring. It led to their disappearances, but still, they got to see the world…

I didn’t wish for anyone else to suffer the sheltered fate of my previous life in New Springfield.

I chose my next words carefully. “If you truly feel you can handle the hazards we’ll face, I won’t refuse you outright,” I said slowly. “But I must consult with my companions first.”

Relief broke across Celeste’s delicate features. Impulsively, she leaned over to plant a soft kiss on my cheek.

“That is all I can ask,” she said warmly. “You are wise not to decide alone on this.”

My pulse quickened pleasantly at her affectionate gesture. I found myself wondering again what hidden talents Celeste might possess if she was so keen to venture into the frontier wilderness with us. But further questions would have to wait.

Glancing out the window, I saw the sun was on its way down. “I’m afraid I have to go prepare and talk to the others,” I told Celeste regretfully as I finished my tea. “But I will return with our decision by tonight, alright?”

She nodded, and I could see the hope in her pretty expression.

Rising, I clasped her hands and met her vibrant green eyes. “Whatever is decided, please know your company means more than I can express,” I said earnestly.

Celeste’s answering smile outshone the high noon sun.

After a farewell embrace, I took my leave. My thoughts swirled as brightly as the warm sun overhead and I went down the tavern steps and along Gladdenfield’s bustling avenues. Though caught off guard by Celeste’s request, a part of me now hoped she might join our fellowship.

But before that, I would need to talk things through with Diane and Leigh.


Chapter 6

That evening, after a long day of preparations, Diane, Leigh, and I gathered in the cozy dining room above Leigh’s store for a hearty dinner. The table was laden with freshly baked bread, vegetable stew, apple pie, and mugs of ale from the settlement’s bakery. Despite the savory spread, my mind kept turning to Celeste’s unexpected request from earlier.

As we began eating, I decided it was time to broach the subject. Clearing my throat, I began, “I spoke with Celeste today. She had an interesting request — she wants to join us on our mission to find Clara.”

Diane paused, her spoon halfway to her mouth. “Celeste wants to come with us on an adventure?” she asked incredulously. “Did she say why?”

I shook my head as I tore off some bread. “Only that she’s restless in town and feels her skills could aid us. But she didn’t specify what those skills are.”

“Hmm...” Diane’s brow furrowed pensively as she set down her spoon. “It seems rather sudden. And we know so little of her abilities.”

Leigh wiped her mouth and chimed in eagerly. “Aw, give the gal a chance! She’s been cooped up here for ages. I reckon she just wants a taste of adventure with pleasant company.”

Diane shot Leigh a wry grin. “Ever the adventurous spirit! But remember, the peaks harbor untold dangers. We’ll need clear heads and ample skill just to track Clara. Also, we’re a team — we’ve done this sort of thing together before. She’s new, and we’re unsure what role she can play.”

I nodded soberly, sipping my ale. “You both make good points. And we can’t make this choice lightly.” I turned to Diane. “You know these lands better than any. What perils do you foresee for someone as green as Celeste?”

Diane considered the question seriously as she tore off a hunk of bread. “Well, just the Shimmering Peaks alone… I mean, the elements pose a threat — frigid winds, thin air, avalanches on those slopes.”

She ticked each hazard off on her fingers as she spoke. “And orcs and goblins roam there as well. Celeste may be naive to their bloodlust.”

“She seems to know orcs and goblins hate her kind,” I said. “But she did not tell me if she had any prior adventures.”

“Every elf knows orcs hate their kind,” Diane said. “We simply don’t know enough about Celeste to accept her.”

“Well, we can bundle up and be her guides,” Leigh countered, gesturing with her spoon. “And we’ll be with her if any beasties appear. Ain’t gonna be the first time a greenhorn comes along to learn a thing or two…” But she shot me a questioning look, seeking my thoughts.

I pondered how best to voice my conflicted feelings. “I want Celeste to feel included, to experience life beyond town walls. She craves it deeply. I know that longing all too well.”

Leigh and Diane nodded full of empathy, understanding my past isolation.

“Yet, I worry for her safety also,” I continued after a swig of ale. “This will be her first time in the wilderness, and we three are still learning how best to survive out there ourselves.”

Diane reached over and gave my hand an understanding squeeze. “You want to grant her freedom without undue risk. A wise perspective.” Her blue eyes were compassionate.

“Maybe we start her off easy?” Leigh suggested, gesturing with her fork. “Have her join us on the trip to build experience? If we ain’t sure about her skills, we can tell her to stay outside and not enter the Dungeon. She could guard the base camp or somethin’?”

I smiled, appreciating Leigh’s effort to find a compromise. “That’s a fair point...” I mused, stroking my chin.

With training, perhaps Celeste could handle the frontier’s challenges. And if she came along, we could gauge her experience and power before we would let her get into the thick of things with us.

“Still, that means exposing her to the dangers of the Shimmering Peaks themselves,” Diane remarked. “Hrothgar’s Hope might be more dangerous, but the Shimmering Peaks are nothing to shake a stick at.”

I nodded. “I agree,” I said. “Guarding the camp will also come with perils of its own. But she guaranteed me she can fight.”

Diane nibbled her lip thoughtfully. “Provided that’s true, I suppose it could work.” She met my gaze over her stew bowl. “Celeste clearly means a great deal to you. We should at least try to make her inclusion possible.”

Impulsively, I reached out to clasp both their hands. It was sweet of her to say so, because I knew well enough she harbored a few reservations when it came to elves. Allowing her to come along was sweet, and I understood it would be a test in more than one way — combat ability, but also if she could get along with Leigh and Diane and fit our dynamic.

“You two are the best,” I said earnestly. “I want all of us to venture forth together. But only if we agree it’s safe.”

“We’ll look out for her same as we do for each other,” Leigh declared stoutly, giving my hand a squeeze.

Diane finally smiled again. “You’re right, Leigh. If we stay alert and vigilant, Celeste will learn the ways of the Wilds under our guidance.” She gave my hand an affectionate squeeze.

My own smile broadened at their show of support. With these two exceptional women at my side, I knew we could achieve anything, including mentoring a newcomer to the frontier life.

And I would not lie about it: I was hoping that, in time, Celeste would come to mean more to us than just a friend and companion; but that all depended on if she would fit the unconventional little unit that our family made up.

As we continued eating, curiosity about Celeste’s mysterious skills kept nagging at me. “Do either of you have any guesses as to what Class Celeste might have?” I asked before taking a bite of stew.

Leigh hummed thoughtfully. “Well, she’s an elf, so maybe an alchemist like her uncle? Though that doesn’t really seem to fit her love of music.”

Diane shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know her personally, but there’s one potential direction for a fellow music lover.” She tore off some bread, considering. “Perhaps a Bard?”

I nodded slowly as I took another sip of ale. “A Bard? That’s a very good point. Her music was very moving. Although I wouldn’t call it magical...” I thought back to her grace and poise. “Still, you may be onto something.”

Leigh’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, I’ll bet she’s got a sneaky Class like a Rogue! It’d fit with her lithe build and whatnot.”

“Hmm, also possible,” Diane mused. She glanced at me curiously. “Celeste didn’t even give you a hint?”

I shook my head ruefully. “She remains tight-lipped for now. But the mystery just deepens my interest.” I chuckled.

The girls laughed in response. “Well, one thing’s sure — she’s got you plenty intrigued,” Leigh teased.

I felt my cheeks flush but laughed along. Their gentle teasing was affectionate. I was fortunate to have their support in this matter.

“Then it’s settled,” I declared, steering us back on track. “I’ll inform Celeste she can join us, but she must heed our guidance and wisdom in all things. Does that sound fair?”

Diane and Leigh both nodded firmly. “Just promise you won’t let your feelings cloud your judgment where she’s concerned,” Diane added gently.

I met her earnest gaze. “You know me better than that, but point taken,” I assured her.

Raising my mug, I proclaimed, “To our first fellow traveler on the long road ahead.”

“To Celeste!” Diane and Leigh chorused, touching their mugs to mine.

The rest of dinner passed cheerfully as we discussed preparations for the days ahead. Despite the uncertainties around Celeste, I felt confident that together we could help her in the Wild, and that she would become a valuable member of our fellowship.


Chapter 7

Evening shadows descended over Gladdenfield as I made my way back to the raucous facade of the Wild Outrider. Inside, the tavern was already bustling with patrons eagerly awaiting Celeste’s nightly performance.

Weaving through the lively crowd, I spotted Darny behind the counter and exchanged a wave and a grin with the jovial barkeep. He gestured wordlessly toward a small table near the makeshift stage that he had kindly reserved for me.

Settling into the rickety chair with a nod of thanks, I allowed my gaze to roam appreciatively over the motley assortment of frontier folk who filled the tavern. Though rowdy, their cheerful camaraderie was welcoming.

Before long, the stool and violin were carried onto the modest stage, signaling the imminent start of Celeste’s set. An anticipatory hush rippled through the crowd, followed by enthusiastic applause as the elf girl glided gracefully into view.

Celeste’s sheer presence captivated all eyes the instant she took the stage. Clad in a gown of flowing emerald silk, her alabaster skin seemed to glow ethereally in the lantern light. The crowd’s din softened to reverent silence as she raised the violin to her sculpted shoulder.

Closing her eyes, Celeste drew the bow slowly across the strings. An achingly beautiful melody soared out, infused with longing and sorrow. I was struck by the haunting edge she brought to even a simple folk tune. Her skill, entrancing, I forgot the bustling tavern.

“O, mist-veiled land of ancient lore,
Where elven ships sail nevermore.
‘Neath lonely stars that vigil keep,
Your storied shores in slumber deep.”

“Once loud with joy and sorrow rang,
Meet songs of mariners who sang,
While dancing light on breakers gleamed,
Now only seagulls’ cries are screamed.

“Tannoris, beloved home,
For you my exiled people roam,
Bereft of hearth and harmony,
That graced your soaring canopies.”

“Within each heart an aching dwells,
For verdant groves and mossy dells.
Gone are the birdsong, scent of pine.
Naught left but memory’s feeble shrine.”

“Across the void sundered apart,
Still woven in each exiled heart,
Remembrance of your beauty pure,
Shall all our days of exile endure.”

“Until at last when we reclaim,
Our lost and most beloved domain,
In joy, each tear-dimmed eye shall see,
Dawn break on far Tannoris’ sea.”

As the last plaintive note faded, the rapt silence lingered a breath longer before the crowd erupted into thunderous applause. Celeste’s pale cheeks colored prettily as she inclined her head in gratitude before launching into a lively jig.

What followed was a dazzling showcase of repertoire from sprightly fiddle tunes to mournful elven ballads. The bawdy frontier folk were uncharacteristically respectful, captured wholly under her spell. Watching Celeste lose herself to the music, I could scarcely draw breath.

The minutes flew by too swiftly; each melodic piece Celeste performed imprinting itself on my heart. Her talent transcended mere technical skill. That violin was simply an extension of her soul given voice through song. Hearing her play birthed dreams of what bliss we might create together.

All too soon, Celeste’s fingers alighted gracefully on the violin strings for a final time, as her closing number came to an end. The rapturous applause shook the very rafters. Beaming, she curtsied delicately before gliding off stage, where men raised their mugs and tankards to her.

It was endearing to see that the elven beauty still struggled with the rowdy patrons of the Wild Outrider. She had told me as much during one of our earlier conversations — how she had a cultural barrier to overcome because elves usually did not mingle with the other creatures of Tannoris or Earth. But she had shown she had a spine, resolving to change her ways before they would turn her lonely.

My pulse still thrummed with the exhilaration of her performance as I weaved my way through the crowds toward her. When she caught sight of me approaching her, she took a steadying breath and smiled, waving me over — as if I hadn’t yet spotted her dazzling beauty in this crowd of bearded frontier men.

Our eyes met as I made my way past a few admirers, and in hers, I glimpsed a kindred passion that kindled my heart afresh. “Celeste, you were magnificent tonight,” I said earnestly.

A pretty blush graced her sculpted cheeks at the praise. “Oh, thank you, David,” she hummed. “It is sweet of you to say so!”

Smiling, I took her by her arm and led her to a quieter corner of the Wild Outrider, as the men began drinking and shouting, launching into bawdy frontier songs of their own.

“Really,” I told her once I had her alone. “Every time you sing, your words transport my spirit.”

As I held her arm, Celeste’s eyes shone vulnerability and hope, both apparent in her voice when she said softly, “And you have given flight to mine by coming this eve.”

I treasured those simple yet profound words, sensing well that we were growing closer.

Gently clasping both her delicate hands in mine, I gathered my courage before gazing into her vibrant eyes and saying, “Celeste, I spoke to the others, and we would be honored if you would accompany us on our quest.”

Her answering purr of delight and fierce embrace needed no further translation. When, after a moment, we parted, joyful tears glimmered on her flushed cheeks.

“You have granted my heart’s desire this night,” she whispered.

I tenderly brushed a crystalline droplet from her sculpted cheekbone, overcome with emotion myself at her naked elation.

“We’ll set out at first light,” I told her gently. “It will be a long journey. So, for now, you should try to rest.”

She gifted me with a radiant smile that outshone even the moon’s soft glow. “I shall play the sweetest melodies when we make camp,” Celeste promised, clasping her hands. “You shall hear music such as you have never known!”

I chuckled. “Well, we might have to be quiet so as not to attract attention to ourselves…”

She blinked, touching her plump lip with a slender finger before nodding. “Of course, you are right. But pray tell, are there any specific preparations you would ask of me?”

I quickly told her of the route north toward the Shimmering Peaks and of the icy winds on the flanks of Hrothgar’s Hope. She quickly picked up that she would need to pack warm clothes, and I told her that Leigh would pack victuals from the store. If she had anything else that might be of value on an expedition such as this, I recommended her to bring it along as well.

She listened attentively, and I got the feeling from her questions and conclusions that she had been out in the wilderness before. That gave me hope — there was likely more to her than met the eye.

At length, I reluctantly bid her goodnight, knowing we both required sleep. Celeste saw me to the door, standing framed in firelight. We exchanged one final, lingering glance, speaking of dreams unvoiced, before I descended into the now quiet streets.

My heart felt buoyant as my boots echoed off the cobblestones. Celeste would join our fellowship come dawn. Though her class remained a mystery, her passion was unmistakable. Together, we would help her find her courage.

I lifted my face to the blanket of glittering stars overhead. The heavens themselves seemed to wink in portent of adventure. Somewhere out there, our destiny waited. There would be combat and peril, but I was looking forward to it and to the bonds it would forge between us.

When I arrived back at Leigh’s, I found her still awake, unable to fully settle on the eve of our departure. She sat gazing pensively into the dying embers when I entered.

At the sight of me, she stirred from her reverie. “So, how did it go?” Leigh asked, eyes searching mine for a clue. “What did she say?”

I could not restrain a radiant smile as I gave her the news. “Celeste is coming with us.”


Chapter 8

The next morning, the first blush of dawn was just creeping over the eastern forest as Leigh, Diane, and I made our way through the quiet streets of Gladdenfield. A chill still clung to the morning air, our breath fogging faintly, but the towering timber palisade walls already cast long shadows across our path.

We first made our way to the stables, where a sleepy attendant was helping those who — like us — were leaving town early and needed to get their mounts ready. There, we found Leigh’s larroling, and the creature gave a happy huff at the sight of its mistress.

She made sure it had been well tended before we moved on together, heading toward the gates.

Up ahead, the gates stood closed and barred, the night watch still on duty. We would need to wait a bit yet until they opened for morning departures. Shifting my pack, I glanced around for any sign of Celeste joining us.

Diane walked silently beside me, her expression pensive. Though supportive of allowing Celeste to accompany us, I sensed her unease. Bringing a newcomer into our close-knit group was no small matter, and she had expressed before that she often found elves arrogant. But I had faith Celeste would find her place.

On my other side, Leigh seemed to share none of our hesitance. “Maybe we should check on Celeste?” she suggested brightly. “Wouldn’t want her to sleep through our grand adventure!”

I nodded. “We’re a bit early. I’ll go to the Wild Outrider and see if she’s up.”

It seemed a good idea to check up on her and walk her to the group, rather than let her come without introduction.

Handing Leigh my pack, I pivoted and made to leave for the tavern. But at that moment, a figure rounded the bend in the street and headed straight toward us.

There, haloed in the morning’s early light, came Celeste.

She had donned a cloak and sturdy traveling clothes, though her beauty was undimmed. Slinging a pack over one shoulder, she hurried to join us, cheeks flushed delicate pink. There was a long object wrapped in furs that might have been a blade. My curiosity was piqued, but I decided to wait a while before I would ask her.

“Apologies for my tardiness,” she said breathlessly. “I did not know you were already here.” Those brilliant eyes found mine, radiating warmth and anticipation.

I smiled reassuringly. “You’re right on time. We were just about to come looking for you.”

Celeste then turned to Leigh with a gracious smile. “Thank you again for your kindly offer of provision, Leigh. I shall return all in good time.”

Leigh waved off her thanks cheerfully. “Any friend of David’s is a friend of mine! No need to repay — we’re doing this together!”

At last, Celeste’s vibrant gaze moved to Diane standing silently beside me. I watched them size one another up discreetly, feeling the undercurrent of uncertainty swirling around this first true meeting.

Gently, I made the introduction. “Celeste, this is Diane, my steadfast companion. We have weathered much together. Diane, meet our new fellow traveler, Celeste.”

Politely, Diane extended a slender hand in greeting. “Well met, Celeste. Any friend of David and Leigh is welcome company.” Though her words were gracious, her tail swished warily.

Taking Diane’s proffered hand with porcelain fingers; Celeste gave a cordial yet reserved smile. “The honor is mine, Diane.” For all her musical talent, the elf maiden’s voice rang slightly stilted in that moment.

Though subtle, the undercurrent of reservation flowing both ways was palpable to me. But such was only natural, I reasoned, for two strangers cautiously taking the other’s measure.

And the two girls were, after all, very different. Celeste came from the elven culture, where art and magic reigned supreme against a backdrop of luxurious living.

Diane, however, came from the rougher and grittier foxkin who struggled for survival on the frontier. I hoped that, given time, they would grow to understand each other’s ways, and their unease would fade.

Eager to break the awkward tension, Leigh sidled over and threw a friendly arm around Celeste’s slender shoulders. “Aw, we’re gonna have a blast together out there,” she enthused, giving the elf girl a playful squeeze. “Just you wait and see!”

Giggling, Celeste’s stance relaxed, the ice broken. Even Diane had to chuckle softly at Leigh’s antics. The bubbly blonde had a knack for lifting spirits that never failed.

Satisfied the initial meet-and-greet had gone smoothly enough, I gestured toward the gates where more people were now congregating in anticipation of departure at gates open — merchants and travelers eager to be on their way.

“Shall we?” I proposed.

Together, we four mismatched wanderers fell in step making our way toward Gladdenfield’s timber gates as the night watch prepared to open them for the day’s ventures.

The guards eyed our group and Leigh’s larroling with interest but offered respectful nods of acknowledgment in my direction. My victories had cemented some reputation.

As we waited, I caught Celeste gazing wide-eyed all around, taking in each detail of the frontier settlement she had seldom ventured out of during her stay. A hint of wonder softened her elegant features. She was a beauty.

When at last the gates creaked ponderously open, we were among the first travelers to pass beneath the archway onto the winding dirt road beyond. Diane took up a position leading us northward, relying on her natural Scout instincts.

With a glance back at Gladdenfield’s walls receding into the distance, our party set off toward adventure together for the first time in this new composition.

Though Celeste lingered silently at the rear for now, I hoped in time she would open up and find her place among us. Diane and Leigh chatted amiably about possible campsites ahead along the route, feeling the excitement of this new venture.

I purposefully fell back to walk beside Celeste, letting the girls take the lead. “How are you feeling so far?” I asked gently.

She offered a brave smile. “Eager for the journey ahead,” Celeste replied, though her luminous eyes betrayed a hint of trepidation.

Gently I said, “You’re in good company. We’ll watch out for one another.” My steady tone seemed to reassure her.

As Diane and Leigh’s lively banter floated back, mingling with birdsongs, I matched my strides to Celeste’s. Together, we followed the twisting trail onward through dappled sunshine toward the azure silhouette of the Shimmering Peaks beckoning in the distance.

For now, our fellowship was united by purpose and the open road ahead. What mysteries awaited us, what strength we would find in each other, the coming days would tell.


Chapter 9

The morning sun shone through the leafy roof overhead as we made our way along the forest trail. Diane led confidently, ears pricked for any sounds out of the ordinary. At her side, Leigh hummed a wandering tune, bright and cheerful as a songbird, and the larroling lumbered behind.

I walked a few paces behind with Celeste, glancing her way now and then. She moved with innate elven grace, yet her eyes held a guarded wariness I had not seen in Gladdenfield’s sheltering walls. Each little forest noise made her subtly tense.

By late morning, the pleasant chill had burned off, and a muggy heat descended. We were all growing weary and ready to rest our feet. Up ahead, the faint gurgle of a woodland stream reached our ears.

“Let’s stop and take a break up ahead near the water,” I suggested, seeing the others’ fatigue. “We can refill our canteens and have a bite to eat.”

Diane glanced back and nodded in agreement, relief flashing across her delicate features at the prospect of a break from the sun’s relentless assault. Even the tireless Leigh gave an exaggerated sigh.

“Now that sounds mighty fine to me!” she declared, fanning herself dramatically beneath her hat. “My feet are fixin’ to rebel if I walk another mile in this heat. Why don’t we make a lil’ fire, and I’ll cook us up some eggs — somethin’ to fortify us for the rest of the day?”

“Great idea,” I agreed. “Though I won’t be sitting too close to the fire.”

The girls chuckled as we plodded on. Soon enough, we reached the gurgling stream and gratefully shrugged off our packs and sat down in the shade of a towering elm to rest our dusty legs.

While Leigh helped me gather kindling, Diane moved off on her own through the trees, scouting the area. We needed to be sure there were no unseen threats out there — these were the Wilds, after all.

Celeste perched gingerly on a fallen log, looking unsure what to do with herself. I caught her eye and smiled reassuringly.

“Why don’t you help me get a little fire going?” I suggested.

Looking relieved to have a task, she came over to assist. Yet when I handed her the flint and steel to try sparking a flame herself, uncertainty flooded her expression once more. Her porcelain cheeks flushed in embarrassment.

“I am afraid I do not know how,” Celeste admitted, eyes downcast. “Such skills were never required of me before.”

Gently, I showed her how to strike at just the right angle to produce sparks. After several tries, she succeeded in igniting a little tongue of flame in the kindling. Pride lit up her face at this minor accomplishment.

As we worked, Diane returned to report the area secure. Yet I noticed her tail bristle slightly seeing Celeste at my side by the growing fire. Wordlessly, she moved off again to refill our canteens downstream.

Soon enough, our small fire crackled merrily. Gathering around it, we ate dried meat and fruit from our packs, with Leigh making some eggs in the skillet. The fare was rich, the eggs especially good, and it was a pleasant respite. The canopy overhead warded off the worst of midday’s heat.

When we had eaten our fill, I instructed Celeste how to safely douse and stir the embers to prevent the fire from rekindling. As she set dutifully to work, I watched Diane observing her from across our makeshift camp, blue eyes inscrutable.

Once satisfied the fire posed no risk, I thanked Celeste for her help. She gave a gracious nod, looking pleased to have gotten it right. A smile touched my lips seeing her try so earnestly to learn basic skills foreign to her upbringing. I hoped with time she would gain wilderness wisdom.

While the girls rested a while longer, I decided to try my hand fishing in the creek, hoping that a fresh dinner at night would smooth things over a little. Wading out into the shallows, I managed to spear three fair-sized trout with my hunting knife.

“A fine catch!” Leigh enthused when I returned with the flopping fish. Diane, too, cracked a smile at the prospect of freshly cooked fish for our supper, and Celeste happily clapped her hands.

Soon enough, we were ready to move again. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves pleasantly, bringing a breath of cool air, and our break had reinvigorated us. Diane stood, declaring it was time we moved on.

As we prepared to depart, I held up the three plump trout I had caught earlier. “Who’s looking forward to a delicious trout dinner tonight?” I asked cheerfully.

“Oh, me!” Leigh exclaimed, rubbing her smooth tummy. “Nothin’ better than fresh fish cooked over the campfire.”

Diane gave a slight smile. “Yes, the trout will make a nice, fresh dinner,” she agreed. Though she remained reserved, I could tell the prospect of hot food appealed to her.

“And we’ll find some wild onions and tubers we can roast up as a side,” I added. Diane relaxed further at the thought of foraged vegetables to accompany the fish.

As we discussed the meal, Celeste listened quietly, seemingly hesitant to interrupt our planning. But I noticed a wistful look enter her vibrant eyes.

After a moment, she ventured softly, “Your meal sounds wonderful. Perhaps… after we dine this eve, if you are amenable, I would be honored to perform a song for you beneath the stars.”

Leigh’s face lit up at the suggestion. “A song around the campfire sounds perfect!” she enthused, giving Celeste an encouraging smile. “And if we scout our location well, we can risk just a little soft-voiced singin’, right David?”

I nodded, looking forward to the idea. Celeste’s voice was beautiful, and if she got to show her skills, it might help make her feel more at home among us.

Diane pondered the idea, absently swishing her tail. I could tell she was wary of potential delays. But the promise of a hot meal and music ultimately swayed her.

“I suppose we’ve made good time today,” Diane conceded. “We can afford to relax this evening and enjoy Celeste’s singing before bedding down.”

Celeste’s shoulders relaxed in relief at Diane’s acquiescence. I reached over and gave her hand a gentle, reassuring squeeze.

“It’s settled then,” I said brightly. “A delicious trout feast and a song beneath the stars before we turn in.”
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Shafts of amber sunlight slanted through the canopy of rustling leaves as we arrived at the forest clearing Diane had selected for making camp. Evening was fast approaching, and we had marched through most of the afternoon in silence.

The spot was well found. Here, a babbling brook murmured nearby, providing fresh water. Dropping my pack with a grateful sigh, I surveyed the tranquil glen.

“This is perfect,” I remarked, smiling at Diane.

She returned a subtle smile, already moving off to gather firewood and scout the area. Leigh eagerly began unpacking cooking gear for our trout dinner.

I turned to Celeste. “Why don’t you help me clean the fish?” I suggested. Looking relieved to have a task, she joined me by the stream.

Kneeling on the mossy bank, I demonstrated how to descale and gut the trout with smooth strokes of my hunting knife. Celeste watched my technique closely before attempting it herself. Her slender hands moved gracefully despite being unaccustomed to wielding a knife in this way.

It was clear that the elven beauty had little experience with survival and living in the wilderness. It made sense as she had lived a sheltered and urban life with her uncle.

By the time Leigh had a crackling fire going, we had six plump fillets ready to cook. Seasoning them with herbs from her pouch, Leigh soon had the trout sizzling merrily in her iron skillet, their savory aroma filling the glen.

While the fish cooked, I gathered wild onions and tubers to roast as I’d promised. I had already spotted plenty of them nearby, so it wasn’t much work. Diane returned from her perimeter check and wordlessly took over tending the fire. Celeste refilled our canteens upstream.

Soon we were all seated around the popping fire as afternoon’s gold faded. Diane passed out bowls, and we ate eagerly. The trout’s flavor paired perfectly with the roasted vegetables.

Around mouthfuls, Leigh chatted about her larroling, who was snuffling contentedly nearby, trying to find some tubers of its own.

“I’m thinkin’ about teaching it some tricks,” she said. “Maybe I can get it to fetch me things, like… I don’t know, slippers?”

I chuckled. “Or you could have it man the store.”

She laughed. “What? And put poor Randal out of a job? Never!”

The mood lightened. Only Celeste remained mostly silent as she picked delicately at her food. She was new to the group and didn’t know Randal, of course, but she laughed along, understanding it from the context.

When our plates were clean, we sat sipping coffee Leigh brewed, letting the hearty meal settle as the evening fully descended on us. The evening felt peaceful, but there was an undercurrent of unease centering on Celeste.

And I understood why.

Diane was still wary, from time to time eyeing our elven companion discreetly across the flickering flames. For her part, Celeste stared pensively into the fire, withdrawn. An idea struck me.

“Perhaps you could sing your song now if you’re willing, Celeste?” I suggested gently. “Your music would be a perfect end to this lovely evening.”

Diane shot me a subtle look, curiosity lighting up her features. She loved music, and she was undoubtedly curious to hear the elven maiden perform.

Leigh nodded eagerly. “Oh yes, please do!” she encouraged Celeste. “We’d love to hear a song! Songs around the fire are always good.”

Celeste hesitated only a moment before rising gracefully to her feet. “It would be my pleasure,” she said with a smile. Moving nearer the fire’s warmth, she folded her hands and closed her luminous eyes.

A hush fell over the glen. Then, in her clear melodic voice, Celeste began to sing.

“Come away, o wanderer weary,
Let the forest soothe your tired heart.
Lay your head beneath the silent stars,
And let their light impart…”

“… solace for your heavy sorrows,
Balm for all that causes pain.
Let the whispering trees enfold you,
Until you smile again.”

“Be still and feel the heartbeat,
Of the slumbering wood.
Hear it murmur comfort,
To spirits old and good.”

“Let the burdens that you carry,
Sink down to the forest floor,
While magic songs the nightbirds sing,
Lull you to dream once more.”

“Come away, o wanderer weary,
Lay your restless mind to rest.
Leave the world you know behind you,
And let the wildwood bless…”

“… your tired eyes with wonder,
Your wounded soul with peace,
Till all that brought you sadness,
Fades like shadows cease.”

“Come away, and wander here,
Where leaf and starlight gleam,
And find within this ancient wood,
A peace of mind serene.”

The haunting elven ballad seemed woven from moonlight and shadow, transporting us wholly. As the last eerie note faded, we sat enthralled.

“My goodness that gave me chills!” Leigh exclaimed, breaking the silence.

Diane’s eyes were wide with wonder. Even she could not hide her admiration. As a fellow musician, I expected that in music their bond might strengthen.

Celeste inclined her head graciously, cheeks flushed. “You are too kind,” she demurred. “It is an old lay dating back centuries. I am pleased you found beauty in it.” She chuckled. “Although it is perhaps a trifle melancholy — as the songs of my kin often are.”

Diane spoke up. “Few can invest such feeling into song. Is that a skill of your particular Class?” Though polite, her question probed for information we were all curious about.

Celeste smiled softly at Diane. She understood well enough what Diane wanted to find out, and she chose her words with care. “My skills were honed under many fine elven tutors.” Then, she winked. “But I’m not a Bard, if that’s what you’re asking.”

We all laughed at that, even Diane. The elven maiden had known well enough what Diane was after, and Diane was a good enough sport to deal with Celeste’s quick mind and wit.

Soon enough, we were laughing and talking as loudly as we dared out here. Leigh sat forward, deftly changing the subject to recount a colorful story from her days roaming the wilds.

She regaled the tale of a dwarven Rune Singer named Breki, who sang so false that his companions preferred he held his tongue, even if that meant they did not receive the magical buffs from his singing. As she talked and imitated the dwarf’s rough and coarse singing, we all laughed freely.

But as dusk deepened and Leigh’s hilarious tale concluded, we began preparing for sleep. After all, we had another day of journeying ahead. I extinguished the fire while the girls made sure the cooking utensils were clean.

Still chuckling over Leigh’s tale, I was happy that we had all grown a little closer over Celeste’s beautiful song. Building friendship takes patience and care, of course, but the first steps had been taken.

After I took extra care to make sure there were no embers left glowing, I gazed up through the leafy boughs overhead. The velvet sky beyond shimmered with countless stars.

Feeling small beneath their ancient light, I drew a happy breath to be out in the wilderness. I loved the homestead, but being out here was something I greatly appreciated as well.

“I’ll take first watch,” Leigh said, rousing me from my ruminations. “You should get some sleep!” She nodded at the two tents we had pitched — one for Celeste and another for me and the girls.

I gave her a thankful nod and headed over to our tent, eager to get some rest.


Chapter 10

I made my way to the tent, a little tired at first. It was dark, so I saw only by the grace of the dim glow of the campfire.

My heart pounded for a moment when a shadow moved, and before I knew it, Diane had tackled me. I laughed as I lay in the grass under her, her black hair burying me.

“Got you!” she purred playfully.

“You’re a sneaky one, aren’t you?” I teased, my fingers tangling in her silky black hair that shimmered in the starlight.

Her sapphire eyes sparkled in the dim firelight; her cheeks flushed with excitement. She tapped my chest playfully before jumping up and darting towards our tent, her bushy fox tail playfully swishing. She threw me a coy look over her shoulder, daring me to follow.

I pushed myself up and did just that, making my way into the tent. It was cozy but small. The faint scent of lavender, a hint of her presence, teased me. She was already inside, her giggles echoing softly as she shot me a blazing look.

“What are you up to?” I said, grinning.

“Oh, nothing,” she stated, her tone teasing as she drew out the word. “But it’s so hot in here.”

With a playful smile, she started to undress. Her clothes fell away, revealing her athletic build, her curves, and her skin glowing in the dim light that filtered through the tent’s fabric. She was a vision, lithe and sensual, and my body responded to her at once.

She saw what she was doing to me, of course, and she quickly zipped open her sleeping bag, shooting me a naughty look. She slid into it, her naked body hidden from my view.

“Ready for bed!” she claimed, her voice feigning innocence, and her eyes large. My arousal stirred, a reaction to her teasing.

“Is that so?” I asked, my voice low.

She nodded, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she continued teasing me. “Aren’t you going to sleep?”

“Not in my clothes,” I said, pinning her in place with my eyes.

“Oh,” she hummed innocently, continuing her little game. “Well… Do you need some help undressing?” she offered, her gaze drifting down my body.

I chuckled, my hands moving to the buttons on my shirt. “Sure, but if you come close to me with no clothes on…” I gave her a grin. “There’s no telling what might happen next.”

Her laughter filled the small tent as she climbed out of her sleeping bag, her eyes watching my every move, as she came over to me on all fours. Her delicious naked body was all I could see, her lithe movements revealing what a pleasure she was in bed.

“I’ll just have to be extra careful,” she hummed.

Diane’s hands met mine, stopping my own movements as I was still working on my shirt.

“Let me,” she whispered, her fingers working diligently on my buttons. Her touch was soft, delicate, and it sent shivers down my spine.

I let her do the work, her hands exploring my body as she undressed me. The touch of her fingers on my chest made my heart race, her fingernails grazing my skin, leaving trails of heat in their wake.

Every button undone was like a small victory, her hands sliding over my bare chest, her touch growing bolder. She traced the lines of my abs, her fingers dipping into the grooves of my muscles. The soft gasp that escaped her lips made me grow harder.

I had to fight myself not to grab her up, but I knew she was playing a little game to build desire. And I was going to play along.

My heart pounded in my chest as she lowered herself to her knees, her fingers moving to my belt. I watched as she unbuckled it, her movements slow, teasing.

With a deftness that surprised me, she unzipped my jeans and pulled them down, along with my boxers. I was left standing naked in front of her, my erection visible in the dim light.

She took a moment to admire my body, her eyes traveling over my muscular form. Her gaze lingered on my cock, her lips parting slightly. I could feel my arousal building, fueled by her appreciation.

“You look so good,” she whispered, her eyes meeting mine. I could see her desire, mirrored in my own, burning in her sapphire gaze.

I reached out and pulled her towards me, my hands moving over the curves of her body. Her skin was soft, warm under my touch, yielding. I traced the lines of her figure, my fingers lingering on the swell of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the curve of her hips.

She let out a soft sigh as I explored her body, her eyes closing in pleasure that only the touch of a trusted and familiar lover can rouse. I could feel her body react to me, her nipples hardening under my fingers, her body arching into me.

My hand moved lower, tracing the line of her thigh, moving upwards. Her breath hitched as my fingers brushed against her wetness, a soft moan escaping her lips.

She reached out and touched my cock, her fingers wrapping around my girth. Her touch made me grunt with desire, my cock twitching in response.

She gave a soft giggle as she slowly teased my weapon with the tips of her fingers, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“I can’t wait to feel you inside me tonight,” she purred, her voice a whisper. Her words made my arousal spike, my desire for her overwhelming.

“Sweet Diane,” I hummed, my voice thick with desire as I pulled her closer. “You’re going to get just that.”

She responded with a teasing smile, her hand stroking my cock, her touch driving me wild. Already, a bead of precum gathered on my tip, and she scooped it up with a finger and lapped it away as I kept kneading her delicious breasts, losing myself in her slight lavender scent.

I pushed her back onto the bedroll, her body laid bare beneath me. Her breathing was heavy, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

Diane’s fox ears twitched, a sign of her anticipation. There was always something innocent about her, even as she teased, and that only served to drive me wilder.

I moved over her, my body hovering above hers. I could feel the heat radiating from her body, her tail brushing my leg with its softness.

As I kissed her deeply, her heart pounded against my chest, her body trembling beneath me in anticipation. Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer.

As we kissed, Diane’s hands roamed my back, her nails digging into my skin. I groaned at the sensation, my cock throbbing against her thigh. She replied by writhing her perfect body beneath me, her moans encouraging me — she wanted me to enter her, but I needed this moment to last.

I moved my hand down her body, my fingers finding her wetness. She gasped and moaned my name, her body arching off the bedroll. I watched as pleasure washed over her face, her eyes fluttering closed.

Watching her surrender like that, I allowed my fingers to dance over her, my touch light and teasing. Her body responded to my touch, her legs spreading wider, inviting me closer. I could feel her heat, her desire matching my own.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice filled with need. “Oh David… It feels so nice.”

I could feel her body tighten, her breaths coming in short gasps. I slowed my movements, my fingers leaving her. Her eyes fluttered open, her gaze meeting mine, filled with desire and anticipation.

“I’m going to give you everything you want,” I said, my need taking control. “And more…”

She grinned and bit her plump lower lip. “Good,” she purred.
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Diane lay on the bedroll before me like a prize, naked and waiting to be claimed. Her skin shone with the dim glow that crept into our tent, and all I wanted was to kiss every inch of her delicious body.

Her sapphire eyes were wide and filled with anticipation, her lips slightly parted as she watched me with an intoxicating mix of love and lust.

I crawled towards her, my eyes roving over her form. Her breasts, firm and round, were teasing me, their pink nipples hardened with arousal. I took one into my mouth, flicking my tongue over the sensitive peak, eliciting a gasp from her.

“D-David...” she whimpered, her fingers tangling into my hair. Her fox ears quivered, and her tail twitched with each lick, each suckle.

I continued to lavish my attention on her chest, alternating between her breasts with a wicked grin. The taste of her skin was intoxicating, sweet and slightly salty.

Moving lower, I traced a path down her tummy with soft kisses. My hands glided over her flanks, feeling the smooth texture of her skin, the gentle curve of her waist. Her lower tummy was soft and warm, my lips peppering it with kisses, making her squirm.

I parted her legs slowly, revealing her to my eager gaze. Her pussy was wet and inviting, the sight making my cock twitch in anticipation. I leaned in, inhaling her scent, my tongue darting out to taste her.

Diane let out a sharp gasp as I kissed her pussy, her body arching off the bedroll.

“David!” she cried out, gripping the sleeping bag tightly. Her knees trembled, her thighs quaking as I pleasured her.

I moaned against her, the taste of her driving me wild. I lapped at her, my tongue swirling around her clit, my fingers delving into her warmth. Her tail thrashed wildly behind her, a testament to her pleasure.

Diane’s moans filled the tent, the sound making me harder. Her breasts jiggled as her body convulsed, her hands moving to tease her nipples. Her eyes were half-lidded, her lips parted in a silent moan.

I took my time, savoring every whimper, every twitch of her body. My tongue played with her clit, flicking it, sucking it, while my fingers explored her depths. The feel of her was intoxicating, her muscles clenching around my fingers, her body writhing in pleasure.

“David... oh gods, David...” she moaned, her fingers curling into my hair. Her breath hitched as I picked up my pace, her body arching off the bedroll.

I could feel my own arousal growing, the taste of her, the sounds she made, all driving me to the edge. But I held back, wanting to fulfill her pleasure first. My tongue delved deeper, my fingers curling up within her to tease her G-spot.

Diane’s moans turned into cries, her body shaking as her climax neared. Her thighs tightened around my head, her hands gripping my hair.

“Yes…” she stammered, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

I didn’t let up, my tongue continuing its assault on her sensitive flesh, my fingers pumping into her. She was close, so close. I could feel her walls clenching around my fingers, her body trembling with the intensity of her pleasure.

“David!” she cried out, her body convulsing. “I’m… Ahnn! I’m cumming!”

It only made me speed up. Her climax hit her hard, her muscles spasming around my fingers as I lapped her into submission. Her cries echoed in the tent, her body shaking with the force of her orgasm.

I didn’t stop until her tremors subsided, my tongue teasing and stimulating her until she could only mumble my name. Finally, as she gave her last spasm, I pulled away and surveyed the result of what I had done.

She lay before me, panting and exhausted, her body glistening with sweat. Her fox ears were flat against her head, her tail limp under her. Her eyes were glazed with satisfaction, a small smile playing on her lips.

“David,” she purred, reaching for me. “That was too good…”

Her fingers traced down my chest, over my abs, stopping just short of my throbbing cock. The sight of her, naked and spent, was too much.

I moved up, pressing my body against hers, capturing her lips in a heated kiss. She tasted wild and fresh, a heady combination that made my head spin. I could feel her body relaxing under me, her hands roaming over my back.

My cock throbbed against her thigh, my body aching for release. She shifted her position, and the tip of my cock touched her pussy. She was warm against my cock, her juices coating me.

“You feel so good,” I groaned, my voice hoarse.

Diane moaned into my mouth, her hips shifting against mine. She was tempting me, teasing me, her eyes filled with desire. Her fingers trailed down my back, making me hiss in pleasure.

I pulled away from her lips, my breath ragged as my hands moved to cup her breasts. Her nipples were still hard, her skin hot to the touch.

“David,” she breathed, her eyes locked onto mine. “Take me,” she whispered, her voice thick with desire. Her eyes were pleading, her body trembling with anticipation.

She was driving me crazy, making me lose control. My cock throbbed against her pussy, my body aching for release.

But I held back, wanting to hear her beg, to see her eyes filled with desire. And so I rose, shooting her the most teasing look as I severed the connection between our bodies.

Diane whimpered, her body arching off the bedroll as if she would impale herself on my cock. Her tail twitched; her ears quivered.

“David,” she whimpered, her eyes pleading. “Please...”

I kissed her again, my tongue delving into her mouth. The taste of her was intoxicating, her body pressing against mine. I could feel her warmth, her softness, her desire. Her body was writhing beneath me, her hips shifting against mine.

I could no longer postpone my own desires. She squirmed before me, ready to be claimed, and I would not refuse that call.
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Diane yelped and giggled as I grabbed her ankles and pulled her toward me, my eyes a possessive fire raking her beautiful body.

“David,” she squealed, her fox ears twitching with anticipation, “I need you. Please, fuck me.” Her voice was desperate, a raw yearning that twisted my guts with lust.

I could only grunt in response, my brain short-circuiting at the sight of her laid bare before me. Her body was a symphony of curves, her black hair spilling over her shoulders, shimmering in the dim light. Her sapphire eyes sparkled with desire, and I shared the sensation deeply.

I moved the tip of my weapon to her entrance; my body now poised to claim hers. My cock, rock hard and aching, nudged against her wetness once more.

Her tail twitched, brushing against my thighs, and I felt her shudder beneath me.

“Yes,” she moaned, her hand reaching down to guide me in. “Fuck me. Breed me.” Her words were a command, a plea, a sweet surrender.

I pushed forward, the tip of my cock parting her folds. A gasp left her lips as I entered her, her tight warmth enveloping me. She was so wet, so ready for me. I slipped deeper and deeper, making her enclose me in her embrace.

And after I had bottomed out, I began to move, each thrust sending a shiver through both our bodies.

Her body bounced beneath me, her breasts swaying with each thrust. The sight was intoxicating, driving me to push deeper, harder. The sounds she made were music to my ears, each moan, each gasp, feeding my desire.

Her hands roamed my back, her nails digging into my flesh. The pain was sweet, a sharp counterpoint to the pleasure coursing through me. I groaned, the sound vibrating through her.

“David,” she whimpered, her eyes glazed with lust. “Harder. Please… Ahhnn… Give it to me!”

I obliged, picking up the pace, pounding into her with reckless abandon. She was mine, and I was going to make her feel it. With every thrust, I bottomed out inside her, making her yelp with delight.

Her body arched beneath me, her muscles tightening around me. She was close, so close. I could see it in her eyes, could feel it in the way her body responded to mine.

My own pleasure was rising as well, a furious desire to empty myself inside her. But still, I fought it off, wanting the play to last.

Suddenly, a sound pierced through the haze of pleasure. A rustle, a gasp.

I turned my head, my gaze landing on a silhouette outside our tent, drawn in moonlight. It was a female figure watching us, decidedly so. For a moment, I considered it was Leigh, having a little fun of her own…

But then Diane’s hands were on my cheeks, turning my head to look at her. “David,” she breathed, her eyes wide and filled with need. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t. I couldn’t. Not when she looked at me like that, not when she felt so good around me. I thrust harder, faster, driving us both to the brink, the female figure outside the tent forgotten.

Her body convulsed beneath me, her nails digging into my back as I drove her over the edge and made her cum.

“David,” she cried out, her voice a sweet symphony that sang of pleasure and release. “Oh! Gods! I’m cumming!”

Her pussy tightened on me as I slammed into her again, the wet sound of our skin slapping together all I could hear, the scent of our sex all I could smell. I watched her as her second orgasm of the night undid her, my heart pounding in my chest as she rode out the wave of pleasure.

Her body tightened around me, drawing me in deeper, her arms pulling me closer. Her legs wrapped around me, pushing me as her body desired my seed. I could feel her walls pulsating around me, milking me for all I was worth.

“Ahhn… Breed me, David,” she begged, her voice a desperate whisper.

With a grunt of lust, my body moving on its own accord. I thrust into her, again and again, each movement bringing me closer to the edge. Sweat trickled down my forehead, my muscles aching with exertion.

“Diane,” I groaned, my voice raw with pleasure. I could feel the pressure building, my body tensing in anticipation.

“Yes, David,” she urged, her hands clutching at my shoulders. “Give it to me, my love. Cum in me!”

I thrust one last time, my cock buried deep within her as I came. I could feel my release, hot and potent, filling her. She gasped, her body arching beneath me as I painted her insides with my seed.

My mind emptied as I filled her up. In that moment, my whole world was in Diane’s arms, wrapped around her, pressed against her, giving her my all. Kissing her neck as she hummed sweet words, I gave one final push, and then remained on top of her, our bodies entwined.

We remained like that for a moment, her body still trembling beneath mine, my cock still twitching inside her. I could feel her heartbeat, steady and strong against my chest.

At length, I brushed a stray lock of hair from her face, my fingers trailing down her cheek. Her eyes fluttered open, meeting mine. They were filled with contentment, with satisfaction, with love.

“David,” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper.

I leaned down, capturing her lips in a tender kiss, as I pulled out of her, some of my seed trickling out of her. She gave a small whimper, her body missing the connection.

I moved to her side, pulling her into my arms. She snuggled into my chest, her tail curling around my waist. I could hear her soft purrs, a soothing melody that lulled me into a sense of peace.

With a delighted moan, I pulled the sleeping bag over our naked bodies for warmth, and she gave a pleased little purr as she looked up at me with loving eyes.
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Naked, sweaty, and panting, Diane and I huddled under the sleeping bag together. Her fox tail brushed against my bare skin, eliciting a shudder from me. Her sapphire eyes sparkled in the moonlight, mirroring the lust and satisfaction that were evident in mine.

“David,” she whispered, her voice husky from our lovemaking, “that was... really hot.” Her fingers traced the muscles in my chest, causing my heart to pound louder.

The corners of my lips curled up into a grin. I liked hearing her admit how much she enjoyed it, especially when she looked so shy and demure.

“I loved it too,” I replied, tugging her closer to me. Her tail coiled around me, the soft fur tickling my skin pleasantly. I let my hand trace over her soft belly. “I can’t say I mind all this work we put in to get you pregnant,” I joked.

She laughed and gave me a playful swat before her eyes turned dreamy. “I can’t wait to have your kits,” she murmured, resting her head against my chest before she let out a long yawn.

“Neither can I,” I agreed.

Her fox ears twitched slightly, a sign that she was slowly drifting off to sleep.

I spent a few moments watching her as she drifted into sleep, her breasts rising and falling with each breath. The dim light spilled over her body, highlighting her curves, making her look even more beautiful.

Satisfied, I pulled on my pants and slipped out from the tent, the cool forest air nipping at my bare skin. Nature called, and I wanted to check with Leigh about the silhouette I’d seen.

The forest was alive with the sounds of the night. The gurgling of the nearby creek was a soothing melody, accompanied by the rustling of the leaves and the hooting of distant owls.

Leigh was standing guard, her voluptuous figure bathed in moonlight. She had my rifle with her, and she kept it close as she peered at the trees. Her blonde hair, reflecting the silver rays of the moon, hung loose around her shoulders.

“See anything interesting?” I asked, my voice breaking the silence of the night.

Leigh turned towards me, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. A blush spread across her cheeks as she bit her lower lip.

“Well, first off, I heard somethin’ interesting,” she hummed.

I laughed. “Yeah, Diane had a little plan for tonight.”

“Hm-hm,” she hummed. “Well, you two had a sneaky lil’ spectator,” she said, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

I raised an eyebrow at her, trying to suppress the grin that was threatening to spread across my face. “Who?” I demanded, playing along with her teasing and still fully expecting it had been her.

Leigh leaned closer to me, her ample breasts brushing against my arm. Her scent, hinting of the wilderness we had braved today, was intoxicating.

“It was Celeste,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the sounds of the forest.

“Celeste, huh?” I hummed.

I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. The thought of Celeste watching Diane and me was intriguing, to say the least.

“And, baby,” Leigh continued, her voice dropping to a low whisper, “I believe I saw her… touching herself.”

She pulled back, a triumphant smile on her face. Leigh loved to tease, and she knew exactly how to push my buttons.

“Really?” I asked, a hint of surprise in my voice.

Leigh nodded, her smile never faltering. The thought of Celeste pleasuring herself to the sight of Diane and me was both surprising and exciting.

“Well,” I said, “That’s certainly some interesting information.”

Leigh let out a throaty laugh, her eyes dancing with excitement. “I’ll say, baby. I think she’s got the hots for ya!”

I shook my head at her, trying to suppress my own laughter. “We’ll see!”

She shot me a wink. “Now go on, join that poor Diane before she gets cold!”

I nodded, still chuckling. With a lingering glance at Leigh, I stepped out of the radius of the camp and did my business.

My mind was buzzing with thoughts of Celeste. I could almost imagine her, kneeling in the verdant grass, her slim fingers dancing over her body while watching Diane and me.

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction. Celeste was always so reserved, so elusive. It was a thrill to know that she had a carnal side, that she was affected by our lovemaking.

I entered the tent and slid back into the sleeping bag next to Diane. Her breaths were slow and steady, a clear sign that she was deep in sleep. I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her closer to me.

As I lay there, I found my mind wandering back to Celeste. The thought of the elven maiden, of her lustful side, was intriguing. It was a side of her that I hadn’t seen before, a side of her that I wanted to explore further.

Still smiling, I closed my eyes, my mind filled with thoughts of Celeste and of the possibilities that lay ahead.


Chapter 11

The next morning, we awoke energized and eager for another day of marching through the verdant forest. A light mist still clung to the underbrush as we stirred to leave our cozy nests of blankets. The day’s march beckoned, so after a quick breakfast we doused the fire and prepared to depart.

Diane took the lead once more as we hiked briskly to warm up stiff muscles, picking up yesterday’s route north. Droplets of dew spangled each fern frond and leaf, glittering like countless tiny jewels in the sunshine. The beauty of the living forest never failed to lift my spirits.

We spoke little, voices hushed so as not to disturb the serene woodland ambiance. Our footsteps seemed to blend harmoniously into the surrounding wildlife’s subtle rhythms.

At times, Celeste softly hummed wandering melodies that complemented the tranquil atmosphere. When I caught her gaze, she blushed and looked away, no doubt recalling what she had done yesterday, but I decided not to confront her… at least, not yet. Let her have her little pleasures.

By midmorning we reached more open country. Sun-warmed meadows rippled under fleeting cloud shadows and stands of timber gradually yielded to rolling grassland. Far ahead, the jagged Shimmering Peaks jutted skyward, but still lay distant.

“We’ll arrive tomorrow evening,” Diane said, shielding her eyes from the sun as she peered at those majestic peaks.

I nodded. “According to schedule, then. That’s good. You’ve done well leading us, Diane. You’re a great Scout.”

She smiled at me. “Things will get more dangerous once we touch the foothills,” she said. “And we should keep our eyes open for any traces of Clara’s party.”

“We will,” I agreed. “For now, let’s continue.”

When the path dwindled to little more than a faded furrow amidst the waving grass, Diane paused, tasting the breeze with pricked ears. Apparently satisfied with the direction, she continued on confidently, and we matched her tireless pace.

Around noon, dark clouds began roiling on the horizon as a storm approached. Hurrying, we took shelter in a rocky gorge flanked by outcroppings of granite just as the first raindrops began to fall.

Huddling beneath the natural stone overhang, we watched the gathering gale lash the meadow grass violently. Thunder rumbled overhead, making even Leigh jump nervously. Lying beside her, the larroling yawned, nonplussed by the tumult.

The tempest’s fury soon diminished to a steady downpour, and we decided to resume our trek. After all, we didn’t know how long the storm would last, and there was a sense of urgency to our mission — who knew what Clara and her party members were going through?

And so, we set out in the rain. Before long, even our water-repelling clothing was drenched. Diane still took the lead, furry tail dripping, and seemed the least put down by nature’s show of force.

Leigh and Celeste, however, were no fans of rain, it seemed. Even the normally so optimistic blonde seemed a little down as she walked along, drenched to the bone.

By late afternoon, only sporadic drizzle remained. With one final thunderclap, the clouds began breaking up, revealing watery shafts of sunlight. We continued our soggy hike across the meadows, making for a craggy bluff in the distance that would provide dry shelter for the coming night.

Wading through the marshy grass left boots soaked, and water trickled annoyingly down my collar. But the storm’s fury had passed overhead, leaving the landscape scrubbed clean. Birds sang tentatively as the sun reemerged.

Reaching the bluff as dusk fell; we assessed its pockmarked surface until Leigh spotted a likely cave. A quick search revealed the shallow cavern to be unoccupied, so we gratefully shrugged off our packs and began making camp.

While I gathered more firewood along the bluff’s drier base, finding good pieces that were relatively dry, Diane disappeared to scout our location, making sure that there would be no surprises at night. She soon returned, indicating that we were in a safe place.

That night we feasted happily on our provisions, enjoying pasta with a sauce of tomatoes and dried meat. The cheerful firelight danced over the stone walls as we talked and laughed together. The mood seemed lighter now that we were getting to know each other, and Celeste sang us another song that definitely won Diane’s admiration.

When the embers had burned low, I offered to take first watch for a few hours beneath the glittering swath of stars visible through the cave’s mouth. We would be safe here, but it never hurt to keep eyes peeled. The others gratefully rolled into blankets, tired muscles craving rest. I watched our camp with the larroling, although the beast was soon asleep itself.

The following dawn brought clear blue skies with barely a wisp of cloud marring the horizon’s serene expanse. Sunlight spilling into the cave roused us one by one to begin breakfast. I smiled seeing Diane offer Celeste an apple as they started breaking down camp together.

Bellies full, we continued along the bluff studying the sweeping vistas all around for landmarks. The Shimmering Peaks now dominated the northern skyline, bold and imposing. We were drawing steadily nearer to their lower foothills.

When the bluff petered out, our path led down into a shaded hollow spanned by an ancient stone bridge over a rushing stream, undoubtedly a relic from Tannoris, placed here during the Upheaval. Though worn by centuries of weathering, the elegant arch still felt reassuringly solid underfoot.

By day’s end, foothills began rising around us in place of the grassy lowlands. These were the leading edge of the Shimmering Peaks’ vast domain. Scanning them, I glimpsed specks wheeling in the distance that might have been eagles riding the thermals. The scale of this place was daunting.

“We should be on our guard,” I cautioned the women. “This is the domain of the kobolds, the goblins, and the orcs. When we set out on the trail to Hrothgar’s Hope tomorrow, I want Diane scouting ahead at all times.”

The girls nodded agreement, each of them taking on a more grim countenance at the realization that danger could easily find us here.

We searched until Leigh spotted a suitable cave set into one stony ridge side. A small fire kindled in its mouth helped ward off the evening’s chill.

Tomorrow we would ascend into the peaks proper, climbing treacherous slopes. But tonight, it was enough to share a warm meal beneath the glittering sky and listen to Celeste quietly sing once more, warming our hearts for the task to come.


Chapter 12

The next morning, I was on watch as the girls awoke to a crisp chill in the air. Dawn’s light was just creeping over the jagged horizon as I stirred the embers of last night’s fire, coaxing a cheery blaze. We would need hot coffee and food to fortify us for the arduous hike into the peaks.

While I prepared breakfast, the girls broke camp swiftly and efficiently, with the larroling patrolling. Diane scouted the trail ahead, ears pricked for any sounds of danger. Leigh hummed merrily as she rolled up blankets despite the early hour.

Even Celeste had begun pitching in without hesitation, slowly finding her rhythm in our group. As I had predicted, song and time spent together would forge the bond we needed.

Soon we were gathered around the crackling fire sipping steaming mugs of coffee and watching strips of dried meat sizzle in the skillet. Our breath fogged in the brisk foothill air. Above, the lightening sky heralded a clear day ideal for hiking.

Diane returned just as Leigh began dishing out breakfast. “All’s quiet ahead for now,” she reported, tail swishing cautiously. “But keep weapons close. We’re nearing the domain of less friendly inhabitants.”

Nodding grimly, I checked my rifle and handgun while Diane and Leigh ensured their own weapons were easily reachable and ready for use. Celeste still carried the long object wrapped in furs, but she did not check on it.

Stomachs full and weapons ready, we set off up the steady incline. The rising sun lent strength to tired legs. Before long, the cave’s dark mouth receded into the distance behind us. Aside from the birdsongs and distant cries of eagles, a brooding silence surrounded our small party as we finally approached the Shimmering Peaks.

The larroling brought up the rear, plowing steadily upwards despite its stocky bulk. Leigh at times placed one hand lightly atop its shaggy head, reinforcing their bond. At times the great beast huffed uncomfortably in the thinning air.

By late morning, jagged peaks loomed all around, framing a magnificent but unforgiving landscape. We paused to gulp water from our canteens. The thin air left me winded. Looking back, the sweeping grasslands now seemed a lifetime away.

Diane scouted ahead once more while we caught our breath. My eyes roamed warily over the rocky terrain. If enemies lurked nearby, we would be vulnerable. Every nerve felt taut as a bowstring.

At last, Diane returned, her expression grave. “There’s a crumbling watchtower just over the next ridge,” she reported tersely. “And shapes moving that could be goblins or kobolds. Almost a dozen.”

I swore under my breath. Goblins and kobolds already. It made sense that they were watching the trail up Hrothgar’s Hope.

“Did they spot you?” I asked.

Diane shook her head.

“Then we have a moment to strategize.”

I turned to the others. “If we engage, I can summon allies, and I’m hoping it will be enough.”

Leigh grinned fiercely, one hand falling to rest on her revolver’s grip. “My larroling is gonna help us make short work of those little bastards!”

Despite the threat, her brazen spirit seemed undimmed. The larroling gave a throaty grunt that seemed to signal it agreed with its mistress.

Celeste remained silent, porcelain features taut. I offered what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Stay behind us, and you should be safe,” I told her.

She shook her head. “But I can fight,” she said. “I may not be very good at all this wilderness survival, but I have combat skills.”

I studied her for a moment. The elven maiden had a sprightly build — certainly not the muscular frame that I would expect from a melee combatant. If the thing she had been lugging around was a sword, it would be a large one, and I wondered if she would be able to use it.

Leigh and Diane eyed Celeste with curiosity as well, and I saw a measure of skepticism in their eyes. They, too, struggled to accept that the dainty elf would be capable of dishing out much damage in melee.

“Celeste,” I said gently, “if you want us to allow you to fight alongside us, we will need to know what exactly you are capable of.”

She considered my words for a moment, weighing them as she pursed her lips. Finally, she gave a resolved nod and retrieved the long item wrapped in furs.

With delicate care, she unwrapped it, revealing a beautifully adorned longsword that would have taken quite the burly knight to wield in combat.

“You can’t possibly mean to say that’s your weapon?” Diane objected, voicing what we were all thinking. “Can you even lift it over your head?”

Celeste’s cheeks flushed, but there was strong conviction in the way she nodded her pretty head.

“I can,” she assured us. “I know I may not look the part, but… there are Class abilities in play that make me a capable combatant.”

I exchanged a look with Leigh and Diane before returning to Celeste. “So, what is your Class?”

“I… I cannot say,” she hummed. “It is a forbidden Class.”

“A forbidden Class?” I echoed, eyebrow raised.

She nodded. “Yes, my kin — the elves — do not look kindly upon it. That is all I can say.”

“Alright,” I said, running a hand over my stubble.

It was a difficult position. On the one hand, I needed to know who was fighting alongside us. But on the other, I did not want to violate her wish to keep her Class to herself. If she wanted to keep it private, then that was her right.

I glanced at Leigh and Diane. Leigh shrugged, signaling that she was willing to accept Celeste’s explanation. Diane, however, seemed a little more reserved, narrowing her eyes at the elf.

There was one way to resolve it.

“Celeste,” I said. “I can accept you wanting to keep your Class secret. But if you want to fight alongside us, you will have to show what you are capable of.”

She gave a solemn nod and rose slowly, and my eye was at once drawn to how easily and casually she held that big sword in one hand.

“Very well,” she hummed. “I will demonstrate my weapon skill to you.”
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Celeste walked a short distance away from the group and took up a ready position, holding the longsword at her side. She closed her eyes for a moment as if mentally preparing. When she opened them again, her green eyes seemed to glitter with an inner light.

In a blur, she launched into motion, swinging the heavy blade in precise arcs and thrusts that would have taken immense strength to control. Yet Celeste handled the sword as if it were an extension of her own body, never faltering. The sword gleamed dangerously as it sliced through the air.

We watched in awe as Celeste demonstrated flawless swordsmanship, the long blade moving with grace and speed that seemed impossible for her slender frame. She performed lunges, parries, ripostes, and more in quick succession, showing perfect form and finesse.

With a fierce cry, Celeste leapt into the air far higher than any normal jump and brought the sword crashing down in a powerful overhead slash. The impact when the blade struck the earth sent out a visible shockwave and left a small crater behind.

“Good gracious!” Leigh exclaimed, wide-eyed.

The rest of us were too stunned to speak. Celeste’s dainty appearance hid shocking combat abilities.

Turning to face us, Celeste neatly sheathed the enormous sword across her back once more. Her cheeks were only slightly flushed from the exertion of her dazzling demonstration.

“I know it seems improbable,” she said softly. “But I assure you, I am able to fight.”

“I’d say that’s putting it mildly,” I managed, shaking my head in continued disbelief. “You clearly have extraordinary talents. That was... incredible swordsmanship.”

Beside me, Diane and Leigh nodded mutely in awed agreement.

“But how...” Diane began when she found her voice again. “You wield that blade with such power and precision. How is that possible?” She eyed Celeste with newfound respect mingled with puzzlement. “You shouldn’t even be able to lift it so high and so long!”

Celeste gave a cryptic smile. “Let us just say that my class provides certain battle enhancements that allow me to use this sword to its full potential.” She rested one hand lightly on the hilt where it protruded above her slender shoulder.

I studied Celeste thoughtfully. It was obvious now that she harbored impressive martial abilities and the restraint to keep them hidden until the need arose. Though I would have never taken her for a melee class, I felt a touch of guilt for doubting her word.

“You’ve more than demonstrated your skills are up to the task,” I acknowledged sincerely.

Beside me, Leigh and Diane nodded agreement.

“Please forgive my skepticism,” Diane said. “You’re clearly a good ally to have in battle.”

Celeste inclined her head graciously. “You had fair reason to question. But I am thankful you allowed me to prove myself.” Her luminous gaze met mine. “All I ask is that you continue to trust me, going forward.”

I reached out and clasped her slender shoulder. “You’ve earned that trust today. We would be honored to have you fighting at our side.” Leigh gave Celeste an approving thumbs up.

Diane stepped forward next. Though she still eyed Celeste cautiously, she extended a hand. “My apologies for doubting you,” she offered sincerely. “I can admit when I’m wrong.”

After a brief hesitation, Celeste shook Diane’s hand with a hint of a smile. I grinned at the sight, knowing that the two were growing closer still.

With Celeste’s fighting abilities no longer in question, we gathered to discuss strategy. A dozen enemies lay just over the next ridge, but the advantage of surprise was ours. Together, we devised a cunning plan of attack.

“If we strike fast, they won’t have time to flee and alert others,” I reasoned, outlining a simple but effective plan of ambush. Celeste and Leigh would take the left flank, using the larroling to break their ranks. Meanwhile, Diane and I would assault from the right with my summoned allies. In this way, we would divide their defenses.

Diane traced a rough map in the dirt with a stick, showing lines of attack converging on the crumbling tower where she had spotted them. “We’ll have to hit hard and fast once we engage,” she cautioned. “No hesitation.”

“We approach in silence,” I said. “Try to stay out of sight so we can surprise them.”

“There is concealment along this line,” Diane said, pointing with her stick at the map she had drawn. “Bushes and rocks. It should work.”

Celeste nodded grimly, her sword at the ready. “I will charge in,” she said, “as is my style.”

I nodded. “My summons and the larroling will aid and protect you,” I said, “and we will focus our fire on the goblins not in melee with you.”

“Yeehaw, we’ve got this!” Leigh cheered, pumping a fist.

Beside her, the massive larroling grunted as if in agreement. Its huge claws scraped the earth impatiently.

Checking my rifle and handgun one final time, I gave the others a resolute nod. My heart hammered with adrenaline, but we had the element of surprise.

“Let’s go then,” I said. “We end this quickly.”

Moving in swift silence, we approached the last ridge separating us from our quarry. Tension mounted with each step. I summoned an Aquana’s avatar and a guardian in preparation as we neared the crest and the first glimpse of the ruined tower.

Diane sank low, crossbow at the ready as we crept nearer using available cover — shrubs and boulders. To my left, Celeste moved with scarcely a whisper of sound despite the enormous sword across her back, every muscle coiled in readiness.

Eyes blazing, Leigh kept one hand atop the crouched larroling, holding it in check until she would unleash it as a wrecking ball against the unsuspecting raiders. Step by careful step, we closed in.

The larroling’s snarls were muffled by Leigh’s restraining hand. It could sense the coming mayhem. My own fingers tightened around the rifle stock as we reached the ideal ambush point and prepared to strike. The moment to unleash chaos was nearly at hand...


Chapter 13

With bated breath, we slowly crept up the ridge toward the goblins’ camp, moving with utmost care to remain hidden. My heart pounded adrenaline through my veins as the crumbling watchtower finally came into view just over the crest.

Those goblins had no inkling of the doom about to descend upon them.

Gesturing for the others to hold position, I slowly raised my head above the crest just enough to glimpse the enemy camp. There, clustered lazily around a smoky campfire surrounded by scattered refuse and bones, were nearly a dozen goblins. The creatures were preoccupied gnawing noisily on the grisly remains of some recent kill, oblivious to our presence.

Their crude spears and rust-pitted blades lay discarded within easy reach should an alarm sound. But for now, the brutes seemed lost in their repast of stringy, blood-slick meat. Yellow eyes glinted with malice beneath jutting brows as they hungrily tore at sinews with jagged teeth.

The light etched their rotund, warty faces in flickering illumination that lent their features an even more sinister cast. Guttural snarls and grunts carried faintly as the loathsome creatures quarreled and jostled among themselves between ravenous bites. The gory feast fueled their naturally violent natures.

My lip curled in disgust at the vile display, but I lingered a moment more, carefully double-checking their numbers and studying the camp layout for tactical advantages. Through hand signals, I indicated for the others to be ready. Our moment to strike was nearly at hand.

Sensing their anticipation, I met each of my companions’ eyes in turn. Celeste’s delicate brows were drawn together with quiet focus, both hands resting on the long hilt of her sheathed blade as she awaited my signal. The light flickered across her smooth features, but no hesitation showed in her luminous gaze.

Leigh crouched beside the restless bulk of her larroling, keeping one calming hand upon its shaggy neck to hold the eager beast in check. But her own blue eyes blazed with readiness, every line of her frame taut with coiled energy like a drawn bowstring. At my word, she would release the beast, and then fire with her revolver.

Lastly, I glanced at Diane, taking strength from her closeness where she knelt poised beside me. Her delicate profile was etched with grim purpose, eyes narrowed intently upon our unsuspecting quarry. Sensing my gaze, she gave a subtle, confident nod. We were ready.

With a final deep breath, I gestured sharply and rose swiftly from concealment. Leigh released her grip on the larroling with a jubilant cry as we broke cover. The great beast lunged over the crest of the ridge with a thunderous roar, barreling down the slope straight towards the startled goblins.

My guardian and Aquana’s avatar followed closely behind, the water elemental sloshing as it raised its fists. Celeste followed them, unsheathing her great blade with a dexterous swoop.

Shrieks of shock and dismay split the air as the larroling smashed through the goblin camp with the force of an avalanche. Gnawed bones flew wildly, and the cook fire scattered in an explosion of embers as the beast plowed through, a whirlwind of rending claws and crushing bulk.

Before the goblins could even gather their scattered wits and weapons, Celeste descended upon them with blinding speed. The ornate blade seemed to take on a life of its own as she drew it forth, the steel burning with a cold blue light to match the battle fury blazing in her eyes.

With lethal grace, she spun and sliced through their ranks in a scintillating dance of death. Dark ichor sprayed wildly as the singing sword cleaved limbs from bodies and opened broad swathes of red ruin across flesh and armor alike. The goblins fell in pieces around her, powerless before her onslaught.

My guardian took position beside her, protecting her from the rusty blades and spear tips of the goblins. At the same time, Aquana’s avatar brought its fists to bear, smashing into the goblins as they shrieked and scrambled for their weapons.

From my position, I brought my rifle to bear upon the first goblin trying frantically to crawl away from Celeste’s whirlwind assault. It collapsed with a bubbling shriek as my shot pierced one bulging eye — the first kill of our combined volley raining mercilessly down.

All around me, the ridge exploded with violence. Diane’s crossbow sang again and again, each steel-tipped bolt unerringly finding its mark in goblin flesh while Leigh whooped with wild abandon, emptying her revolver’s chambers into the roiling fray.

The larroling rampaged unchecked through the heart of the camp, each swipe of its claws now leaving ragged red arcs across the darkness. Shrieks rose in pitch and agony as it crushed writhing bodies beneath its massive bulk, churning the hard earth into a slurry of gore and trampled filth.

Mere heartbeats had passed, yet fully half the goblins already lay dead or dying. But still, the survivors rallied desperately, brandishing crude spears and axes as they charged towards Celeste’s graceful silhouette, murder in their beady eyes. It was time to tip the scales further.

Raising my left hand, I summoned a storm elemental with an effort of will. The air crackled as motes of light coalesced into the towering form of a living thundercloud. Without hesitation, it surged forth, blasting arcs of lightning.

Celeste leapt agilely aside as the elemental plowed into the remaining knot of goblins seeking to overwhelm her, scattering them like leaves as it crackled with the fury of a storm. Cursing and flailing wildly, the creatures were helplessly electrocuted and fried by the elemental’s raw power.

Triumph rising within me, I took aim once more and picked off a goblin attempting to desperately scale the crumbling watchtower’s facade in search of refuge. It did not reach the top alive, my shots driving it down to sprawl twisted on the hard ground below.

The last of the goblins died swiftly in the closing moments of our ambush — one with a round from Leigh’s revolver through its heart, and the final survivor with Diane’s crossbow quarrel sprouted between its shoulders. None would escape alive.

As the last wails and whimpers faded upon the wind, quiet descended over the charnel scene. I rose cautiously, scanning the surroundings through the drifting smoke. No further movement stirred upon the gore-slick ground.

Complete victory was ours, hard-won. We had been swift, merciless, and brutal. But such was the way of survival upon the frontier.

With a grin of satisfaction on my lips, I moved up to join my companions surveying the grisly remains. Leigh whooped exultantly, throwing a companionable arm around me as her larroling rumbled proudly.

Meanwhile, Diane meticulously moved among the tangled dead, ensuring each body had crossed the veil. Finding no lingering signs of life, she turned at last to give me a subtle, satisfied nod. Between all of us, not one goblin had slipped the noose. Our coordination had been flawless.

Lastly, I turned my gaze toward Celeste. She stood silently apart from the gruesome tableau, head bowed. Only the slightest tremors in her blood-slick hands betrayed that behind the serene mask, emotions still stormed brightly from her first true test of arms at our side.

Yet not a single drop of gore marked her flawless ivory skin and garb. Only the crumpled, rent corpses scattered at her feet gave testament to her ferocity and sublime skill. She was untouched, seemingly untouchable.

Stepping carefully through the wrack of the slain, I came before her. Gently reaching out, I tilted her downcast chin up until our gazes met. Her eyes burned still with the fires of recent violence yet softened as they found mine seeking to console.

“You did well,” I told her sincerely. “This work is grim, I know, but take pride in your courage and skill.”

At my words, the last of the tension ebbed from Celeste’s taut frame. Slowly she nodded, the wisdom in my words touching some deep part of her spirit. Again, she graced me with a tremulous but luminous smile.


Chapter 14

As the haze of battle fury lifted, we took stock of our situation. The crumbling watchtower was strewn with goblin corpses, testimony to the ruthless efficiency of our ambush. I met Leigh’s eyes across the gory tableau, and we exchanged fierce grins.

“Hot damn, we sure laid the smackdown on those ugly bastards!” Leigh whooped, punching the air. Her eyes shone with exhilaration in the wake of our hard-won victory.

Beside her, the massive larroling grumbled happily at the praise. It scuffed a clawed foot through the dusty earth as it started to look around for something to eat.

I chuckled, glad to see her indomitable spirit undimmed by the grim work just completed. Leigh’s lust for adventure never failed to lift my own mood. Together with Diane, we had proven ourselves a force to be reckoned with.

Speaking of Diane, I glanced over to where she was meticulously retrieving spent bolts from goblin corpses, nose wrinkled delicately in distaste. Catching my eye, she gave a subtle but satisfied smile. We had fought seamlessly alongside one another.

Celeste still remained slightly apart from our exultation, gazing silently down at the carnage her own blade had sown. Though she hid it well, I sensed the roiling emotions still storming beneath her serene exterior. This had been her trial by fire.

“You never saw actual combat before, did you?” I asked her.

She looked up at me with her emerald eyes and shook her head. “Once,” she said. “I fought once before…” She hesitated for a moment. “Do not think that I mourn these goblins… But fighting stirs a wicked memory within me.”

Stepping carefully through the littered bodies, I moved to stand before her.

“You fought brilliantly,” I told her sincerely. “Whatever you feel now, know that you have my pride and gratitude.”

Slowly, she inclined her head in thanks, though her luminous gaze remained clouded by doubt. Sensing her inner conflict, I drew Celeste into a comforting embrace. She clung to me tightly, trembling almost imperceptibly.

At length we parted, and I was relieved to see some of the shadow had lifted from Celeste’s eyes. She offered me a small smile that warmed my heart. I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

By then, Diane and Leigh had wandered over to join us. “You sure sent those ugly devils straight back to hell!” Leigh declared, clapping Celeste heartily on the back. “Can’t imagine a better ally to have watching my hide.”

Celeste flushed at the praise. “You honor me,” she demurred modestly. “Though in truth, I fear my skills remain yet unpolished...”

Diane waved off her modesty. “Nonsense,” she countered evenly. “The precision and power of your sword strokes was breathtaking. You have rare talent indeed.”

I smiled to see Diane extending sincerity despite her reservations toward Celeste. It seemed the crucible of shared combat had fused us closer together. Celeste returned Diane’s words with a gracious dip of her head.

“Yeah, remind me not to get on your bad side!” Leigh added cheekily, winking at Celeste. Her levity finally coaxed a small chuckle from the elf maiden. The mood lightened as we reveled in our victory together.

But noon was coming, and we should not linger long amidst the grisly scene. With the ruined tower temporarily secured, we set about searching the goblins’ ransacked belongings for any clue to Clara’s fate. Maybe this was where their expedition had ended?

I rifled through a moldy pack, grimacing at the rancid pouches of goblin snuff tucked inside alongside various petty treasures looted from unwary travelers. Meanwhile, Leigh checked the perimeter for tracks while Diane sorted meticulously through the debris.

Among gnawed bones and soiled rags, our efforts unearthed a handful of coins, some scattered provisions, and other odd trinkets. But nothing definitively linked to Clara’s party emerged. If the goblins had encountered them, there was no sign of it here.

“No weapons or gear belonging to Clara’s group,” Diane reported once she had combed over every inch of the abandoned camp. She shook her head in frustration. “Just the spoils from other victims.”

I nodded. It seemed there was still hope they were alive. Unless other clues awaited somewhere ahead along the path, the goblins had not interacted with Clara’s party.

“We’d best press on soon as we’re able,” I said grimly. “I don’t like losing daylight. And the odds are that Clara and her party made it to the Dungeon. Although I wonder how they passed by these goblins…”

“They haven’t been here that long,” Leigh said, inspecting the tracks. “These critters moved in a couple days ago… And I can see here that there was a fire predatin’ their camp… Not in the careless way goblin make ‘em, neither.”

“So… Clara?” I asked.

She looked up from the tracks with a small smile. “Likely,” she confirmed.

We exchanged hopeful looks. Quickly we gathered up our scattered gear and weapons, preparing to depart. The larroling snuffled curiously at some bloodied bones before lumbering to Leigh’s side, ready to march on.

Within a few minutes, we had left the site behind, eating lunch straight from our packs, for we were unwilling to stop now.
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The further we climbed the Shimmering Peaks, the colder and more inhospitable the environment became. Icy winds howled between sheer cliff faces, cutting through our warm clothing. We huddled together against the biting chill, our breath coming in faint puffs of vapor.

The winding path grew ever steeper and more treacherous as we ascended. Loose shale shifted precariously under our boots, threatening to send us skidding over the sheer precipices that plunged into the mist-shrouded valleys far below. We picked our way carefully, wary of twisted ankles or worse.

Diane took the lead, scanning the rugged landscape for any signs of Clara or her party having passed this way. But if they had come before us, the ever-present winds had scoured away all trace of their passage. The higher we climbed, the more remote and untamed our surroundings felt.

As the last light faded from the slate grey sky, we paused in the lee of a towering cliff face to catch our breath and take stock of the situation. Night was falling swiftly, and the temperature had plummeted to dangerously frigid levels that pierced even our layered garments.

“We need to find shelter and get out of this biting wind,” I said through chattering teeth. The girls huddled close together for warmth, nodding agreement. Exposed on the open mountainside after dark would be a death sentence.

“There,” Diane said after a moment, pointing toward a rocky overhang just visible through the deepening gloom. It was not an ideal refuge, but it would shield us from the worst of the elements.

Stumbling the last few yards over the slick terrain, we gratefully ducked beneath the overhang. Though cramped, it provided respite from the shrieking gale outside. Dropping our packs, we sank down onto the cold stone, exhausted but relieved. After a moment's rest, we set up a single tent and prepared for the night.

“We should try to get some rest while we can,” I said wearily. “We’ll need our strength for climbing the steepest parts tomorrow.” Despite my bone-deep fatigue, sleep felt unlikely in this inhospitable place.

Huddling close for warmth in the tent, we managed to doze fitfully through the long night, our empty bellies grumbling. We did not dare light a fire or eat, afraid its light might draw unwelcome eyes. The mountain’s dangers felt ever-present in the oppressive darkness.

By the time the sky lightened to gloomy predawn grey, we were all awake and shivering uncontrollably. “Here, quickly eat this,” Diane said, passing out jerky and hard crackers. The meager rations took the edge off our hunger pangs but did little to alleviate the numbing cold.

As the brittle light strengthened, we packed up swiftly and continued picking our precarious way up the frozen slope. Our progress slowed to a crawl in places where the path narrowed along crumbling ledges slick with ice. We shuffled like the elderly, bent against the wind.

I glanced back periodically to make sure Celeste was keeping pace. The harsh environment was taxing even her elven endurance, but she persevered without complaint. Leigh trudged steadily ahead beside the unperturbed bulk of her larroling. Its thick pelt served it well against the cold.

By late morning, the wind had picked up to a howling gale that drove frozen needles of sleet into our exposed faces with unrelenting fury. It was nearly impossible to catch our breath in those thin, frigid gusts that threatened to tear our very footing loose and send us plummeting over the sheer precipice.

Pressing into the side of the cliff, I waited for a brief lull in the screaming wind. “There’s a small cave up ahead!” I shouted over the gale’s roar. “We have to wait out the storm there!” If we lingered here exposed much longer, the relentless cold would claim our lives. A fire and shelter were now our only hopes of surviving this ordeal.

Staggering the last few feet, we collapsed in an exhausted, shivering huddle just inside the cave’s mouth. The meager outcropping provided some respite from the slicing sleet but did little to stop the bone-numbing chill from sinking deep into our bodies. Violent tremors wracked our frames as we clung to one another for warmth.

“I’ll g-get a fire s-started,” Leigh chattered through blue lips, fumbling with numb fingers in her pack.

She was right. Making a fire brought the risk of detection, but even goblins would not venture out in this icy gale. And if we did nothing, we would likely freeze.

Soon she had managed to ignite a small pile of kindling, coaxing the fledgling flames higher. We huddled desperately close, holding our frigid hands to the blessed warmth.

As our ice-stiffened clothing began to gradually thaw, I took out the maps to examine our progress. We were still likely several hours’ climb up the slopes from Hrothgar’s Hope if the weather permitted it. And somewhere along this inhospitable route, Clara and her party may have met their ends. The thought sent a shiver through me unrelated to the cold.

The storm kept us pinned in the cave through the remainder of the day, and I paced the rock surface impatiently, frustrated at the loss of time. When evening came, the storm finally settled. Of course, it was growing too dark to go out by then.

We reluctantly allowed the meager fire to die, wary of the light drawing unwelcome eyes now that things would go a-prowling again. In the cave’s pitch blackness, we had only our lantern light. Luckily, our blankets provided plenty of warmth, and our rations sustenance and energy.

When night truly fell, I took first watch and let the girls sleep. Those hours of standing guard in the dark cave were not comfortable. The echoing hollow amplified the slightest sound, and I was on my toes the entire time, occasionally making my way to the mouth of the cave to see if anything lurked outside. If there was, I could not see it.

After several hours, I woke Leigh, who relieved me. Despite being tired, I lay awake for a while. But at some point, exhaustion had claimed me, for when I opened my eyes again, the faintest predawn glow suffused the cramped cave. It seemed that only the larroling had slept well.

As we prepared to resume our slow, agonizing ascent, I made sure to clasp each companion’s shoulder in wordless support. Their answering nods, despite the grim situation around us, rekindled my determination. If we stuck together, we would prevail.

Diane took the lead once more as we emerged stiffly from the cramped cave to face another bitter day. Though the previous storm had subsided, the wind retained its vicious chill. We pulled our collars tighter and bent into the gusts, breath fogging. Without the fire last night, our clothes were still damp, sapping body heat.

The creeping light revealed no traces left by Clara’s party either. If they had passed this way, the elements had long since erased their footsteps. I prayed we were on the right path, that somehow they yet lived. But as the sheer drops and endless waste of rock and ice stretched out around us; hope felt far away.

We trudged on in grim silence as the morning wore on. Even Leigh’s irrepressible spirit was subdued by the bleak, barren majesty all around. The Shimmering Peaks in their harsh beauty cared nothing for our lives. They ground down hardier beings than us daily.

Still, we would persist, and we would find Hrothgar’s Hope...


Chapter 15

Up in the mountains, the light was pale and deadly, offering no warmth. Morale was low after the brutal storm, but we were determined to press on. If Clara and her party had made it this far, so could we.

I took the lead for a time, rifle at the ready. The winds had died down, but a bitter chill still clung to the air.

Our boots crunched on gravel and patches of old, slurry snow. Overhead, slate grey clouds threatened more wintry weather to come, and I had no doubt that another storm would soon pour its vengeance down on us.

We climbed doggedly onward and upward, each footfall a small victory against the increasing slope. I could feel my muscles burning with exertion beneath the layers of clothing. The thin air made each breath a struggle.

Around mid-morning, the path ahead took a sharp turn between two towering pinnacles of stone. As I rounded the bend, a glint of color in the rocks below caught my eye. I paused, peering down the steep incline. “Wait. I see something.”

The others halted behind me. I pointed down to a narrow defile about 50 yards off the main trail. There, fluttering among the boulders, was a scrap of faded green fabric snagged on the rocks.

Exchanging tense looks, we carefully picked our way down the treacherous slope using handholds in the stone. Reaching the bottom, I crouched and tugged the scrap free. It was a torn piece of embroidered fabric, stuck between two stacked stones of impressive size.

“This was placed here on purpose,” Diane said. “To signal the return path. Kobolds and goblins don’t do this — they have an innate sense of direction in the mountains.”

“This was Clara’s party’s doing, then,” I said grimly.

“They must’ve passed through here before the storms hit,” Leigh reasoned, studying the surrounding rocks.

I nodded. If we continued up this defile, it might lead us to where they had sheltered.

We moved slowly, watching every step on the uneven terrain. The defile twisted steeply between close cliff walls before opening up into a wider basin surrounded by sheer rises of stone. I sucked in a breath at the sight that greeted us.

There at the basin’s edge, partially buried in snow, sat the burned-out remains of a small campsite. There was a mess of abandoned gear and collapsed tents. Ice had frozen over the dead fire pit in the center.

“A base camp,” I muttered.

“Yeah,” Leigh agreed. “One that didn’t get packed up again…”

“Oh my…” Celeste breathed, concern marring her fine elven features.

“Let’s see what we can find,” I said. “Maybe they’re still around somewhere… or a trace of them.”

While the others searched for any further sign of the party, I moved slowly through the abandoned campsite. Everything was still — frozen in time. A pot lay upended near the fire pit, its contents long spilled. The fine layer of snow covering each item made it clear no one had been back here for at least a day.

Leigh was studying old tracks at the camp’s edge. “Looks like they headed on up the mountain from here,” she reported.

I nodded, casting my gaze up the sheer cliffs hemming us in on all sides.

Somewhere above, the Dungeon of Hrothgar’s Hope awaited. And I was certain that they had entered it.

“Should we follow?” Diane asked uneasily, ears flat against the wind’s shrill whistling through the rocks.

I considered a moment. “I’m guessing the entrance to the Dungeon is close by. They probably built this camp as a base of operations, but they didn’t return to it.”

The girls nodded in agreement. “That does seem the most likely scenario,” Celeste agreed.

“We still have some daylight left, so I want to scout the path up with Diane,” I said. “We can search for any further traces and the entrance to the Dungeon. If we find it, we’ll enter it tomorrow, with renewed energy.”

I knelt, brushing snow off one of the abandoned packs. “Let’s use their beginnings and make camp here. It doesn’t look like it was attacked or scavenged, so the location is still safe.”

The girls murmured agreement. There were a few more hours until darkness would find us here in the mountains, which left us time to gather firewood, melt snow for drinking water, and explore the trail to the entrance of the Dungeon.

There was another advantage too. I could have a talk with Diane and gauge how she was getting along with Celeste, while Celeste and Leigh could bond a little while cooking Diane and me a meal for when we returned.

With the quick summoning of a domesticant to lighten our workload, we got to work bringing the base camp in fine order.
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As the fading sunlight filtered through the gorge, Diane and I set off to scout the path leading up from Clara’s abandoned campsite. Our boots crunched on gravel and crusts of old snow as we walked, our senses alert for any signs of the lost expedition.

I kept one finger resting lightly on the trigger guard of my rifle, though no threats had emerged yet. Still, in a place like this, one could never be too cautious.

Beside me, Diane’s keen eyes continuously scanned our surroundings. Her ears twitched now and then at some distant sound.

Before long, the narrow defile we had been ascending opened into a wider, bowl-shaped depression hemmed in by towering cliff faces. I halted, peering upward. There, perhaps fifty yards above, a dark fissure was visible in the rock — likely the entrance Clara’s party had used to access Hrothgar’s Hope.

“That must be it,” I murmured.

Diane followed my gaze and nodded in agreement, her bushy tail swishing pensively.

“We should check the area directly below it for any signs left behind,” she suggested. “But carefully. The rockfall danger is high here.”

Moving slowly, we began searching the steep slope of scree and boulders directly beneath the cave entrance. If there were traces of Clara’s group, the ever-present winds had long since scoured them away.

It was looking more and more like the party had entered Hrothgar’s Hope and simply not returned from their venture. What fate they had found inside we would soon discover.

As we searched, an opportune moment arose to broach another matter that had been weighing on my mind.

Turning to Diane, I asked gently, “So what are your honest thoughts about having Celeste along so far?”

Diane’s delicate brow furrowed slightly in thought. “She’s been an asset in combat,” she acknowledged after a moment. “And I can admit I misjudged her abilities on that count.”

I nodded encouragement, sensing Diane still had reservations she was reluctant to voice. “Go on,” I prompted. “I value your open perspective.”

She hesitated before continuing slowly. “It’s just… so much remains unknown about her. Why the secrecy over her Class? And she lacks basic survival skills. I simply find it… odd.” Diane bit her lip. “But perhaps I’m being unfair.”

I chose my response carefully, sensing Diane’s caution came from a place of care for our group’s safety; I knew that she was not a jealous lover, and that my obvious interest in Celeste did not vex her.

“You may have a point,” I acknowledged seriously. “Celeste is an enigma in many ways. But I believe her intentions are good. She seems to have a kind heart.”

Diane absently flicked her tail as she pondered my words. “I hope you’re right. She’ll have to be truthful to us if she… well, if she wants to be a part of our group. And we barely know each other. I could be misjudging.” She sighed softly. “I’m likely just slow to trust. My instincts tend toward suspicion.”

Reaching over, I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You’ve kept us alive more than once out here using those instincts,” I said earnestly. “I would never dismiss your judgment. If you feel Celeste endangers us, say the word.”

Diane managed a small, grateful smile in response. “I don’t feel that way,” she conceded after pondering a moment. Then, she sighed. “I… I’m just not really accustomed to elves, I suppose, because she doesn’t answer to what I would expect of an elf.”

I smiled. “Maybe you should let go of those expectations. Just let Celeste be Celeste. Give her a chance.”

Diane nodded softly. “You are right, of course. If she proves herself trustworthy, I’ll gladly call her a friend. My concerns may turn out baseless.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” I said. “We’ll stay vigilant together, and Celeste will get the chance she deserves.”

With our discussion resolved for the time being, we turned our focus back to scouring the area for any last traces of Clara’s party. As the light faded toward dusk, our fruitless search ended of necessity. The gloom beneath the distant cave entrance had deepened impenetrably.

“The only option left is that they entered the Dungeon,” I said.

“Maybe they got lost or trapped.”

“Or killed,” I added. “It’s an option we must consider.”

She nodded grimly. “Indeed.”

“We’d best head back while we still have light,” I remarked reluctantly as the shadows stretched ever longer across the icy gravel.

“We should,” she conceded with a frustrated flick of her tail. “I just hope we’ll find a sign of them inside the Dungeon...”

Together we began picking our way carefully back down the steep gorge as twilight descended. The temperature was already plummeting, our breath puffing out in faint mist. I shivered, longing for the warmth of the campfire Leigh, Celeste, and the domesticant had hopefully gotten started by now.

When we finally stumbled back into camp, I was relieved to see a cheery blaze already crackling. Leigh waved in greeting as she tended a bubbling pot of stew that filled the air with savory aroma.

Celeste sat quietly beside her, her gaze lost in the leaping flames. But she glanced up and favored us with a subtle smile as we entered the flickering light. The warmth raised my spirits, and I was feeling better already.

Settling gratefully beside the fire, Diane summarized our findings — or lack thereof — over bowls of steaming stew. The others absorbed this news solemnly. The fate of Clara’s party remained a mystery for now.

As we lingered over our meager but welcome supper, I met Celeste’s luminous eyes across the flames. She said little, but I sensed her gratitude for being included. However this mission ended, I was glad she was here, sharing the journey with us.

When the cold night deepened and stars kindled sharp and bright overhead, we reluctantly set aside lingering doubts and concerns until daylight. For now, rest and preparation for tomorrow’s venture took precedence.

Banking the fire against the night’s chill, I volunteered for the first watch. My companions gratefully rolled themselves in their blankets close to the sputtering warmth.


Chapter 16

The next morning, we awoke to find the winds had calmed and an eerie stillness lay over the mountain basin. After a quick breakfast, we gathered our gear and approached the cave mouth, yawning darkly ahead.

I felt a prickle of apprehension, gazing up at that lightless entrance, but pressed it down. Answers waited within Hrothgar’s Hope, however grim.

I clicked on the flashlight I retrieved from my backpack. The bright beam pierced the gloom, revealing a crumbling staircase carved into the rock face.

Old torch sconces lined the walls, long cold and empty. Our boots scuffed noisily on gravel and dust as we descended single file into the mountain’s depths, senses straining.

The air grew steadily colder and danker as we wound our way deeper along the carved passage. Roots protruded from cracks in the stonework, and rivulets of icy water trickled down the walls. The worn, stone-wrought architecture hinted at the bustling activity this dwarfhold had witnessed just a few years ago.

Now, all was dark and still.

At intervals, side tunnels branched off into fathomless blackness. I swept my flashlight beam down each in turn, wary of anything lurking in those dark veins. But nothing stirred save whispering drafts. The entire complex felt like a tomb. Unease coiled tighter in my gut with each step.

Before long, we emerged into a high-ceilinged chamber with intricately carved pillars flanking the room’s edges. Dwarven runes adorned the walls, their meanings lost to the years. Two archways yawned on the opposite sides of the chamber, leading into unknown depths.

“Which way?” Leigh whispered, voice hushed. The room’s stale air seemed to swallow sound itself.

Diane’s ears swiveled slowly. “This way, I think,” she murmured finally, turning toward the left-hand arch.

I trusted her instincts and matched her cautious stride as we passed beneath its crumbling edge into the passage beyond.

This hall was not of careful make. Crudely chiseled from bare rock, it angled steadily downward. Veins of glinting ore snaked through the walls.

The larroling’s bulky shoulders brushed both sides as it lumbered behind Leigh and Celeste. Leigh soothed the great beast with a murmur.

The crude tunnel terminated abruptly in a natural cavern, its uneven floor studded with stalagmites. Bioluminescent fungus speckled the ceiling, casting everything in sickly greenish light. The others tensed as we stepped out onto the spongy, moss-strewn ground.

“Stay alert,” I warned softly. This seemed an ideal lair for mountain predators. We picked our way between the stone spikes bristling from the floor, boots sinking into the soft loam. The occasional plink of water droplets echoed eerily around us.

Reaching the far wall intact, we discovered a low opening half-concealed behind a stone outcropping. I shone my flashlight into the void, but the beam fell short of piercing its depths.

Wordlessly, I gestured for Diane to take the lead once more. She slipped through the gap, crossbow raised.

The rough-hewn passage beyond sloped ever downward at a steep angle. Loose rocks shifted treacherously under each step.

We were forced to proceed slowly, bracing our hands against the walls. Dust and debris rained down continuously from cracks in the poorly supported ceiling. I struggled to calm my pounding heart. One misstep could send this whole section crashing down atop us.

After an agonizing descent, we stumbled awkwardly into a cavernous chamber crisscrossed by rickety rope bridges spanning a yawning chasm. Dank mist rose from the void’s unseen bottom. Rotting planks groaned beneath our cautious steps. Vertigo clutched my senses.

We were halfway across one swaying bridge when an earsplitting screech rang out. The cavern walls themselves seemed to tremble from the force. My blood turned to ice. That cry was inhuman. Leigh’s eyes were wide with fear beside me. Even the stoic Diane looked shaken. Something ancient and deadly inhabited these depths.

“Hurry, quietly,” I rasped. We moved as swiftly as the rotting ropes allowed toward the far ledge. The shriek did not repeat, but its chilling echo lingered. I could not tear my gaze from the abyss on either side. Darkness there seemed to roil and seethe just out of sight.

Reaching solid ground once more, we staggered past crumbled masonry toward a wound in the cavern’s far wall — the only exit. Rivulets of water glistened as they trailed down the weathered carvings flanking the arched portal. Beyond, steps receded into the earth. There was nowhere left but further down.

Our feet scraped deafeningly loud on the time-worn stairs no matter how gingerly we trod. The flickering glow of Diane’s lantern did little to pierce the oppressive gloom shrouding our descent. How many more fathoms deep would Hrothgar’s Hope extend?

Just as the weary thought crossed my mind, the claustrophobic stairwell opened unexpectedly into a vast natural cavern, its dimensions lost in darkness.

We huddled together at its precipice, peering out over the abyssal expanse. A bone-chilling draft sighed up from those unseen depths.

“We should turn back,” Diane whispered. “This feels too dangerous...”

I pondered her words in silence. Every instinct screamed to retreat from this nightmare place. Yet if any flicker of hope remained for Clara’s party, it lay somewhere ahead in the impenetrable dark.

Before I could respond, another soul-shattering shriek resonated up from the void below. Pebbles skittered over the cavern’s edge, dislodged by the force of that eldritch cry. The creature lurking in these depths was not far off now.

“We’ve no choice,” I said grimly. “We press on.”

Leigh’s jaw was clenched, knuckles white around her revolver’s grip. But she gave a terse nod. Together, we moved away from that dread precipice into the maze of stone deeper inside the mountain.

The darkness seemed to thicken palpably as we descended unevenly carved steps ever downward. Our flashlight beams began flickering erratically as we moved.

A frigid draft clawed through our garments, leeching body heat. But still, we pushed on through the stillness. To turn back now might leave us blind in the dark.

At the bottom of the stairs, we entered a final low-ceilinged cavern. A faint phosphorescent glow outlined a small fissure in the far wall. Icy rime coated the stone floor, crunching under our boots. No sound carried from the outside world this deep beneath the mountain’s roots.

It was the eerie limbo before chaos.

Halting before the gaping fissure, I met my companions’ frightened but resolute eyes one final time. “Stay together,” I enjoined them softly.

Gripping my rifle, we pressed as one through the rime-slick cleft. Whatever lurked ahead in the stygian dark, it was our fate to meet it.
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The fissure opened into a small cave lit by a soft azure glow. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, dripping water that echoed faintly. Diane moved ahead on silent feet, crossbow raised as she scanned for any threat. The rest of us fanned out, senses strained for the slightest sound.

But only the plink of water and our own hushed breaths stirred the heavy air. The luminous fungus on the walls cast everything in an ethereal blue-green light. Cautiously, we picked our way across the uneven cave floor toward an arched opening on the far side. Diane reached it first, gesturing for us to wait as she slipped through alone.

Tense minutes passed as we stood frozen, ears pricked. Leigh shifted nervously beside me, casting anxious glances toward the way Diane had gone.

Meanwhile, I kept my rifle trained on the dark entrance, finger resting lightly on the trigger guard in case of an ambush. But the subterranean silence remained unbroken.

At last, the faint scuff of a boot on stone signaled Diane’s return. I released a pent-up breath as her lithe shape materialized out of the gloom. Wordlessly, she beckoned us to gather close so she could share her report in hushed tones.

“There’s a larger cavern beyond this one,” she whispered tersely. “I glimpsed movement in the shadows that looked like kobolds. Perhaps a dozen or more.” Her tail lashed in agitation. “We need to form a plan before proceeding.”

I swore under my breath. Kobolds were vicious, tribal creatures that dwelled in mountain tunnels. Often, they laid claim to dwarven ruins once they were abandoned or if they felt like they could overtake its inhabitants. Their packs could number in the dozens.

“Did they spot you?” I asked Diane urgently. She shook her head.

The element of surprise remained on our side, however slim that advantage might be. The others absorbed the news like me — grimly but without panic. We had faced worse odds together before.

“If we move fast, we can ambush them,” I reasoned in hushed tones. “Hit hard before they can rally.”

Beside me, Leigh nodded fiercely; eyes alight with battle-readiness. Her massive larroling rumbled deep in its throat, sensing the brewing conflict.

Meanwhile, Celeste remained silent, porcelain features schooled into tranquil focus beneath her drawn hood. She, aided by my summons, would need to swiftly cut down any kobolds that slipped past our frontline while Leigh and I engaged them head-on.

“I will summon a guardian and Aquana’s avatar to aid Celeste in melee,” I said before turning to Diane. “Provided there is enough room for a melee like that?”

She nodded. “But knowing kobolds, there could be side tunnels concealed nearby with more waiting to join the fight. Our ambush risks being surrounded.” Her eyes were clouded with doubt.

I hesitated, acknowledging her point. My instinct had been for a direct attack, but these twisting caverns likely held unknown variables — hidden numbers, traps, and escapes. A stealthier approach might serve us better here.

“You’re right,” I conceded after a moment’s thought. “A full assault is too risky without knowing what else lurks nearby.” The others murmured agreement, tension coiling tighter. We needed a revised strategy, quickly.

“What do you suggest, Diane?” I asked.

Though I often took the lead in combat, her wisdom and scouting experience shone here in unknown territory teeming with threats. She had skills and instincts that gave her a better insight into places like these.

Diane considered carefully before responding. “The corridor opens unto a ledge that skirts the cavern,” she whispered. “Between that and the many fungi, we might skirt around the edge unseen. If we can do that, there may be a way to flank them and get a quick look down the other corridors to make sure there aren’t any reinforcements.”

It was dangerous, but likely our best path forward. “Lead on then,” I said simply. “We’ll follow your guide.”

Diane gave a terse nod before turning back toward the shadowy tunnel mouth, crossbow at the ready. Together, we slipped into the darkness on her heels.

The flickering glow of scattered mushrooms provided our only light as we crept single-file deeper into the winding passage. Our breaths and the scuff of boots on stone seemed deafeningly loud, but no cries of alarm rose ahead yet.

Before long, we emerged onto a ledge overlooking the larger cavern Diane had scouted before. Dim shapes milled and scrambled about the fungus-choked floor far below.

Guttural snarls echoed off the walls as the kobolds proceeded about their business, and the occasional glint of steel betrayed crude weaponry. The situation was precariously balanced… for now.

With utmost care, we picked our way along the cavern’s uneven walls, seeking a suitable ambush point and to quickly scout those other corridors. The kobolds below remained oblivious, preoccupied with their snarling disputes. They were not expecting an ambush, and they seemed preoccupied with arguing amongst themselves, sleeping, and gorging on strips of meat from a source I did not wish to consider.

As we moved, Diane quickly ducked into each corridor we passed, scouting ahead on behalf of our party. Although my heart raged in my chest, she returned shaking her head every time. It seemed there were no other kobolds in the halls — at least, not nearby.

That, however, left the source of the shriek we had heard earlier. It had been too loud for kobolds, and there was another beast somewhere around. An open attack risked rousing it.

At last, Diane signaled we had reached the spot she found ideal for opening the attack. The dense growths and the ledge should hide us from view below until we struck, letting us draw out the element of surprise as long as possible. I peered down, gauging angles and distances as I mentally prepared our assault. The moment of reckoning was nearly at hand...

Yet just as we readied ourselves, a thunderous rumble shook the cavern foundations. Dust rained down as the quaking intensified, and startled cries rose from the kobolds.

“What’s happening?” Leigh hissed, struggling to keep her balance. Before I could hazard a guess, the deep tremors subsided as quickly as they had started. An eerie silence followed in their wake.

One by one, the kobolds fell to their knees and began chanting as if they were caught up in worship, weapons discarded at their sides for the moment.

“Now,” I hissed. “This is our chance!”


Chapter 17

Our ranged assault from the ledge above began swiftly. With the kobolds distracted by their strange worship of the shrieking roaring in the Dungeon, they were ripe targets. Taking aim with my rifle, I quickly dropped one of the creatures with a clean shot to the neck. Beside me, Diane’s crossbow sang out, her bolt finding its mark.

On my left, Leigh whooped fiercely as she emptied her revolver’s chambers into the panicked throng. The cavern echoed with shrieks, snarls, and gunshots. Our surprise attack was brutally effective, the ledge providing us ideal elevation to shoot down into their midst.

The kobolds shrieked and flailed as our coordinated volley rained down death. Shook up from their worship, they scrambled for weapons and cover.

Meanwhile, nimble as a mountain cat, Celeste rapidly descended the slope, blade strapped across her back. The larroling followed close behind, claws gouging handholds in the crumbly rock face. Together, they dropped into the chaos erupting below.

Now it was time for phase two. While Celeste drew her sword, I focused my will. With a burst of light, my guardian manifested beside her. Aquana’s shimmering avatar coalesced into being a moment later.

My spells set me back 18 mana and left me with 25. The two summons stood ready to engage and defend.

Seeing new foes suddenly in their midst, half the remaining kobolds broke from their cover and charged toward Celeste with murderous intent. They raised crude axes and spears as they converged, beady eyes alight with bloodlust.

But my guardian rushed to meet them, massive shield raised. Spear tips and axe blades glanced off its armor in showers of sparks as it slammed bodily into the throng. Behind its bulwark Celeste stood untouched, blade poised in flawless form.

At the same moment, Aquana’s avatar swept its watery fists into the kobold mob with incredible force. The concussive impacts sent one of the kobolds flying like a rag doll, armor rent and shattered. The kobolds’ guttural battle cries turned to yelps of dismay and pain.

And then, Celeste joined the melee. She wove her deadly dance. The ornate blade carved crimson arcs through the gloom as she spun and sliced through their ranks with lethal precision. None could stand before her whirlwind fury.

From our elevated position, we continued raining death down upon the creatures still twitching and writhing where they had fallen. It was an execution, our combined firepower decimating the last of their ranks before any could regain their feet.

Meanwhile, the larroling — a little late to the party because of its clumsy descent of the slope — joined the fray with thunderous fury. The cavern shook with its roars as it plowed through the creatures, swatting them aside like insects beneath its massive bulk and rending claws.

In mere moments, the last kobolds lay in hacked, gory pieces on the blood-soaked cavern floor. Celeste flicked dark blood from the sword almost disdainfully before turning to calmly survey the gruesome scene we had wrought. My summons took position on either side of the elven maiden, ready for my next command.

Above, as the echoes faded, we rose from our positions on the ledge. Though the cavern floor was strewn with carnage, my companions appeared untouched, having cut down the creatures with flawless coordination before even one could draw near.

“That was some sweet shootin’!” Leigh whooped, pumping a fist exultantly as we regrouped. Only the faintest flush of exhilaration colored Celeste’s porcelain cheeks. But her eyes shone with a fierce pride in her capabilities.

“You all performed flawlessly,” I said sincerely. I felt staunch pride in my comrades as we stood together surveying the victory.

However, there was little time for celebration. Now that the kobold threat was neutralized, we needed to press on swiftly in search of Clara before something else lurked forth to investigate the sounds of slaughter. And there was that thing that had shrieked and roared somewhere within the Dungeon.

Moving quickly, we began searching the tangled mound of corpses and debris for any clues potentially left behind by Clara’s party. It was grisly work picking through filthy bedding and other refuse among the bloody dismembered limbs.

“Here!” Diane called sharply, beckoning us over. Half-buried nearby, an ornate dagger glinted in the dirt. I carefully extracted it, brushing off the blade’s engraved roses.

“This was Clara’s,” Diane said confidently. “I remember her showing it to me after one of her earlier Dungeon runs. It must have gotten knocked free when they were taken.”

My pulse quickened as I turned the blade over in my hands. This was a definitive sign we were on their trail, and that they had gone into Hrothgar’s Hope.

“Then there’s a chance some escaped deeper within,” I reasoned.

After all, if Clara had dropped it during a struggle, perhaps she and some others had slipped away alive.

“We should move swiftly but cautiously,” Diane advised.

She was right. Somewhere ahead, the lost party might be languishing wounded, with dwindling supplies. Proceeding recklessly could ruin any hope of reunion. Their situation remained dire.

Thus resolved, we gathered our scattered equipment and pressed onward with renewed vigor. The answers we sought lay somewhere in the black depths ahead. Step by step, we delved through the maze of twisting passages, focused solely on finding Clara’s group.

The darkness steadily drained our flashlight beams as we wove deep beneath the mountain’s roots. The deathly silence weighed oppressively. We strained each sense for the slightest sign of life, but only spectral echoes answered back.

Still, we persisted through the network of shadowed tunnels and sprawling caverns. The eldritch chill seeped into our bones, but we moved on.


Chapter 18

Further exploration of the shadowy Dungeon proceeded haltingly. Our flashlight beams seemed feeble against the endless dark pressing in all around. Any rubble or loose stone turned treacherous underfoot, forcing us to watch every step lest the noise of a fall echo too far through the tunnels. We spoke only in terse, muted whispers.

So far, no new threats had emerged after the slaughtered kobolds. But something ancient and deadly yet lurked somewhere in the stygian depths around us. Its bone-chilling roars had long since faded, but its brooding presence lingered. The hairs on my neck prickled at the thought.

Diane scouted a little way ahead, her eyes keen for the slightest sign of Clara’s group. But time and darkness conspired to hide their trail.

The rocky floor revealed little, and the stale air carried only our own sounds. All we could do was search methodically, passage by passage.

The unwelcoming gloom seemed to press in from all sides the deeper our search carried us. Even our lantern light appeared dim and frail against the vast dark. Any shred of proof that Clara or her companions had passed this way before us now would have been a relief. But thus far, the rocky tunnels remained obstinately devoid of clues.

When the twisting passage we followed opened into a high-ceilinged chamber, Leigh froze and held up a halting hand.

Cocking her head, she stood motionless for several taut heartbeats. “You hear that?” she finally whispered.

We shook our heads mutely, exchanging looks. None of us had heard a thing.

Keeping her revolver ready, Leigh crept forward into the expansive chamber, boots scraping softly on the gravel-strewn floor. I gripped my rifle tightly, poised to back her up.

Step by cautious step, Leigh approached the chamber’s far wall. There, in the wavering lantern light, a small crevice about shoulder height was visible.

Leigh paused before it, frowning pensively. Then her eyes widened.

“It’s flowing air,” she gasped. “Could be a way through!”

Joining her swiftly, I pressed my palm against the opening and felt a steady current of frigid air flow over my skin from some space beyond. This could signify a route Clara might have taken. The gap looked barely large enough to squeeze through.

“I’ll slip through and scout it out,” Diane volunteered when I shared my conjecture.

I nodded. “Be careful.”

She smiled at me, blew me a kiss, and slithered into the crevice headfirst with a lithe wriggle. The bushy tip of her tail disappeared last.

We waited and watched that narrow opening, our weapons at the ready in case anything would show up. I tried to ignore my pounding heart. Leigh shifted her weight nervously from foot to foot, casting anxious glances toward the crevice.

Each second Diane was out of sight stretched intolerably. We had to place faith in her skills.

After some fraught minutes, one slender hand reappeared, beckoning urgently. Diane had returned unharmed.

“Hurry, come look what I found!” she whispered sharply when we approached the crevice.

We squeezed through one after the other — me, Leigh, Celeste, and finally the larroling. The beast barely fit and grumbled a complaint as it squeezed in.

The hidden tunnel beyond steadily widened as we stumbled along it half-bent. Diane clutched my hand, guiding me onward until the constricting walls abruptly fell away, depositing us in a small cave lit by ghostly fungi. My breath caught at the sight that greeted us as I swept the flashlight over the new room.

There, slumped against a massive boulder, was a crumpled form in tattered mail and furs. Diane hurried to the motionless figure as I raised my flashlight, playing the harsh beam over the ugly gashes marring their torso and limbs. But the bearded face seemed miraculously untouched.

Kneeling swiftly, Diane pressed gentle fingers to the fallen man’s neck in search of a pulse, but we already knew what the result of that would be — she was just making sure.

Leigh, Celeste, and I watched mutely, hardly daring to breathe. The dripping sound that permeated the caves turned unnaturally loud. Diane lifted her eyes to mine, sorrow gleaming there even in the poor light.

“He’s gone,” she murmured heavily after a moment. My shoulders sagged. Though not Clara herself, this man had almost certainly been one of her companions. We had been too late to spare him from his lonely death in the pitiless dark.

Grimacing in sympathy at the severity of the poor soul’s wounds, I stepped closer to inspect his leather armor and gear — all of fine dwarven craftsmanship by the look.

“Can either of you identify him?” I asked Diane and Leigh solemnly. There might still be clues to pursue.

Diane circled the crumpled form slowly, brows knitted as she searched her memory for the details. But she soon sighed and shook her head in defeat.

“Can’t say I’ve seen this man before,” she admitted regretfully.

Crouching, Leigh reached with delicate care to tilt the man’s head into the full light of the flashlight. Her eyes clouded with sorrowful recognition.

“It’s Lander,” she said heavily after a moment. “He was one of the warriors often lookin’ for a group for Dungeon runs in Gladdenfield. I know him from the shop. Pretty sure he joined Clara on the regular.”

My pulse quickened at this first concrete evidence of the lost expedition’s fate. Grim as it was, Lander’s demise proved we walked in their footsteps.

“He must have gotten cut off or separated somehow,” I reasoned.

But if he had succumbed, what dire straits might Clara and the others now face?

“And look at those cuts on the torso and limbs,” I continued. “Claws. And bigger than those of a kobold. It looks like they cut straight through the links of the chainmail…”

“Must’ve been a real big critter,” Leigh said. “Maybe the thing we heard growl earlier?”

I nodded. “It does seem that way.”

While Leigh and I stood guard, Diane swiftly searched Lander’s remains for anything potentially useful. But she eventually shook her head in defeat. “Just his weapons and a little food.” She closed his lifeless eyes gently. “No further clues about Clara.”

I swore under my breath. While finding Lander’s final resting place provided some tragic closure, it still left Clara’s ultimate fate, and that of her other companions, a mystery.

Most likely, they had been forced to leave him behind here after he succumbed to his wounds. All we could do was press deeper into the mountain’s treacherous maze of tunnels.

The search resumed, our sense of grim purpose renewed. Lander’s lonely end was a cautionary tale. If injured, lost, or out of supplies, Clara’s predicament could be dire indeed. The attackers might have overwhelmed her; either foes that already were here or they ran afoul of the thing that made the shrieking noises.

Step by determined step, our fellowship delved on through the winding passages, bereft of daylight. Perhaps somewhere ahead, our lantern beams would at last reveal Clara and her surviving companions.

Or perhaps we would recover only cold bodies to bear back in sorrow. Either way, we would find out.
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The twisting passage narrowed as we pressed deeper into the mountain’s hollowed roots, forcing us to proceed single-file. Rocks underfoot turned slick with strange lichens and subterranean fungi, treacherous to the unwary step. Each breath seemed to echo too loudly in the dead air, as if the very stones listened to betray our presence.

Holding up a halting hand, I paused to sweep my flashlight beam over the uneven walls and stony debris littering the cramped tunnel floor ahead. Some dwarven delving seemed to have exposed a natural fissure here that still breathed its chill, tomblike air into the passage from unknown depths. The beam’s harsh glare revealed no movement, but my every nerve felt taut as a bowstring.

Behind me, Diane stood poised on the balls of her feet, ears swiveling slowly to catch the faintest disturbance upon the air. Leigh shifted her weight restlessly, her finger resting lightly upon her revolver’s grip while the silent bulk of her larroling loomed at her shoulder.

Celeste seemed composed, her hand resting with deceptive casualness on her sword hilt. Yet I knew that like us, she strained each sense into the darkness ahead. We were nearing something. The shadows’ uneasy weight whispered warnings no words could articulate.

Inch by tense inch, we crept forward across the uneven terrain until the cramped passage abruptly spilled out into a high vaulted cavern. Sweeping my flashlight in a slow arc, I glimpsed tumbled columns and carven walls that spoke of hard work in merrier days.

Now, their craft lay in ruins, lost like their makers to the feral fury of kobold and goblin. All was still but for the insistent plink of water somewhere in the dark.

The larroling lowered itself a little closer to the ground, and its nostrils flared as it caught a whiff of a scent from somewhere nearby — something that we did not detect. The great beast rumbled softly to Leigh, who signaled that we should exercise caution.

“This guy smells something,” she whispered.

I gave a firm nod. “We’ll be careful,” I said.

Scanning the uneven ground, I spotted markings that might have been claw prints in the dust. I stepped forward to follow their trail before turning my light abruptly downward as if on instinct. There, almost lost amidst the jumble of stone, gaped a sheer cleft.

Cold air sighed up softly from that lightless opening, and with it rose the unmistakable stench of some creature’s filth. My heart hammered against my ribs, and I gestured for the others to draw near and observe my troubling find in silence.

“That’s the stink o’ goblins,” Leigh muttered, wrinkling her nose. “Ain’t no mistake about it.”

“Indeed,” Celeste agreed. “Like orcs, they are the enemies of old of my kin. I know their filthy stink anywhere.”

Wordlessly, I directed my flashlight into the gaping void. Steps spiraled down into the pit, vanishing into pitch darkness within a few yards. Some side passage the dwarves had once carved to reach precious metals or stones and abandoned when the veins ran dry.

The steps were crudely hacked from bare rock, definitely rushed work. The stench that billowed up from below was almost overwhelming. Their lair surely lay nearby, reachable through this exposed opening we now hunched over.

Exchanging a tense look with my companions, I knew that we had found a goblin den. Their vile stench seemed to cling to the very walls. But the risks of proceeding blindly into such a viper’s nest were immense.

We would need to formulate a plan before undertaking any reckless assault.

I gestured for the others to retreat from the gaping pit so we could confer in hushed whispers and decide our next course of action.

Back within the relative shelter of the ruined colonnade, we gathered close with weapons and light sources in easy reach. Though no goblin cries had yet raised an alarm, the advantage of surprise hung by the thinnest thread.

Our voices never rose above the barest murmur as we swiftly debated strategy. The steps downward confirmed the goblin lair lay below, but we could only guess at its size or defenses.

I suggested summoning additional allies before we ventured into their midst, but Diane cautioned that my summons might announce our approach if unleashed too soon. They were not stealthy, after all, so she made a good point.

After tense debate, we settled on sending a scout ahead to gather more information before committing ourselves irrevocably to open battle.

“I will go,” Diane volunteered without hesitation.

Much as I hated sending her into danger once more, I could not deny that she was an excellent scout — she had the Class and the talent. “Very well,” I said. “Go on, but take no risks. Return to us the moment things get hairy.”

She nodded, gave me a quick peck on the cheek, then turned toward the stairway down. Then, with scarcely a sound, she melted into the shadows and was gone.

We crouched on anxious watch as the minutes crawled by. The waiting clawed at my nerves. Though outwardly still, my companions’ tense postures gave proof that they shared my unspoken anxiety.

When at last Diane’s lithe shape materialized silently from the gloom, I gave a sigh of relief. Our whispered conference was brief, and dire.

Diane confirmed a veritable warren existed below, teeming with goblins. Exact numbers were unclear, though they certainly numbered two dozen at least. And worse, their lair showed signs of captives — including a woman matching Karjela’s description.

“Karjela,” I hummed. “The foxkin I fought in Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament at the Festival of Aquana…”

Diane nodded. “I’m certain it’s her. She is alive but wounded.”

Our path forward was now clear but dangerous. We would need the fury of the storm itself to scour this nest of vipers and free those unfortunates trapped below.

My mouth was dry as I outlined the plan. A full frontal assault relying on spell and shot to carry swift confusion into their midst, while blade and claw wreaked havoc within the same heartbeat.

“If luck is with us, the chaos will overwhelm them. We try for the cage to free Karjela. If we are overwhelmed, I will summon a guardian or two to halt them while we fall back.”

Celeste volunteered to spearhead the liberation effort if the larroling and my summons could keep her flanks clear. The rest of us would harry them from the shadows, denying the creatures the opportunity to effectively rally their full numbers against those darting into their lair.

“Sounds like a solid plan,” Leigh said. “The best one we can make.”

I nodded agreement, and we made our final preparations. Then, approaching the pit mouth once more, we gazed down into its depths, braced shoulder-to-shoulder.

From below, the shuffling and snarling drifted up to us.

“Let’s go,” I said.


Chapter 19

My pulse thundered as I led the silent descent into the goblins’ reeking lair, my companions close behind. Our boots scarcely whispered on the steps worn smooth by countless filthy feet. The creatures had no inkling of the doom about to descend upon their wretched heads.

Reaching the bottom, I swept my eyes over tangled mounds of refuse filling the low cavern as guttural snarls and grunts drifted from the shadows. Then, with a quick spell, I summoned my allies — a towering guardian and Aquana’s shimmering avatar — even as Diane and Leigh opened fire, Celeste gingerly advancing and getting ready to charge.

Cries of dismay greeted the sudden blinding flashes and blast of Leigh’s revolver as my summons arrived, ready to do my bidding. Still shrouded safely in darkness, I commanded the burly guardians to flank Celeste and plow into the confused throng at her side, carving us a path toward the cage.

From the rear, Leigh released her massive larroling with a fierce command. The beast advanced at Celeste’s side, ready to tear a swathe of devastation through the milling goblins, its thunderous roars echoing off the walls. With her pet released, Leigh fired with vicious enthusiasm into the fray.

Like a deadly breeze, Celeste slipped past toward the crude prison holding a wounded foxkin woman, likely Karjela. The elf’s blade carved crimson arcs through all who dared block her path. My guardian shielded her slender form, while Aquana’s avatar slammed into the goblin with fists that carried the power of the enraged seas.

Hard on Celeste’s heels, I blasted away with my rifle, dropping two goblins seeking to cut off her advance. The thunderous shots left my ears ringing painfully, but the goblins fell in spurting ruin before me.

From the relatively protected elevated opening, Diane rained down death on those creatures still reeling in our wake. Her bolts unerringly found their marks even amidst the roiling chaos. Not one goblin could stand before us.

Though rage and desperation fueled them, the fiends fell in pieces beneath our ruthless onslaught. Celeste’s blade sang a cruel song as it cleaved through armor and bone. Beside her, my guardian blocked all goblins who dared attack with spear or curved sword. The creatures, cowardly and overwhelmed, darted in all directions.

Reaching the prison, Celeste slashed through its lock in fierce strokes, and I stood amazed for a moment to see the elven steel cut through the crude and rusty padlock like it was butter. Surely, she had some kind of Class ability that allowed her to do that?

Inside, a bruised foxkin woman — Karjela — turned her face toward the light at last, eyes widening in disbelief. Her cracked lips muttered something, but she lacked the strength to speak.

As Celeste cut Karjela’s bindings, I glimpsed Leigh laying waste on the goblins, keeping her fire up just like Diane to prolong the confusion among their ranks as long as possible. The larroling crushed and rent until naught remained but mangled meat. None could stand against them.

Howls of agony mounted to a deafening cacophony within the cramped cavern. The shocked survivors began a desperate retreat, scrambling over the dead and dying in their panic to escape our whirlwind assault. The fight had gone out of them.

But no mercy awaited the wretched creatures here this day. Diane picked off the stragglers from above with ruthless precision, and I followed suit after slamming home a fresh mag and directing my guardian to block off their escape route. Meanwhile, Aquana’s avatar smashed apart those goblins fleeing our blades into the deeper warrens.

They were unable to escape, and the dozen or so of remaining turned in despair and rallied together, snarling hate and insults in their vile little language as they made ready to give a final stand.

We gave them no quarter. First, a salvo from me, Leigh, and Diane cut into them, halving their number. Then, Celeste slammed into them, flanked by the larroling and Aquana’s avatar.

The goblins gave a bloody account of themselves, but their weapon skill paled in comparison to that of Celeste and the ferocity of the summons. They were cut down, the world free of their wretched hatred.

Soon, the final wails fell silent beneath the attack, and Celeste overlooked the field with a satisfied smile. Diane slid down to join us, tail lashing fiercely. No spark of life stirred upon the blood-slick ground now but our own. Against all odds, we had carried the day unscathed.

“We sure served up somethin’ for those gobbos!” Leigh said with a grin. Beside her, the massive larroling grunted in satisfaction, claws dripping red.

Wordlessly, Celeste stepped over entrails and severed limbs to stand before Karjela. With delicate care, the elven maiden helped the battered prisoner from her fetid cell, while Karjela muttered words of thanks.

Joining them, I quickly checked Karjela for serious injuries while Diane kept sharp watch for any remaining goblins drawn by the commotion.

When she saw me hover over her, Karjela narrowed her eyes before managing a wry chuckle. “You, of all people,” she muttered hoarsely.

I smiled. She knew, of course, that I had won the tournament, wresting victory from her, but she didn’t seem the least grudgeful as we freed her from captivity. “Where are the others?” I asked. “Are they here, too?”

She shook her head, wincing with pain. “Not here…”

Seeing she had no serious injuries, I turned to the others. “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “Who knows what the clamor might awaken? We’ll talk once we’re safe.”

The girls nodded, and we quickly prepared to leave. Karjela leaned on me, and we helped her into the least foul-smelling of the corridors leading away from this goblin nest.

Skirting crude pits and deadfalls, our party moved as swiftly as our bodies allowed through the maze of twisting passages. When at last I considered us to be at a safe distance from the site of the battle, we conceded a brief respite.

I set my rifle within easy reach and stood watch as the girls provided Karjela with refreshments, allowing her to regain strength for the continuing ordeal ahead. It seemed the goblins had starved her in her cage.

I was eager to learn more, and when Karjela had recovered enough, I nodded for Leigh to take over the watch. It was time to get some answers.


Chapter 20

Once Karjela had regained some strength, I walked over and crouched down beside her. “I know you’ve been through an ordeal, but any information you can provide about what happened to your group could help us find the others,” I said gently.

Karjela took a shaky breath and nodded. “There were six of us — myself, Ergun, Clara, Branik, Lander, and Talia. We came seeking treasure within Hrothgar’s Hope, but the place was infested with kobolds and those wretched goblins. But there is something worse...”

“Worse?” I asked, eyebrow raised.

She winced and nodded. “We managed to fight our way past the kobolds. But we didn’t realize a dragon had taken up residence in the depths! The kobolds alerted it to our presence. Apparently, they worship the thing! It attacked during the night, killing Lander before we could even react.” Karjela’s voice quavered at the memory.

“The rest of us tried to flee, but the narrow tunnels gave little room to maneuver or escape the dragon’s flames. We became separated in the chaos and panic. Talia and I raced ahead, but she fell behind...” Karjela trailed off, blinking back grief. “I saw her scream as the dragonflame enveloped her and consumed her.”

“Go on,” I urged gently. “We found Lander’s body in a cavern. What happened to you after that?”

Karjela took a deep, steadying breath. “I doubled back to try and find the others, but a band of goblins captured me and threw me in that wretched cage. They must have snatched me up in the aftermath once the dragon withdrew.”

I nodded. Her account lined up with what we had seen so far. “We know Talia and Lander have fallen. Did you see or hear anything about what became of Clara, Ergun, and Branik after the attack?” I pressed.

She shook her head regretfully. “Nothing definitive, but knowing them, I’m certain Clara would have pressed onwards seeking the treasure we came for. She’s stubborn and fearless, sometimes to a fault.”

“Ergun would protect her with his life if needed. And Branik...” Karjela trailed off, fresh anguish creasing her brow. “He was badly wounded shielding us from the flames. And Lander was our Cleric. We have little means of healing. If he still lives, it’s by his sheer dwarven determination alone.”

My pulse quickened at this first concrete news. If Karjela was right, some of the party may yet live deeper inside the mountain’s treacherous maze of tunnels. But their situation grew more dire with each passing hour.

“Do you have any idea where they might have gone?” I asked urgently. “Or where the dragon’s lair lies?” Any scrap of information could aid the search.

Karjela worried her lip as she wracked her memory. “The main treasure vault should lie much deeper, in the lowest levels near the mines. That’s where Clara was headed. As for the dragon...” She shivered. “Its roars seemed to come from below.”

That matched my own dark suspicions. The eldritch shrieks that had echoed through the tunnels likely heralded the same dragon that had attacked Clara’s party. Likely, its lair was somewhere on the paths leading down.

“We have to go after them,” Leigh broke in fiercely. Her eyes blazed. “If they’re trapped down there injured, who knows how long they can hold out against that beast?”

I nodded grimly. Though the risks were great, we could not in good conscience abandon Clara’s group to their fate. We were on a quest to find them and find them we would.

“You’re right,” I said. “We press on.” Turning back to Karjela, I asked gently, “Are you strong enough to travel if we aid you? Or do you need longer to recover your strength?”

Bravely, she pushed herself up on one elbow. “I can make it with help,” Karjela said stubbornly.

Though she still looked haggard, determination shone in her eyes. “I owe it to the others not to falter now.” She then let her eyes dwell over us. “You came for us?”

“We did,” I said.

Emotion colored her face — very different from the stoic and scarred warrior woman I had seen her as during the tournament. “Thank you,” she said, voice broken.

Admiration for her grit swelled within me. I clasped her shoulder. “We’ll get you out safely,” I vowed. “But first, we must make one last effort to find the rest of your party before we abandon this place.”

Diane fetched water for Karjela while I double-checked her injuries to ensure she was fit for further travel. She seemed the type to downplay her injuries, and I needed to be sure.

Though clearly exhausted, the foxkin woman seemed stable and in less pain now. When we had done what we could, I signaled Leigh it was time.

We forged onward down crumbling stairs and treacherous passages seemingly etched by dragon claws with Karjela supported between us. Deeper into the mountain’s suffocating dark we ventured, ears straining for any sound of life. The stifling air tasted of dread, and we all knew we were drawing closer to the dragon’s lair.

When we reached a sprawling cavern carved by an underground river long run dry, our lights finally reflected off a body in brass armor half-buried in the rubble. With a cry, Karjela broke free of our support and staggered to the body’s side.

It was Ergun, his body pierced through by some massive talon. Though his empty eyes stared sightlessly upward, a hint of defiance still hardened his face, and I knew he had fought until the bitter end.

Sobs wracked Karjela as she cradled her fallen companion. We averted our gaze to grant what little privacy the gloom allowed.

Ergun’s death, though grievous, ignited fresh hope within me. If he had fallen here, Clara and Branik perhaps yet lived and had gone on ahead.

My eyes scanned the cavern’s yawning mouths eagerly seeking some hint of her passage. If we hurried, perhaps we could still find her — provided the vengeful dragon hadn’t found them first.

Laying Ergun reverently down, Karjela rejoined us with red-rimmed eyes now blazing with renewed purpose. “She went that way,” Karjela rasped, indicating a tunnel sloping deeper into the earth. “I can feel it.”

Gripping our weapons tighter, we plunged into the waiting darkness without hesitation. The final confrontation lurked somewhere ahead in the stygian depths. But we would face it together, to whatever end.


Chapter 21

The twisting passage descended at a steep angle, forcing us to slow our urgent pace lest the crumbling floor give way. Jagged rocks and broken masonry littered the uneven ground, treacherous to hurried steps. A heavy stillness permeated the stale air, untouched by any breath of life. The flashlight beam seemed feeble against the oppressive dark.

Before long, the claustrophobic tunnel opened into a high-ceilinged cavern, its far wall lost in shadow. Charred skeletons — perhaps goblin or kobold — were scattered amidst the rubble, hints that the dragon had not always been as worshipped by those creatures as it was now. Perhaps it had fought its way to supremacy.

We picked our way cautiously over the battle-scarred ground, senses straining for any sign of Clara and the remaining members of her party. With all the death surrounding us, hope was feeble.

Near the cavern’s center, the loose rocks and debris gave way to a scorched clearing surrounding a yawning pit. The edges were blackened as if by intense heat.

My light revealed the sheer walls plunging endlessly into the mountain’s roots far below. A sulfurous exhalation drifted up, tickling our throats. This abyss surely led toward the dragon’s lair.

Signaling a halt, I knelt to examine gouges marring the sooty ground — fresh claw marks. The dragon had passed this way recently, and the sinking feeling in my gut whispered that it had descended seeking prey. We needed to move swiftly if any hope of finding Clara remained.

Skirting the sulfurous pit’s crumbling perimeter, we pressed on toward a tunnel mouth gaping at the cavern’s far edge. The uneven floor turned slick with strange lichens, treacherous to hurried steps. We were forced to slow our pace to prevent injury or accident.

The rough-hewn passage twisted erratically, occasionally splitting into multiple lightless veins. We were forced to pause repeatedly as Diane scouted each branch in turn, seeking some hint of Branik and Clara’s route. But the warriors’ steps had long since been swallowed by the dark. With no trail to follow, our progress felt maddeningly random.

When the path forked yet again, faint noise echoed from the leftmost tunnel, raising our hackles. Silently, Diane stole forward, crossbow poised until she reached the bend obscuring the sound’s source. Breath bated, we awaited her report, ears straining futilely to identify the scraping and guttural snarls.

At long last, she reappeared and waved us over urgently. A small band of drakelings was clustered around a sputtering fire, oblivious to their impending doom.

Exchanging grim nods, we readied weapons and prepared to ambush them. If swift and thorough, their deaths should not draw undue attention.

Our surprise attack went flawlessly. Before the drakelings even fully grasped our presence, their blood soaked the rocky ground. A few managed to loft spears or curved swords, but clumsy fear ruined their aim.

It was over in less than a minute, the victors never wounded. We swiftly moved on, leaving corpses to cool in the shadows.

The unrelenting darkness quickly swallowed all traces of the brief skirmish. Our boots scuffed softly on the dusty floor, ears straining for any sound in the tunnels around us.

Before long, the stale air took on an acrid scent that stung the eyes and burned in the chest — sulfur. The gradually increasing temperature and coppery tang upon the tongue whispered that somewhere ahead, volcanic fire and ash awaited. The dragon had clearly chosen its lair with care.

When at last the narrow tunnel spilled into a towering cavern filled with hellish light and heat, we all froze in dismay at the sight. Far below, a churning magma pit roiled, thick fumes spewing up endlessly to wreathe the uneven walls in noxious yellow haze. Any unprotected flesh would blister instantly upon contact.

But there was a way across: the sprawling chamber contained a maze of rope bridges spanning the roiling lava pit below. The bridges led to ledges, platforms, and outcroppings, but all seemed to converge on a tunnel on the far side of our current position.

The rickety walkways swayed erratically in the updrafts from the churning magma. The blistering heat made the air shimmer and scorched our lungs.

In a place like this, one misstep would send us plunging to a fiery end. The rope bridges themselves seemed to hold despite the heat, but it stood to reason they were weak.

I outlined the plan — we would traverse the bridges carefully, moving one by one. Though desperation urged speed, I knew balance and caution were essential in navigating this deadly abyss. Focus would be our key to crossing safely.

Once across, the tunnel on the far side appeared our best route forward. Karjela’s directions indicated Clara was likely pressing deeper down that path toward the abandoned mines and vaults. The ancient dwarven runes flanking its entrance seemed promising. The claw marked that had defaced some of them, however, did not.

With muscles tensed, we approached the first swaying bridge spanning the bubbling pit. The wooden planks creaked ominously beneath our cautious steps. We proceeded inch by inch, arms outstretched for balance on the slippery ropes. Gusts of hot air buffeted our bodies.

Agonizingly slow, we felt our way across the precarious ropes and rotting planks linking a series of tiny stone outcroppings together. The bridges swung wildly with every step. We froze whenever the walkways bucked too violently, waiting for them to steady.

Agony pounded at my skull from smoke and fumes by the time we stumbled into the far tunnel’s shelter, dripping sweat. We sagged against the blessedly cool stone, gasping raggedly until the sting of sulfur began to fade. Fortune had smiled upon us. We had crossed the volcanic pit intact through skill and care alone.

But as we moved to resume the pursuit, a resounding roar shook the very walls — the dragon stirred once more, and it seemed to be angry. All color drained from Karjela’s face at the bone-chilling cry. Gripping our weapons tighter, we pressed deeper into the crumbling tunnels, hearts hammering an urgent rhythm.

The carved passage twisted erratically, splitting into a warren of side veins that frustrated attempts to maintain a steady bearing. We navigated the labyrinth blindly, guided by dwarven markings when we found them.

With each step, the soul-shattering roars drew subtly closer. When at last the worn trail ended abruptly at a sheer cliff face, despair seized my pounding heart.

Leigh gave an urgent hiss to draw my attention, and she pointed at something. Hidden in the rock, an iron-bound door was just visible.

Approaching the weathered portal, I grasped the icy handle and pulled with fading hope. Amazingly, the ancient door groaned reluctantly open.

Beyond lay a well-preserved chamber lined with ornate stonework and dusty shelves. We had found a dwarven storeroom somehow untouched by invading forces.

A quick search of the area revealed something of interest to me — a simple, dusty tome titled “Potions and Concoctions”. At first glance, it seemed to contain recipes for alchemy.

I tucked the book into my pack for later study. Our goal lay deeper still. We pressed on.

Passing crumbling machinery and mine cart rails snaking into black depths, we delved toward the source of distant blows and rumbles — the abandoned ore mines and vaults. But here the prints of two sets of passing boots were visible in the dust. They were unmistakably not goblin or kobold boots.

“Clara and Branik,” I muttered, and the others looked hopeful at the prints before we continued.

Though the ancient stairs turned treacherous with age and ill-repair, we moved onward.


Chapter 22

The crumbling stairs descended into stygian darkness, our flashlights barely piercing the gloom.

Step by tentative step, we followed the dusty boot prints leading the way down into the mountain’s hollowed roots. If Clara and Branik yet lived, they surely were somewhere ahead in the abandoned mines.

The farther we ventured from the surface, the heavier the dread seemed to weigh upon our minds. Each faint skitter of rubble underfoot or plink of distant water made us tense, gripping weapons tighter. The stale air was devoid of life’s breath yet rife with menace.

When at last the stairs opened into a high-ceilinged cavern strewn with rusting mining equipment and broken cart rails, we halted warily. Across the expanse, two dark tunnels gaped like sightless eyes — one sloping gradually up, the likely exit back to the Dungeon’s top levels, the other delving deeper down toward the vaults.

But more ominous than the stygian depths was the unnatural stillness. Not a whisper stirred the dead air. The entire cavern seemed to be holding its breath, waiting. The fine hairs on my neck prickled. We were not alone down here in the smothering dark.

Motioning for utmost silence, I swept the flashlight beam slowly over the expanse, seeking any sign of Clara’s passing or the source of my growing unease. The feeble light revealed only silent machinery, tumbled rocks, and support beams charred as if by fiery breath.

When the light passed over the rubble directly before the descending tunnel, the debris suddenly shifted. I froze, pulse hammering against my ribs. Amidst the jumbled rocks, two baleful reptilian eyes glittered as they focused unblinkingly upon us.

“David!” Celeste yelped, jumping forward as the other girls readied their weapons. The larroling gave a threatening snarl.

Then I saw it too. The dragon!

I stretched out my arm, holding my girls and Karjela back as the dragon reared itself. It had been lying in wait, its mottled scales and spines perfectly camouflaging it amidst the rubble!

But since it didn’t attack at once, I realized at once there had to be something it wanted.

Now the great serpentine head rose from the ground, a guttural rumble emanating from its cavernous maw. The creature was easily twenty feet in length, its muscular body coiling and uncoiling lazily as it studied us.

Though dread coursed icy through my veins, I stood resolute before the beast’s ancient gaze. If violence came, my companions and I would face it together.

But perhaps yet a bloodless path existed. This creature was no mindless brute but possessed cunning and intellect. I could see it in its eyes.

Keeping my tone level and gaze steady, I addressed the watchful dragon. “We are looking for our friends,” I said. “If you give them up, we shall leave, and all will be well. No harm will be done!”

Around me, my companions remained frozen, awaiting the dread creature’s response.

For endless heartbeats, the dragon only continued surveying us with those depthless serpentine eyes, smoke coiling from its dilated nostrils. When finally it spoke, its voice rumbled like boulders grinding, words shaped awkwardly around fangs.

“You trespass in my domain, little morsels, yet speak boldly of no harm when you bear weapons of war. Still, your words ring… intriguing.” Its slitted pupils dilated further with interest. “Perhaps a conversation before dinner — or not — might offer some novelty to this dreary abode.”

Suppressing a shudder at its casual mention of devouring us, I inclined my head slightly in acknowledgment of its willingness to parley. Much yet balanced upon a blade’s edge, but thus far, bloodshed seemed forefended.

Choosing my next words with care, I explained our purpose in seeking out the abandoned dwarf hold. “We came seeking a lost expedition of adventurers that entered your domain some days past,” I said.

“Indeed?” the dragon hummed. “How many were there? And why did they come? Pray tell…”

I could sense the slight mockery in its tone, and I gauged the beast for a moment. Yes, it was formidable, but it had relented its advantage of surprise over us by speaking and not attacking outright.

This meant it was either arrogant, believing it could take us in a straight fight, or scared that we might defeat it, hoping that some kind of deal could be struck.

As such, I decided to ignore its tone and continued in a businesslike voice. “A group of six, led by a woman named Clara. They sought treasure within this mountain. But it seems not all has gone well for them. Goblins ambushed and held captive one of their number until we arrived and enacted a rescue. Three others have fallen, so that leaves two: Clara, the leader, and Branik, a dwarf.”

The dragon listened, head cocked, smoke wisping from its nostrils as it absorbed this information. It seemed to consider my words for a while before narrowing its reptilian eyes. “You say they came for my treasures… And what of you?”

I shrugged. “We came for them. I’m not interested in your treasures.”

“So, you claim no desire for the treasures in my keeping,” it rumbled. “Your scent carries no deceit. Perhaps you speak truthfully, though such selflessness seems… unusual, in my experience.” Its tail tip thrashed pensively against the rubble.

The dragon’s skepticism was understandable given the greed that had likely drawn many to their demise within its lair. Also, they were notoriously greedy themselves. It made sense that it saw everything from its own perspective.

“We seek only our friends’ safe return,” I reaffirmed earnestly. “Any riches this mountain holds are of no value beside a life.”

The dragon remained silent for a long moment. “You offer a curious perspective for ones so small and short-lived,” it mused at length. “But come no further. The one you call Clara met her end in the vaults below, seeking to steal what is now mine. Claw and fang made short work of her.”

My heart sank even as anger kindled.

Around me, my companions tensed, eyes alight with fury at the loss. But provoking this dread beast to violence might not be the answer. I forced myself to relax and signaled the others to stillness.

Besides, doubt flared inside me. Call it instinct, but I found the dragon’s account hard to believe. If it had defeated Clara, then where were her remains? And why had it asked details about the party of adventurers if it had defeated them all?

“If what you say is true, then at least grant us leave to recover her fallen body for proper burial,” I said. I held the dragon’s dispassionate gaze unflinchingly.

Silent communication seemed to pass between us in that frozen moment beneath the mountain. It narrowed its eyes and bared gleaming fangs, and I sensed that I had angered it. With a quick hand signal, I told my women to get ready.

“You are insolent, morsel,” it warned; smoke pluming around its jagged fangs. “Press not your luck. Leave. And trouble me no further.”

“You lie, dragon,” I said.

At that, it bristled, eyes cracking open. “And what of it, Goldblood!? You will leave my lair this instant, or your bones shall be made into toothpicks! I care not one mite for your Bloodline! You morsels’ blood tastes the same regardless of heritage!” Steam shot forth from its flaring nostrils. “Leave or become my next feast!”

With those words — mysterious as the allusion to my Bloodline was — I prepared myself in a combat stance. Having recovered mana during the rest after saving Clara, I summoned my guardian, and the dragon roared with fury at the hostile action.

It was time to kill us a dragon!


Chapter 23

The dragon let loose an ear-splitting roar, baring its gleaming fangs as it reared up to its full imposing height. My guardian stepped forward without fear and braced itself, shield raised, as the creature’s muscular bulk uncoiled with terrifying speed.

Flames erupted from the dragon’s maw, scorching the air as we dove desperately for cover. Searing heat buffeted my face even from behind the guardian’s sheltering shield. The blaze illuminated the cavern in hellish light.

Even as I grimaced, I quickly popped a mana potion behind the guardian’s shield. The concoction put me back to 11 out of 45 mana.

Not ideal numbers when fighting a dragon, but it would have to do.

As the flames subsided momentarily, I risked a glance toward my companions. Leigh and Karjela had taken shelter behind mining equipment while Celeste crouched behind a stalagmite, sword poised. Diane perched atop a precarious stone outcropping; crossbow trained on the dragon’s flank.

Seizing the lull, I poured my will into summoning Aquana’s shimmering avatar beside my guardian for another 10 mana. The watery being manifested just as another gout of dragonfire roared forth. My guardian braced against the blistering flames but dissolved under pressure, crumbling before fading back into its own plane of existence.

But the guardian had at least distracted the dragon. As I scrambled for cover, the avatar swept its fists toward the dragon’s legs. The powerful watery blows connected solidly with the dragon’s scaly limbs, staggering the beast momentarily.

It shrieked furiously, lashing its spiked tail and catching the avatar with stunning force, dispelling my ally.

My eyes widened at that — I had never seen Aquana’s avatar defeated in battle — the dragon was a formidable foe!

“Aim for the wings and eyes!” I shouted over the din before tearing the cork out of another mana potion with my teeth and throwing it back.

We needed to ground this menace quickly. Diane and Leigh responded immediately, loosing bolts and bullets toward the leathery pinions as the dragon took flight with a rush of air. Most glanced off harmlessly, but one well-placed shot from Leigh punctured the thin membrane.

The dragon flapped its wings, just trying to take off, but the hole in its membrane made it flounder awkwardly amidst the rubble.

Sensing opportunity, Celeste darted forth, vaulting agilely forward and striking at the dragon. Her blade carved a long smoking gash down its scaly flank that left the dragon thrashing in agony.

Maddened with pain and fury, the dragon twisted and writhed violently, dislodging Celeste into a pile of mining debris. My gut clenched in fear at the sight, but she rolled swiftly to her feet, seemingly unharmed. Meanwhile, the larroling struck, clawing at the dragon, earning another shriek of pain from it.

Diane and Leigh circled warily, unleashing volley after volley at the dragon’s eyes and snout as it flailed, trying desperately to bring its flames or talons to bear on its tormentors. Smoldering slits now marred its muzzle where steaming ichor flowed. Shrieks of frustration filled the cavern.

I used the moment to pop another potion, the taste making me nauseous after having consumed so many in such a short time. But I needed the mana if we were to come out on top.

The dragon beat its tattered wings fiercely, managing to take flight once more. We scattered as a jet of flame scorched the ground where we had stood moments before. The ceiling trembled from the downdraft as the beast wheeled about for another strafing run.

Summoning a new guardian to shield us, I called forth my storm elemental as well. Lightning and bullets lashed the dragon’s face as it swooped low over us, throwing off its aim of its next breath attack, so that the blistering fire only blackened the rocks at our feet before the creature was forced to retreat from the elemental’s fury.

The dragon spat another fireball, but my guardian stepped in and took it on its shield. I could tell that with another strike like that, it would be gone, but it did its work stoically and without fear — a powerful ally indeed!

Enraged, the dragon curled its body sinuously as it hovered high above, glaring malevolently down with smoldering eyes. The shadow of its tattered wingspan eclipsed the cavern, emphasizing its daunting size.

We gripped weapons tighter, knowing the next attack could come from any direction. But we were mobile, ready, and well-adjusted to each other’s strengths from many combats before this one. Tracing it with my rifle, I squeezed off a few shots, but it was impossible to say if they struck home. If they did, they didn’t deter the dragon.

When the dragon dive-bombed us moments later, we were ready. While my allies scattered, my storm elemental pressed the assault, mercilessly blasting the creature’s hide with sizzling lightning, while the guardian stood ready for another of the dragon’s fireballs.

But the dragon convulsed in midair under the shocking onslaught. It crashed heavily to the ground once more before it could launch a fiery attack.

Diane and Leigh immediately capitalized on its awkward landing, sinking crossbow bolts and rounds deep into the leathery wings to cripple the dragon’s ability to take flight again. It thrashed and snapped feebly at the air, limbs uncoiling like massive serpents from its prone position.

“Curse you!” it shrieked, panic edging its voice. “Curse you, Goldblood! Fiend of the ages!”

I couldn’t suppress a grin as I sent a few rounds from my rifle into the beast, feeling profound satisfaction as the projectiles drove home with meaty thuds and the dragon howled in pain. Still, even in the midst of this fierce combat, I couldn’t help but wonder at the moniker it gave me.

Goldblood… But there would be time to dwell on that later.

Seizing our hard-won advantage, Celeste darted forward, vaulting nimbly atop the writhing dragon’s shoulders as I drank another mana potion.

Her blade carved smoking chunks from its neck in a blur while it struggled to dislodge this tenacious attacker. Dark blood spurted from the deep gashes as it shrieked and thrashed, its reptilian eyes now wide with fear of death.

Mustering my remaining mana reserves, I summoned a final guardian to protect Celeste and the larroling. And just in time, too! In its deathly fury, the dragon threw Celeste from its shoulders and spewed fire at her.

My guardians just managed to shield her. Both crumbled under the force of that fire, but Celeste was unharmed.

A moment later, bolts, bullets, lightning, the larroling’s claws, and Celeste’s sword — she had hopped to her feet with a doggedness I admired — inflicted lethal wounds on the thrashing dragon again.

Under combined siege, the mortally wounded dragon slowly collapsed onto its ravaged side, heaving shuddering breaths. Ichor pooled beneath it, mingling with the dust. The unbridled fury in its baleful eyes darkened into dull hatred as death crept steadily nearer.

Yet still, the stubborn beast clung fiercely to life, gathering itself for one final act of vengeance. Its eyes, wide with fear of death, fixed on me.

“Goldblood!” it shrieked. “I have called Father! He will come for you, Goldblood! He will eat your heart and grow powerful.”

Then, jaws gaping, the dragon spewed a last, desperate gout of flame towards me. But I was in the zone, quick and agile, and I managed to roll away even as the fire slammed into the rock where I had stood but a moment ago.

Rising to my feet, I fired bullets into the crumpled dragon’s body until the magazine ran dry. It thrashed weakly beneath the barrage and the attacks of my companions and summon, clawing furrows in the bloody earth as its strength rapidly ebbed away.

Above the din, Diane called for us to cease fire and save our remaining ammunition — the dragon was finished. She was right — its movements had slowed to feeble twitches.

The hoarse rasp of each of the dragon’s final breaths sounded wet with fluid. Its scaly hide was rent nearly to the bone in places from our ruthless assault.

Yet still, defiant hatred smoldered in the dragon’s dimming eyes as it surveyed us towering above its broken body. It seemed determined to fight for every wretched breath, refusing to fully concede defeat even at death’s door.

Stepping forward grimly, blade poised for a coupe de grace, Celeste met the baleful reptilian gaze unflinchingly. Realizing her intent, the dragon loosed a final rattling growl that reverberated through the cavern like crumbling stone.

“A pox on you all,” it rasped. “Father will eat you. Your bones shall be his throne, your blood his wine!”

Celeste’s sword descended swiftly, plunging deep into the scaly hide just behind the jawline. The light in those ancient eyes extinguished in an instant. With a bone-deep shudder, the dragon’s massive body went limp at last amidst the bloodied rubble.

For long moments afterward, the cavern rang only with our own ragged breaths as we gazed down at the vanquished terror that had plagued Hrothgar’s Hope. Scarcely able to believe our hard-fought victory was real, I clasped each woman’s shoulder in wordless congratulations. We had survived against impossible odds.

When the adrenaline finally receded, weariness crashed over us like a wave. Every inch of our bodies ached, our mana and ammunition utterly spent.

But notifications flashed in the corner of my vision, showing me how truly unusual this victory had been. I blinked, doing a double take to make sure I had seen right.

But I had. I had advanced not one, but two levels from this victory and was now level 8!


Chapter 24

Exhaustion overtook us as the thrill of victory receded. Limbs leaden, we sank down amidst the carnage to catch our breath and tend to minor wounds from the fierce battle.

Though sore and depleted, we were triumphant, the dragon’s shattered bulk a testament to our skills and courage. For now, it was enough to simply exist in this moment, resting our battered bodies and minds.

As my breathing and heart rate normalized, I made my way over to where Celeste sat silently gazing at the blood coating her hands, seemingly lost in thought. She had just downed a healing potion.

Gently, I rested a hand on her slender shoulder. She started slightly before meeting my eyes.

“Are you hurt?” I asked softly, seeing the haunted look lingering there.

Wordlessly, she shook her head, stifling a bone-deep shudder as she glanced toward the dragon’s severed neck.

I gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “You did what was needed,” I assured her.

Nearby, Karjela tended to a nasty bruise mottling Leigh’s side. Though the blonde winced at the foxkin’s gentle prodding, a fierce grin remained plastered across her face. “That was some real fun!” she declared.

Karjela just shook her head indulgently and chuckled.

Meanwhile, Diane meticulously collected salvageable bolts from the carnage, nose wrinkled delicately all the while. I smiled, seeing her unflappable poise even now.

Catching my eye, she returned a subtle but satisfied smile. We had fought as one and emerged victorious, and the deserved pride of that achievement was plain to read on her face.

“You girls level up, too?” I asked.

“Hm-hm,” Leigh purred. “Level 5, baby! I never would’ve thought I’d get that high!”

“Me, too,” Diane agreed.

“Yes,” Celeste said, still a little absent. “I am level 3 now.”

It was the first she had ever revealed about her stats. She was a formidable warrior and had done much good work even at level 2 during our previous battles.

“Even I advanced,” Karjela muttered, “although all I did was cower.”

“You did more than cower,” I said. “You braved this Dungeon with Clara and the others. And staying out of combat when you’re wounded is just wise.”

When we had recovered some strength, I announced it was time we pressed onward — Clara and Branik yet needed finding if they still lived. We would level later once everyone was safe or their fates known.

We gathered our scattered equipment and moved toward the tunnel mouth gaping darkly beyond the dragon’s corpse. Celeste averted her eyes from its shattered cadaver as we passed.

The worn stairs descending into the depths were slick with moisture and slime, forcing us to proceed with caution lest a fall bring our quest to an abrupt end after coming so far. The stale air tasted of decay and minerals — the scent of the bones of the earth itself.

Our boots scuffed deafeningly loud off stone worn smooth by the steps of generations now dust. No other sound stirred.

Eventually, the claustrophobic stairwell opened into a high-ceilinged chamber shrouded in darkness. Sweeping my flashlight beam over the crumbling grandeur, I glimpsed rough-hewn columns and arched ceilings that spoke of dwarven craft. Intricate geometric designs had been carved into the walls, though much was lost to the years.

Spreading out, we began searching for any sign of Clara or Branik having passed this way. A fresh trail would stand out noticeably in the undisturbed dust coating the chamber floor. Each scuff of our boots across the debris prickled my senses. These ancient vaults seemed to be holding their breath.

“Here!” Diane called sharply, breaking the oppressive silence.

I hurried over to where she was crouched beside a sturdy wooden door banded with tarnished brass. Celeste moved up beside me and cut the padlock with her blade as she had done with Karjela’s cage earlier.

Grasping the handle, I hauled it open with some effort. A gust of stale, mineral-scented air sighed up from the darkness within.

Stifling trepidation, I shone the flashlight beam down the worn stone steps revealed just inside the doorway, holding my breath. About halfway to the shadowy bottom, two crumpled forms were visible — dwarven armor glinting faintly beside torn leather and a shred of chainmail. My heart clenched.

Descending swiftly, I crouched to check the bodies for any flicker of life. Though filthy and battered, they were miraculously both still breathing.

And they were Clara and Branik without question!

The others swiftly joined me, relief palpable. By some grace, we had found them in time. Karjela hugged Clara fiercely, tears in her eyes.

Branik’s brows knitted at the disturbance before he forced his one good eye blearily open. “By my beard...” he rasped in stunned disbelief. “You… Someone came.” Recognition sparked faintly in his gaze as it moved over us.

“Lie still. You’re safe now,” I told him gently as Leigh and Celeste began tending to their injuries. Clara stirred weakly at the commotion, reaching blindly for Karjela’s hand.

Though serious, their wounds seemed largely superficial — painful and sapping vitality but not mortally threatening for now. We would be able to move them out of the Dungeon. Fortune truly had smiled upon us all.

While Leigh and Karjela cared for the two battered warriors, I quickly searched the rest of the vault by flashlight.

Piles of coins, gems, and other dwarven treasures glinted in the bobbing beam, and I quickly worked to secure what we could carry up on this first run. Of course, the wounded had priority — lives were at stake. We needed to evacuate our people from the mountain’s depths with all haste.

By the time I returned, Leigh had succeeded in getting water down the two survivors’ parched throats. Branik seemed to gain lucidity by the second as the life-giving liquid revived him. Clara sat slumped against Karjela, blinking slowly like one pulled from a dream or a nightmare.

Though they were far from restored, Clara and Branik both stoutly insisted on trying to walk with assistance rather than being carried up the long, arduous stairwell. Gripping my shoulder, Branik hauled himself resolutely to his feet, swaying slightly.

The stout dwarf would not be deterred from departing the scene of battle upright. Clara, too, struggled up with stubborn pride, leaning heavily on Karjela’s sturdy frame.

With Leigh and I supporting Branik and Celeste aiding Clara, we began the torturous ascent back up the silent stairs toward daylight, one halting step at a time. The survivors panted harshly with effort, bodies quaking from exertion and blood loss. But we persisted, upward through the mountain’s frigid bowels.


Chapter 25

Exhausted and battered, we emerged at last from the lightless depths of Hrothgar’s Hope, supporting Clara and Branik between us.

Their ragged breaths frosted the chill air as we shuffled toward the remains of the original base camp under the open sky. Our bones ached from the arduous climb, but elation flooded through us at this moment of triumph.

With care, we eased the two survivors down to rest beside the burned-out fire pit. Their eyes squinted against the muted daylight, having known only deep darkness below for untold days.

Though filthy and haggard, life yet stirred in their battered frames. Fortune had returned them to us against all hope.

While the rest of us collapsed in weary heaps, Diane swiftly melted snow and brought the precious water to their parched lips. Clara gulped it desperately before Branik could wrest the skin away to guzzle the rest in greedy swallows. A fierce vitality burned behind their eyes despite their weakened states. Warriors to the core.

As we caught our breath, I turned my attention to Clara as she leaned wearily against Karjela. Her torn leather armor bore the marks of fierce combat, and her graying hair was a wild, matted tangle. But determination set her sharp features as she surveyed our ragged company through reddened eyes.

“You have my boundless thanks for returning for us,” she rasped at length, her voice still hoarse from smoke and thirst. “I confess, by the end there, I had begun to abandon hope.” Her words were simple but heartfelt sincerity rang in each one.

I inclined my head in acknowledgment, too tired for unnecessary words. We all were. But though bone-weary, peace and contentment washed over me. Our long mission was fulfilled — we had brought them back alive from the very gates of death.

Beside me, Branik struggled to rise, new vigor kindling in his single good eye. “Ye have done a deed worthy of song this day,” he declared stoutly, gripping my shoulder with a mailed hand.

Though battered nearly senseless, the sturdy dwarf’s appreciation of our loyal service was unmistakable.

“I reckon there’s a fair sight of treasure yet lyin’ unclaimed down below,” Leigh ventured casually, giving voice to my own thoughts regarding the abandoned vaults. Her eyes sparkled eagerly at the prospect despite weariness bowing her slender shoulders.

Branik grinned, his bushy mustache bristling. “Aye, the drake’s hoard!” he growled. “That was the goal of our venture to begin with.”

I raised my brows in surprise, curiosity piqued. Branik’s vehemence hinted at unknown intricacies behind the ill-fated expedition.

Clara, too, shifted where she sat, unease crossing her drawn features at his words. Clearly, there was more to this tale.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Clara and Branik exchanged a long look freighted with reluctant acceptance. At last, Branik nodded slowly, and Clara turned back to me with a sigh.

“You are owed an explanation, at least,” she acquiesced wearily, “after coming to our aid like this.”

She paused then to moisten cracked lips before continuing hoarsely. “Simply put, our mission was not just to delve into the Dungeon and grab what we could. Some wealth was promised to us, yes, but we came at the behest of another who claimed the treasure.”

I listened intently as she elaborated on the patron who had asked them to undertake the delve.

“Lord Vartlebeck himself asked us,” she said. “The hoard is made up of treasures of his clan, and he wanted them to be returned.”

“Aye,” Branik agreed. “And he needs the treasure, too. Drakelings have been a-gatherin’ near Ironfast, and we need to up the hold’s defenses. Mercenaries from the other holds, arming kinsmen, buildin’ up the fortifications.”

I nodded slowly. The dragon hoard in Hrothgar’s Hope would’ve been nice to take home, of course, but if it was needed for the defense of a frontier settlement, then that was a nobler purpose.

Still, the reward for this mission would be good enough for us.

Clara’s rueful stare bore into mine, divining the thoughts churning behind my eyes. “Had we known a dragon of this power laired below, we would certainly have refused. Or come better prepared for the beast, at least...”

Branik grunted agreement, glowering into the distance.

“Now,” Clara continued, “we lost Ergun, Talia, and Lander. Good souls, all three.”

Sympathy welled up within me for their plight. “You fought as well as you could,” I said gently. “Rest now; we will discuss the completion of your quest tomorrow once you’ve recovered your strength.”

Relief flickered across Clara’s haggard features. She nodded gratefully, not possessing the energy to converse further. Beside her, Branik’s eyelids were already drooping with exhaustion. The dwarf looked near collapse.

While the others prepared a meal, I swiftly made the tents in order. Clara’s expedition had left theirs, but wind and snow had had free play for a while, and so I made sure everything was ready for use. It was the least comfort we could provide after all Clara and Branik had suffered.

Once everything was ready, they sank gratefully into their bedrolls, succumbing to utter exhaustion almost instantly.

I touched Diane’s slender shoulder as I looked at the others. “You all should rest too,” I said gently. “I’ll keep first watch a while.”

Diane smiled tiredly but gratefully squeezed my hand in return before moving off to join the others. Leigh blew me a kiss as she joined Diane in the tent. Karjela, too, was tired, and she slipped into her tent and slept.

But Celeste remained. She poked the fire, seemingly lost in thought. She had been in this mood ever since the battle with the dragon. And I was happy she didn’t go to sleep just yet.

It was time she and I had a conversation.


Chapter 26

As we settled by the fire, I studied Celeste’s fair features in the flickering light. Though weary from the day’s travails, unease still lingered in her luminous gaze.

“How are you holding up?” I asked gently.

Celeste glanced up, seeming to shake off her pensive mood. “I am well,” she replied with a faint smile. “Just… absorbing all that has transpired, I suppose.”

I nodded. “You performed admirably in the battles we faced. But I feel like something is going on in your mind.”

Celeste bit her lip, hesitating a moment. “I have told you before that I only took up the blade once before,” she said softly. “To fight again… It stirs dark memories of that combat. I… I had promised myself I would not take up the blade again. But somehow… when you came into my life and spoke of adventure and companionship…”

She thought for a moment before shaking her head and continuing. “Well, I turned vain and desired these things that you spoke of. But now, wielding the blade once more, old injuries surface.” She then looked at me with her blazing emerald eyes and scoffed at herself. “I am sorry… I should not bother you with this.”

Surprise flickered through me. “You’re not bothering me at all, Celeste,” I said. “I want to know how you’re doing. I want to know when anything’s wrong, so I can try to help you.”

I smiled to soften my words. “I love having you with us,” I said. “You’re an asset during these adventures, but I like who you are, too. If we want to work together more often, we need to let each other in.”

Celeste ducked her head almost shyly before looking up at me, a smile appearing on her plump, kissable lips. “I know I must seem difficult,” she murmured. “But you are right. Allow me to explain fully. But please… promise me what is said this night shall remain between the two of us.”

I reached over and gently squeezed her hand in reassurance. “Of course,” I said kindly. “I only wish to know if you are well. Anything you say will be confidential between the two of us.”

Celeste gifted me with another tremulous smile. “Thank you,” she said earnestly. “I want to share my truths with you, if you will hear them.”

I nodded encouragingly. “You may tell me anything.”

Taking a deep breath, she began. “As you may have surmised, my Class is not… an ordinary one. I am a Stellar Maiden. Our gifts lie in the way of the blade.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I believe I heard the legend of that Class,” I said, remembering the tale of Storyteller at the Festival of Aquana. “Wasn’t that the tale of Devaara, the wood elf, who ventured from Talamas-Adaa in wanderlust and took the heart of a dragon, blessed by the stars themselves?”

She smiled at that, her eyes softening as they roamed over me. “Indeed,” she hummed. “You know our legends well! Devaara was the first Stellar Maiden. We are skilled in swordplay, imbued with the light of the stars. But our Class is more powerful than many others who focus on combat. And as it has always been, such things draw jealous ire from other Classes.”

I nodded slowly. “Envy is a terrible thing.”

“It is! Long have we remained hidden for our own protection,” Celeste explained. “But when I left to live with my uncle, I was foolish and reckless with my gifts. And exposed.”

Her luminous eyes took on a haunted cast. “A rival... with the Changeling Class attempted to steal my essence — to absorb my powers for his own use. He attacked me, and I defended myself, slaying him. But the Changeling’s spell damaged me deeply, and I fell into a magically induced coma. Uncle Waelin saved me, but I lingered in that coma until you came along. Once I awakened — thanks to your assistance — I vowed I would not use my abilities again. But then you told of adventure and exploration, and I could not resist the call…”

Her eyes burned on me with a fierce intensity now, and I sensed desire hidden in that gaze — the desire I, too, shared. “And you spoke with me,” she continued. “Like an equal. You did not treat me like others treat elves — either with disdain or distant admiration. You spoke, and you asked. You laughed, and you showed me your world.” She reached out and placed a soft hand over mine. “And I wanted to be in that world. In your world.”

I sat in silence, stunned by these revelations. The intensity of her feelings, the meaning of a few kind words and understanding from me had been profound. And now, she had revealed that a mysterious malady had been caused by an insidious attack.

“I’m glad to hear that, Celeste,” I finally said. “But I’m sorry to hear what happened to you. It must have been a traumatic experience.”

Still, I felt like there was something else going on, so I fell silent, leaving her the space to say whatever else she felt needed saying.

She nodded softly, then swallowed. “The Changeling,” she finally continued. “It was my other uncle, my father’s brother. We did not know he had a Changeling Class, and in his attempt to absorb my powers, he slew my mother, Waelin’s sister.”

“I’m so sorry, Celeste,” I said.

She swallowed, fighting against tears that formed. “It has been years, but I have spent those in a coma, and the grief… It feels so fresh. To me, it is so fresh.”

Gently clasping her hand again, I met Celeste’s eyes earnestly. “You’re right to mourn,” I said. “An experience like that will shake anyone. You should take your time to process this, Celeste. I will gladly help, and I’m sure the girls would, too, if they knew.”

Relief cascaded across Celeste’s delicate features. Impulsively, she embraced me. I held her slender frame as she whispered her thanks, overwhelmed by the catharsis of finally sharing her long-kept secrets and pains.

When we separated, Celeste regarded me solemnly. “Forgive my reticence until now,” she entreated. “I am unaccustomed to placing trust. But I vow I will not keep things from you.”

I smiled warmly, letting her see the sincerity in my eyes. “You have my trust also,” I said. “We walk this road together now.”

“Together,” Celeste echoed, some of the shadow lifting from her gaze. She gifted me with a radiant smile that warmed my heart before closing me in another hug.
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I held Celeste for a while, reveling in the feeling of having her pressed close against me.

Her tale was one of sorrow, and I knew my other women would accept her and sympathize if they knew Celeste’s sad tale, but it was up to Celeste to share it. I would not intervene with that.

Finally, she pulled back, giving me a grateful look. “Thank you, David,” she said. “For listening and being here for me.”

“Anytime,” I said. “I want to help, and I’m happy you decided to open up.” I squeezed her hand. “I lost my parents, too, after the Upheaval. They were adventurers, and they never returned from the Wilds one day. I know what it’s like to feel alone.”

She gave me a thankful smile before her gaze turned pensive. “Your parents,” she hummed. “The dragon spoke of your Bloodline, did it not?”

I nodded. “It did. It said it did not care about my Bloodline, as if it was something to be feared.”

I had pondered the meaning of those words in the aftermath of our victory and on our way back to the base camp. So far, the meaning of it all still eluded me.

“It also called me Goldblood,” I remarked. “Do you know what it could have meant?”

Celeste pursed her lips pensively. “Among elven lore, there are ancient legends of ones called Goldbloods,” she said after a moment. “Supposedly, they were blessed with prowess in battle.”

I leaned forward with interest, hoping she could illuminate this mysterious moniker. “What more do the legends say?” I asked.

“Little more that I know of, I fear,” Celeste admitted regretfully. “Just that the Goldbloods became mighty champions. It has something to do with dragons, I believe, but I am unsure what. You would need someone schooled in the ancient lore to know more. I doubt even Uncle Waelin would know more.”

I sat back, pondering her words as I watched the firelight dance. This scrap of elven myth aligned with the strange rapidity of my own advancement since coming to the frontier. Perhaps there was truth to the tales.

“Do you think that is the source of my luck in advancement?” I mused.

Celeste gave an elegant half-shrug. “Your gifts do seem uncommon,” she acknowledged. “And they seem to rub off on your companions, myself included. But I cannot say with certainty. Although...”

She hesitated, seeming reluctant to continue voicing her thoughts. I gestured encouragingly for her to go on.

“Well, the powers of a Bloodline are known to be… strong,” she said carefully. “The dragon detected them in some way, and it seemed to fear you.”

I nodded. “I got that impression, too. It lay waiting in ambush. Instead of attacking, it decided to talk. At the moment, I considered that it was either arrogant or afraid.”

“The latter,” she hummed. “And substantially so. It must have had some Blood Mage talents to detect your might. It is known that dragons sometimes gain the abilities of those they consume. Perhaps it defeated a Blood Mage at some point. Either way, it knew, and it tried to avoid combat.”

“But why wouldn’t it just give up Clara and Branik if it wanted to avoid combat?”

“Simple,” Celeste said. “To save face. It would’ve been shameful for the beast to submit to your demands. This pride runs so deep in dragon blood that they cannot even consider submitting to the will of others.”

I nodded slowly. “So, it preferred to risk the fight over submitting.”

“They are prideful beasts,” she confirmed. “They prefer death over loss of face.”

“And what of the Father it mentioned?”

Her face took on a dark look. “I… I do not know. But it bodes ill. Dragons gain power by age rather than experience like us who have Classes. This was a powerful dragon, but a juvenile one. Its father is likely to be ancient. If it called to it, then it will come to avenge its spawn. Dragons rarely get along with their siblings and oust them from the nest as swift as they can. But when their offspring are slain, pride and vengeance take control.”

I pondered that for a moment. “So, a powerful dragon might be coming our way?”

“I fear so, yes.”

I reached out for her hand, soft as velvet and pale as moonlight. “No need to fear,” I said. “We will be ready. We will learn what we can of this dragon and of my Bloodline. And if this Father comes, we will fight it. And we will win.”

She gave me a soft smile. “Your words comfort me, David,” she said.

I decided to move our talk to lighter topics then, sensing we both needed respite from such weighty matters. There would be time enough to unravel mysteries of the past. Tonight was for peace, and I needed Celeste to be in a calm mindset before I would send her off to sleep.

We talked a while longer as the fire gradually dimmed. Though we both were bone-weary, it felt good simply to enjoy this moment of companionship beneath the emerging stars, sharing a laugh together.

When at last I could see Celeste struggling to stifle delicate yawns, I chuckled. “Get some rest,” I urged gently. “Dawn comes early, and we’ll leave this place tomorrow morning and make our way back to Gladdenfield.”

Rising smoothly, Celeste inclined her head in graceful acquiescence. But she paused and met my eyes once more before turning toward the tent.

“David, I… thank you,” she said simply yet with profound sincerity. And in that instant, the last of the barriers between us fell away. We understood one another perfectly.

With a smile lingering on my lips, I watched her go. Though darkness yet lurked beyond our sheltered camp, tonight my spirit felt at peace.


Chapter 27

After my talk with Celeste, I sat alone by the dying fire, pondering all that had transpired this day. Though bone-weary, my mind raced with thoughts of mysterious Bloodlines and vengeful dragon fathers. But most of all, I dwelled on the breakthrough with Celeste. Now for the first time, I felt as if we were truly close.

Weary as I was, I decided to pace around a little, ignoring the biting wind and cold once I left the radius of the warm fire. I needed to ward off sleep. As I walked and kept a close watch on the camp’s perimeter, my mind drifted to the advancement I had made.

Two levels after one battle!

Admittedly, we had fought goblins and kobolds as well, so I had probably been on the verge of hitting level 7 when we joined battle with the dragon. Still, considering how much effort it took to level, I supposed gaining two in a day was fairly rare!

When I was certain everything was calm, I focused my mind and brought up the status window. There, clear as day, were the twin notifications I had been awaiting. Two levels up. With a deep breath to steady my eagerness, I tapped the first notification.

For the first level up, a selection of three new spells appeared, from which I had to choose one. Then, there was the increase in 10 health and 5 mana I received on every level.

The spells I could choose from were Aura of Protection, a spell that protected those around me from harm. By the spell’s description, I understood it to increase the difficulty to hit them. Combined with my guardians, it might be a useful spell!

The second spell was Call Familiar, which gave me the power to teleport any creature to me that I had bound with my Bind Familiar spell. The third spell was Air Bubble, which allowed me to envelop myself in a bubble of breathable air for some time, letting me move unharmed through dangerous fumes.

While Air Bubble had its applications, I found it too specific to merit selection. To me, it was a battle between Aura of Protection and Call Familiar.

And while Call Familiar was useful, it cost 6 mana, which was 1 more mana than it cost me to summon an entirely new domesticant. It would be economical to use for Mr. Drizzles, the storm elemental that patrolled the homestead, but the spell did not allow me to return the creature, so building up a stable of bound summons and calling and dismissing them from a central point was not possible. Yet.

In the end, I settled for Aura of Protection. It had a low cost – 4 mana — and it would strengthen me, my companions, and my summons.

After that, I leveled up to 8, receiving 10 more health and 5 more mana, as well as a selection from three more spells. First of these were Summon Gargoyle, which allowed me to conjure forth an immobile, three-headed statue that spat acid attacks at foes. According to the spell description, it did lots of damage, but its weakness was that it could not move.

The second spell was Banish, which allowed me to banish a summon or bound creature back to its realm of origin — a spell I would not like to be on the receiving end of. It had a small failing chance, but it would have been very useful in a place like Nimos Sedia, where we had faced several bound creatures.

The final spell was Imbue Weapon. This allowed me to channel my mana into a weapon, giving it magical properties like armor piercing or flame damage for a short time. It focused on damage output, but at the cost of 5 mana, I might as well spend a little more and just call forth another summon.

I settled for Banish. I liked the gargoyle, but I had Aquana’s avatar and the storm elemental as main damage dealers in my deck of spells, while the guardian could tank. I was not eager to give up mobility, and I didn’t want to increase damage output for myself since the summons did most of the work. The ability to remove summons or bound creatures from play, however, appealed to me.

In addition to gaining a new spell, level 8 also conferred an extra slot for a Bind Familiar spell. I already had two domesticants — Ghostie and Sir Boozles — and one storm elemental, Mr. Drizzles. Now, I could add another to the pack!

As the last notification faded, I took a moment to savor the rush of power thrumming through my veins. Already my senses felt honed, my reflexes quickened. Each level gained out here exponentially strengthened my attunement to this world.

Taking a moment, I reviewed my updated character sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 8
Health: 90/90
Mana: 45/45 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 17 (3 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 16 (5 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 15 (7 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 11 (10 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 9 (10 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 3 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 1 (4 mana)
Banish — Level 1 (6 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 14 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 15 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 16 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 17 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 6 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 1 (1 mana)

Studying my sheet, I discovered that my Summon Domesticant and Summon Guardian spells had advanced beyond level 15, lowering their mana cost by 1. I saw that two of my other skills — Foraging and Trapping — had also advanced beyond level 15, but that had not brought down their mana cost. Apparently, 1 mana was the minimum.

Still, I was thoroughly satisfied with my progress. And if the strange words of the dragon held any truth, then perhaps there were even greater heights yet to be attained. Glancing down at my hands, I wondered what gifts might yet lie dormant in my blood, waiting to be awakened.

The creak of a tent flap shook me from my thoughts. I glanced up to see Diane emerge, her delicate features etched with concern.

“Is all well?” she asked. “I haven’t heard you pacing for a while.” Always perceptive, Diane had picked up on me sitting down to level up. Apparently, she was really on edge.

I smiled reassuringly. “All’s fine. I just leveled up.”

She came over to listen as I described my new abilities. “Incredible,” she remarked when I had finished. “You grow stronger every day. Whatever this Bloodline is, it’s clear you have a gift.” Her tone held a note of pride that warmed me.

“We all have gifts,” I replied modestly. “Have you leveled up yet?”

She nodded. “Just before I went to bed. I learned a new empowered shot to deal more damage. I think the battle with that dragon would’ve been a lot shorter if I had that ability going in.”

I chuckled. “See?” I said. “We all have our skills. I’m not much of a damage dealer.”

Diane gifted me with one of her subtle, knowing smiles. “You have a good heart, David,” she said fondly. “I’m thankful for that, most of all.”

With that said, she leaned in and kissed me tenderly beneath the softly twinkling stars.

All my unanswered questions about power and destiny seemed to matter less in that serene moment. I drew Diane close, letting myself simply be present with her. For now, it was enough.

When we finally broke apart, weariness had descended fully upon us both. The hour had grown late, and we needed what rest we could claim.

“Why don’t you get some sleep?” she said. “I’ll take over. Crawl in nice and warm with Leigh.”

I nodded and yawned. “That sounds heavenly.”

Before ducking into the tent to snatch a few hours’ rest, I paused a moment more to glance up at the vast glittering sweep of the heavens arcing overhead. The stars seemed almost to pulse in time with the power thrumming through my blood. A strange fancy, perhaps, but it felt significant somehow.

Turning away from the jeweled infinity above, I slipped into the shelter of the tent. Nestling wearily beneath my blanket, comforted by the warmth of Leigh’s slumbering body nearby, I let exhaustion claim me at last.

The last thing I heard before I drifted was Leigh’s happy and sleepy hum as she felt my body connect with hers.


Chapter 28

Morning sunlight filtered into the tent, rousing me from a deep sleep. For a moment, I lay there groggily trying to get my bearings.

Then memory came flooding back — the harrowing delve into Hrothgar’s Hope and the miraculous rescue of Clara and Branik. It had been quite the adventure, but there was still work to do.

Rising quietly, I ducked outside into the bracing mountain air. Around the smoldering fire pit, some of my companions were already up and about, packing gear in preparation for the day’s tasks ahead.

I spotted Celeste seated with Clara, speaking too softly for me to overhear. But I was certain they were speaking of the Dungeon’s hardships.

When Clara noticed me, she rose gingerly to her feet with Celeste’s aid. Limping over, she extended her hand.

“Once again, you have my deepest thanks,” she said solemnly as we clasped wrists warrior-style. “What you accomplished is worthy of legend.”

I nodded and smiled. “We did it together. My only regret is we couldn’t get there sooner.”

She gave an appreciative nod. “You did more than most,” she said.

After a quick breakfast, our whole party prepared to return to the depths once more — this time to retrieve the expedition’s rightful treasure from the vault below. Though still stiff and battered, Clara and Branik stubbornly insisted on accompanying us rather than waiting above.

The return trip through the gloomy tunnels was uneventful. All threats had been decisively neutralized by our previous efforts. Still, we remained vigilant and traveled tightly together. Before long, we stood once more in the dragon’s lair, the dusty air heavy with anticipation.

Shining my flashlight beam inside, the heaped dwarven coins and artifacts glinted back. This hoard could sustain Branik’s people through the coming clash and beyond. The riches now carried a deeper purpose. The only difficulty would be in transporting it all.

Before we got to work, we carefully took stock of the hoard. Eventually, we came to the conclusion that we should be able to bear it. It was a lot, but if we took it easy, we would bring it all back to the surface. The saving grace was the larroling and the domesticant I could bind to myself for extra aid.

“Our original party of six would have hardly been able to bring out the entire haul,” Clara commented. “Another reason I’m happy you’re here.”

I summoned another domesticant and bound it to me. I would dismiss it when its bearing services were no longer needed, but I had found that — of all my summons — the domesticants were best at hauling things.

Working swiftly, we loaded chests and stashed items of particular value into our packs. It would take us several trips, and I projected we would spend most of the morning working to get it all to the surface.

We hauled all morning, and the treasure hoard of the dragon saw light again for the first time in years. It was an impressive hoard, and Clara and her party had luckily brought enough packs with them to be able to stash it all. We could hang several of those packs on the larroling — although it growled annoyedly at being used as a pack animal — and the domesticant carried a lot despite its small frame.

Our hauling task completed, we reemerged into the upper caverns. One more duty remained this day — laying our fallen comrades properly to rest.

Leading us back through the echoing tunnels, Diane and I navigated unerringly to the small cave where we had found Lander’s body. Together, we carefully bore his remains out into the open mountain air. After that, we found Ergun’s remains where we had left them.

Talia’s remains were hardest to locate as we had to navigate by Karjela’s disjointed account. Eventually, we found her, and there was little to recognize that she had once been an elven Sorceress. We brought her up, too, and then prepared the fallen by wrapping them in linen salvaged from the Dungeon and cleaned in a fresh and pure mountain stream.

In a sheltered valley nearby, we dug a grave using tools brought from the base camp. The simple ceremony was brief but deeply solemn.

Clara murmured words of loss over the quiet mounds, and I, too, remembered the vibrant — if somewhat belligerent — young man Ergun had been. Though we had intervened too late to save them, we could at least accord their bodies this final dignity.

Throughout this necessary task, Branik murmured prayers in his native dwarvish tongue. The survivors carried a burden of guilt that we could now help alleviate by ensuring their friends’ spirits could move on.

As dusk’s shadows descended over the makeshift burial ground, a sense of peace settled on our hearts. We had done right by the fallen. Their rest would be undisturbed on this scenic mountain slope until the end of days.

The final task was packing everything up and getting things ready for our departure. By now, it was getting late, and I did not want to brave the mountain flanks at night.

Instead, we would proceed in the morning, and we would have everything ready for then. As such, we packed up everything we didn’t need that night.

Weary but satisfied, we finished up as a golden glow suffused the evening sky. It was still cold, but the sunlight was not as pale and hostile as it had been when we first climbed Hrothgar’s Hope.

That night we sat around the crackling flames, recounting the harrowing adventure and the deeds of the fallen. Though dangers still lurked beyond our base camp, for now, we relaxed.

Jokes soon mingled with solemn remembrances of the fallen. Diane broke into lively song, rousing Branik to stomp the gritty earth and sing of ancestry proud.

Gradually the lively conversations faded, one by one, as weary heads began to nod. A sense of fulfillment replaced the nervous energy fueling our initial revelry. This night, we had earned rest beneath the glittering sea of stars watching over us.

As the embers burned low and stillness descended, the others went to their tents, and I kept a silent watch. Several hours later, Diane relieved me, and I joined Leigh in our tent. Nestling in the soft sleeping bag, I closed my eyes and enjoyed some well-earned rest.


Chapter 29

Pale morning light roused me from slumber. Careful not to disturb Leigh, still curled up beside me, I extricated myself from the sleeping bag and slipped outside to begin preparing for our departure.

A fresh layer of powdery snow blanketed the campsite, but the sky overhead was clear and cloudless; ideal conditions for the long trek out of the peaks. We were lucky with that. Shivering in the icy air, I swiftly rekindled the fire before moving to wake the others.

Soon, we were all gathered around the crackling flames, bleary-eyed but eager to quit this place. We had bid the fallen farewell, and the dragon’s hoard was packed up and ready for transport.

While we ate a hasty breakfast, I explained the plan to reach lower altitudes before nightfall. Clara, Karjela, and Branik still needed time to recover, so we would move at an easy pace.

“Once we’re out of the mountains, we make for Ironfast first,” I said. “We will return the hoard to Lord Vartlebeck. After that, Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and I will return to Gladdenfield Outpost. Any of you wishing to join us will be most welcome!”

Once fed, we swiftly broke camp and buried the remains of our fire beneath the snow before forming up for the march down.

Diane and I took the lead, forging a path through the fresh drifts, while Leigh and Celeste aided Clara, Karjela, and Branik behind us. The larroling and the bound domesticant brought up the rear, plowing aside any deeper accumulations, laden in packs. The packs full of the dragon’s hoard were heavy, but we bore them with stoic tenacity.

We moved with lighter spirits now that the way ahead promised warmth and safety. The vistas opened up grandly around us as we descended from that dread Dungeon’s heights. It felt cleansing to leave those twisting tunnels behind.

Before long, the white drifts clinging to the rocks became patchy, then surrendered once more to bare stone and scree. The air marginally warmed. Two hawks swooped and called to one another high above, the only other living things stirring in these remote reaches.

Around mid-morning, we paused briefly to rest and drink from the icy stream tumbling down from the heights. The cold water reinvigorated our tired bodies for the march ahead, and we would need our strength considering the serious packs we bore with us.

Branik grunted appreciatively as he guzzled the last drop before we prepared to move on. There was even some light chatter and joking among the remains of Clara’s party as they regained some of their vigor.

The compass on my heart pulled steadily southward as we wound lower down the convoluted mountain paths. The way ahead seemed clearer and more certain with each step now that we had accomplished our mission here. But we remained ever watchful of our surroundings.

By early afternoon, the terrain leveled out into a series of plateaus and ravines still choked with patchy snow and ice. A cutting wind sliced through our cloaks and leathers if we lingered exposed atop the flat shelves of stone for long.

On one such exposed plateau around midday, the larroling suddenly halted, ears flicking as it lifted its blocky head to sniff the frigid gusts. I tensed, hand drifting toward my rifle.

But after a moment, the beast merely grunted and continued lumbering onward. Just the scent of mountain goats on the wind.

Still, my heart hammered for a minute even after the false alarm. The peaks kept you wired for trouble, and there were still plenty of goblins and kobolds around…

Relief washed over me when at last we descended into the shelter of the treeline as dusk gathered. Snow still blanketed the ground, but the oppressive chill eased once out of the wind. I smiled, feeling Diane squeeze my shoulder happily at the relative comfort of our upcoming campsite.

While there was still light, Diane swiftly shot a plump rabbit with her crossbow. After dressing it, she handed the carcass off to Leigh, who had volunteered to prepare a stew using some tubers and edible lichen.

The rest of us set about establishing camp as our meager daylight rapidly faded. Soon we had a merry fire crackling, tents pitched, and weapons within easy reach. The smell of rabbit stew filled the little glen, rousing hungry appetites.

Huddled beneath the fragrant pines, we shared the hearty stew Leigh prepared, along with crusty bread and dried fruit from our provisions. The simple travel fare satisfied our gnawing hunger after the grueling day’s march. Clara and Branik ate ravenously, their strength returning.

While we lingered over second helpings, I decided the peaceful mood provided an opportunity to review my character progress from our battles in the Dungeon. The others listened with interest as I detailed the new abilities gained.

“Soon you’ll be strong enough to take on that dragon’s angry papa singlehanded!” Leigh joked, elbowing me playfully.

But her words stirred uneasy thoughts of whatever new threat might lurk over the horizon. For now, I pushed those concerns aside, savoring this calm interlude with my companions.

Around the dwindling fire, our conversation turned to speculation about the future and what new adventures awaited us beyond the familiar confines of Gladdenfield. Personally, I looked forward to returning for a while to the tranquility of the homestead after this excitement. But I knew there was a new threat on the horizon, and we would have to prepare for that.

When the girls’ delighted chatter gave way to yawns, I bid them get some rest while I took first watch. By then, Clara’s party — except the stoic Branik — had already withdrawn to their tents. Safety in numbers allowed us to drop our guard somewhat, but we were still in the Wilds.

One by one, the girls retired to their tents until only Branik remained awake with me, puffing solemnly on his pipe by the fire. But soon even his gruff determination to wait up could not best bone-deep exhaustion, and he too retired.

My watch passed swiftly beneath the crystalline canopy of the night sky as I patrolled the tranquil perimeter of our secluded camp. My breath puffed out in faint mist, but I was grateful for the solitude amidst the hushed pine boughs to gather my scattered thoughts.

Before long, I roused Leigh for her turn on watch and crawled gratefully into the shared warmth of the tent.

Predawn’s chill roused me what seemed a mere moment later. But with movements swift from routine, we broke camp after a hasty meal and prepared to cover the remainder of the descent before dusk.

We shouldered the heavy packs filled to the brim with the dragon’s hoard, and Diane took a moment to get her bearings and consulted for a while with Branik — a native of Ironfast — before we set off in the direction of Lord Vartlebeck’s hold.
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We set off on a brisk pace through the pines, making steady progress down the wooded mountain slopes. Though a chill still lingered in the shady glens, the worst of the biting cold had passed. Songbirds flitted from branch to branch, sending cheerful trills cascading through the quiet cathedral of the woods.

We hiked throughout the morning, our packs laden with the dragon’s treasure won through such hardship. Though the gold still weighed heavy, our steps felt lighter now that we had accomplished our quest. It helped that the floor was even here and that we no longer had to struggle down the slope.

As we walked, Diane’s clear voice rang out, leading us in a rousing marching song that helped eat up the miles. To my great amusement, Celeste at some point fell back to walk beside her, holding her pack steady with both hands and began humming along.

Soon enough, the two beauties were singing a marching song that mixed the jaunty and folksy qualities of foxkin song with the more solemn and artistic beauty of elven song.

[Diane]
“Oh the open road, it rolls on ever long,
Past the hills and trees, we’re marching with our song!
No matter what may come, we’ll see it through,
Together we will go, our fellowship so true!”

[Celeste]
“Though the path be dark, our hearts will shine the way,
Evil shall not dim, the light we hold today.
With voices raised as one, we’ll banish threads of fear,
And from each soul a flame, of hope and joy appear!”

[Together]
“So march on, sisters, brothers too!
The road ahead is laid for you.
Have courage, clan, we’re here for all,
No matter what may come, we’ll not let each other fall!”

[Diane]
“When the rain comes down, we’ll weather through the storm,
Though thunder crash and lightning flash, we’ll keep the others warm!
The clouds can’t block the sun forever in the sky,
So chin up, friends, embrace — soon we’ll see dawn nigh!”

[Celeste]
“The miles may weary, but songs will lift our feet,
Our voices entwined, make burdens light and sweet.
Take comfort, kindred, we walk as one this day,
The fellowship of heart and song will light our way!”

[Together]
“Yes, march on ever more, O fellowship unending!
Through rain or sun, we’ll see this journey through.
Have faith and fortitude, cling to those you’re befriending,
Together we shall thrive, this stalwart, valiant crew!”

As the last harmonious notes faded into the crisp mountain air, we broke into enthusiastic applause and cheers.

“That was mighty fine!” Leigh exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. “You two songbirds have the voices of angels.”

I let out an impressed whistle. “You both blended your styles beautifully together,” I remarked. “The folks back in Gladdenfield would pay good coin to hear a duet like that at the tavern.”

Celeste flushed delicately at the praise, looking quietly pleased by the reception. Though normally reserved, I could tell our positive reaction to her impromptu singing meant a lot.

Meanwhile, Diane waved off the compliments with characteristic modesty. “Oh, it just came to us spur of the moment,” she demurred. “Celeste has a real gift. I mostly just kept up.”

“Are you kidding?” Leigh scoffed. “The two of you were made to sing together. It was like listening to the Muses themselves!”

Even Branik rumbled his approval in his gravelly brogue. “Aye, lasses, ye have voices fine as any Rune Singer of Ironfast hold,” the dwarf declared. “Why, I’d wager the very trees were list’nin’ to yer song just now!”

Celeste and Diane exchanged pleased looks at the hearty praise. Though diverse in culture and temperament, their shared musical passions had helped unite them.

I smiled seeing the warmth and camaraderie kindling between two women who had once eyed each other warily. Music transcended differences.

“We should sing together more often,” Diane suggested amiably to Celeste as we resumed our trek.

Celeste’s answering smile lit up her delicate features. “I would like that very much,” she replied sincerely. The elven beauty then reached over and gave Diane’s hand an appreciative squeeze.

My own heart swelled happily at this sign of true friendship blossoming between them. A simple, spontaneous song had done much to strengthen their bond.

Many good things came of this quest, and I was optimistic for even more.


Chapter 30

Around mid-morning, we reached a sun-blessed glade, and I called the first halt of the day. We gratefully shrugged off our packs and stretched our weary shoulders. While we rested, Diane circled the perimeter, ever alert for signs of danger. But all remained tranquil.

Passing waterskins, I checked with each companion in turn. Though still bearing bruises, Clara gave me a firm nod. Beside her, Karjela smiled wearily but made no complaint. Branik merely grunted when I asked if he required aid, bushy brows knit with stoic determination.

When we were sufficiently rested, we reclaimed our burdens and continued southward. The terrain gradually smoothed, and sparrows twittered cheerfully in the leafy boughs. My boots scuffed softly over moss and pine needles, at peace with the wild woodlands.

Around noon, Leigh spotted a winding stream tumbling merrily over smooth stones near our path. Gratefully, we refilled our canteens in the crystalline current, savoring the chill meltwater.

While we lingered, I managed to spear a few fat trout with my hunting knife, accepting Celeste’s aid to clean and carry them. The elven maiden had learned much of survival during our time in the Wilds.

We walked on through the pleasantly warm afternoon, enjoying the gentle birdsong all around. Though we remained wary, keeping weapons close, no threats emerged from the tranquil forest. Step by step, we drew steadily nearer to civilization once more.

When the shadows began to lengthen, we sought out a sheltered dell to make camp for the night. A small brook provided fresh water, and I gathered an armful of dry kindling. Before long, Diane had a cheery blaze crackling against the creeping chill.

While the trout cooked, I helped Celeste and Leigh pitch tents as Branik stumped off to find more firewood. Before long, our cozy camp was fully established for the night ahead.

We would take turns keeping watch, but all seemed calm. For now, we simply savored this peaceful respite from the peaks’ perils.

Gathered around the dancing flames, we dined on deliciously smoked trout followed by crusty bread and dried fruit. Laughter and banter flowed freely as we relaxed around the campfire swapping tales of past exploits. The starry sky winked between swaying boughs as we lingered late into the night simply enjoying each other’s company.

When yawns finally came too frequently to ignore, we reluctantly dampened the fire and turned in for the night. I sat smoking my pipe for the first watch, rifle across my knees. All remained still but for the muted rush of the brook and occasional hoot of an owl. Before long I woke Branik to relieve me. He accepted the duty with a gruff nod.

I crept into the tent I shared with Leigh and nestled into the warmth of our bedrolls. She murmured happily and cuddled against me in her sleep. Lulled by the gentle sounds of the forest night, I soon drifted off.

Morning came all too swiftly, but we rose with the light, knowing many miles yet lay before us. A quick breakfast of bread and dried meat fortified us for the day’s trek. Soon we had tents broken down and packs secured. With Diane scouting ahead as always, we set off briskly into the sylvan morning.

The piney woods gradually thinned as we traveled throughout the sunny morning. By midday, rolling grassland rippled away on either side of the narrow trail. Wildflowers nodded cheerily in the gentle breeze. Though we slackened pace somewhat to accommodate Clara and the other injured party members, our progress remained steady.

When the sun climbed high overhead, heat shimmered off the waving grass, and we sought refuge beneath a lonely oak. This grand, spreading specimen offered ample shade, and we settled gratefully in its dappled shade to rest awhile. The fresh breeze felt blissful after miles with the sun blazing upon our shoulders.

As we caught our breath, I turned to Branik, who had lived his days beneath these very mountains now rising ahead. “How much farther to your homeland?” I asked. The stout dwarf tugged thoughtfully at his beard as he pondered the question.

“At this pace, we should glimpse Ironfast’s walls by evenin’,” he opined at length in his gravelly brogue. “Just follow the river road yonder, through the foothills, ‘til the gates open up afore us.”

His shrewd eyes glinted with subdued pride for his clanhold as he gestured toward a ribbon of silver flashing in the distance — the Ironflow River.

Heartened by this news, we lingered only a short while longer in the oak’s generous shade before resuming our journey over the sun-warmed plains. The river road provided a clear route through undulating hills patched with stands of aspen and pine. Herds of elk and deer grazed placidly, bolting off as soon as we passed too close.

Diane’s ears pricked frequently as she ran ahead to scout the winding road, but she returned each time with all-clear. The wildlife seemed utterly untroubled, and there were no threats.

Still, we remained alert. Beneath the tranquil backdrop, one never knew what hazards the frontier might yet reveal. Such was the life we had chosen beyond civilization’s walls.

By mid-afternoon, we reached a point where the river bent west but our path continued south. Bidding the roaring waters farewell, we struck off across gentler foothills blanketed in pines. Distant peaks still clawed at the sky, but the air warmed noticeably.

The sun was dipping toward the serrated western peaks when Diane halted abruptly atop a rise. “There!” she cried, pointing. Craning our necks, we beheld Ironfast for the first time, still miles distant but unmistakable. Excited murmurs rose from our weary party at the sight.

Perched upon a granite prominence, the mountain stronghold stood vigil over the surrounding vales. Even from this far vantage, the peak’s fortified terraces and mighty stone bastions radiated formidable strength. Pennants fluttered defiance to the winter winds.

Branik’s breath caught at the long-missed sight of hearth and home, love and longing writ plainly across his craggy features. “By my father’s axe, what a glory it is!” he proclaimed thickly.

We afforded the dwarf a moment of solemn remembrance as he took in the sight of his home.

Though too distant to perceive the bustle of life, there could be no doubt that Ironfast’s stout inhabitants yet kept their staunch watch. The lonely peak was an unbowed bastion in the Wilds. Our task would ensure its security.

When Branik had drunk his fill of the view, we continued down the winding forest path toward the valley floor, moving at an eager clip. Our weariness sloughed away knowing each step brought us nearer to food, fire, and comforts too long missed.


Chapter 31

The sun was just starting to dip behind the snowy peaks by the time our weary party passed beneath the towering gates of Ironfast.

Dwarven guards in gleaming mail nodded respectfully as we entered the bustling town, allowing Branik to lead us unchallenged up the steep, twisting streets toward the hall of his lord.

All around us, stout dwarves paused in their labors to cheer Branik’s return, clapping the weary warrior heartily on the back. He returned their enthusiastic greetings with gruff appreciation, clearly moved by his people’s joy at seeing their kinsman safely home. Thankfully, he didn’t stop to chat.

“I’ll bring us straight to Lord Vartlebeck,” he said. “He ought to be the first to hear of our return and his treasures bein’ restored to him!”

The sights and smells of the thriving settlement were a balm to our travel-worn senses. Sturdy stone buildings lined the curving streets, candles and cook fires already winking cheerily in every window as dusk gathered. The scent of roasting meat set my stomach growling hungrily.

Branik set a brisk pace despite his lingering injuries, evidently eager for the coming reunion with his lord. We climbed higher, toward the peak’s summit, where Vartlebeck’s hall commanded an unrivaled vista of the surrounding valleys blanketed in shadow as night fell.

At last, we ascended the final stair and emerged into a broad courtyard before the soaring timber hall. Fiery braziers flanked the stout oaken doors, further warding off the mountain chill. Torches flared atop sturdy watchtowers, and mail-clad guards stood vigilant sentry along the crenellated walls.

Branik stepped forward and pounded loudly upon the entrada with a mailed fist. “Tis I, Branik Storsson, returned from the delve into Hrothgar’s Hope!” he bellowed. “And I come with urgent tidings for Lord Vartlebeck!”

For several tense heartbeats, only echoing silence answered his hail. Then, with an ominous groan of iron hinges, one of the towering doors slowly swung inward.

Golden firelight spilled across the threshold, backlighting a broad, armored silhouette with a swaying beard.

“Branik?” the bulky warrior rumbled in disbelief, eyes widening beneath a prominent brow as he took in the tattered, dirty state of the new arrivals. Then a fierce grin split his beard. “Branik, you old goat! We feared ye dead! Come in, come in, all o’ ya!”

The hearty dwarf warrior, who introduced himself as Garn, quickly ushered us into the cavernous hall with its soaring timber beams festooned with banners and weaponry from ages long past. Much of the dwarven heritage seemed intact, and I wondered if they had suffered less under the Upheaval than the elves.

Great fires roared in multiple hearths as shadows flickered over the revelry and song already underway at the rows of trestle tables.

A few curious gazes turned our way, but most of Vartlebeck’s warriors and hearthmen remained fixated on overflowing platters of meat, bread, and ale. Mouth watering at the tempting spread, I hoped we might soon sample the dwarven bounty ourselves.

First, however, the lord waited.

Clearing a path through the crowd with booming voice and sheer bulk, Garn led us toward the dais where Lord Vartlebeck sat surveying the festivities from an ornate oaken throne studded with gilt and silver. A great bearskin was draped across his lap. Though past his prime, power still clung to the aged dwarf like a mantle.

At Garn’s hail, Vartlebeck looked up, eyes narrowing. Then his shaggy, grizzled brows shot upward in stunned disbelief, and he half-rose from his carved chair.

“Branik?” he exclaimed. “You old bear! Ha! Ye’re not dead after all!” He then thought for a moment before adding, “S’pose that means I still owe ye ten golden coins, then.”

Mirthful laughter rippled around us at his words. Dwarves came up to pat Branik on the back, and many of the sturdy warrior folk took my forearm in the warrior’s grip and thanked me for returning their kinsman.

When the ruckus died down, Branik stepped forward with a respectful bow. “Apologies for our late comin’, m’lord. We ran afoul of evils in Hrothgar’s Hope, but fortune delivered us.” He gestured toward my own grimy, fatigued group. “These brave souls pulled us living from the depths when all seemed lost.”

At this, Vartlebeck turned his scrutiny fully upon the rest of us.

I met the dwarf lord’s piercing gaze squarely, chin lifted with quiet pride in our shared accomplishments. Power and wisdom both simmered in the dwarf’s blunt-featured face.

“It seems formal introductions are in order,” Lord Vartlebeck rumbled at length. “I know well yer name and yer weapon skill, David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost! Well do I remember yer daring victory at my tournament. But I know not your companions. Speak your names, adventurers, and how it is you came to play Branik’s salvation.” Though commanding, I detected naught but intrigued courtesy in his tone.

I stepped forward to make humble introduction of our band: Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and the larroling and domesticant that helped bear the treasure. He already knew Karjela and Clara, having charged them with returning the treasure.

“Well met!” he rumbled. “Now, if ye would be so kind to give me an account of the events.”

We were tired and hungry, but I understood the dwarven lord’s wish to hear our tales first, and so I took the lead and spoke, delivering the details of our deeds since setting out from Gladdenfield, charged by the mayor of Gladdenfield Outpost to find Clara.

The aged dwarf lord listened intently, bushy brows drawing together as he absorbed the strange tale of lost comrades avenged and vanquished perils within Hrothgar’s Hope. When I told of the dragon, his eyes widened and he looked to his kinsman Branik as if for confirmation, and Branik gave a solemn nod.

“A dragon!” Lord Vartlebeck rumbled. “Defiling Hrothgar’s Hope! And ye did away with it, ye say?” He shook his head as if he could scarce believe it.

“Aye, my lord!” Branik confirmed. “They slew the beast, they did!”

“Such a deed has not been done in years,” Lord Vartlebeck continued before turning his eyes to me. “Dragon-Slayer, I name ye, David Wilson of Gladdenfield, and know that to bear such a name is a great honor among dwarves. Ye’ll not find a gate closed to ye in the lands friendly to the Silverheart clan!”

I inclined my head respectfully in gratitude as the dwarves in Lord Vartlebeck’s hall stomped their sturdy feet and roared approval. Then, when they were silent once more, I continued my tale, of which little remained, recounting how we found Clara and Branik and how we brought up the hoard and paid a last respect to the fallen.

When all had been recounted, Lord Vartlebeck slowly stood before striding down from the dais to stand directly before me. Though he barely reached my shoulders, power radiated from him in palpable waves as he met my eyes.

“You have all demonstrated courage and valor worthy of the highest honor here.” Vartlebeck’s resonant voice carried to the hall’s farthest corners. “In returning Branik and the lost hoard to our halls, you have won my deepest gratitude.” He reached up to clasp my shoulder with a gnarled yet steely hand.

I inclined my head graciously. “The honor is ours, Lord Vartlebeck. Branik spoke highly of your people and mentioned the threat on your borders. We could not leave Clara’s quest unfinished.” Modesty felt appropriate before this proud dwarven lord who valued deeds over boasting words.

Vartlebeck squinted up at me, as if trying to peer into my very spirit. “Aye, humble you may be, but uncommon valor I sense in you, lad,” he mused cryptically. “We shall speak more anon.” He then raised his voice again to carry throughout the hall. “But come! Eat, drink, and rejoice with my hearthmen this night!”

A rousing cheer went up at his words. Before we even fully understood what was happening, our travel-stained party found itself swept up in the boisterous press of dwarves all shepherding us eagerly toward the trestle tables. My stomach gave an eager growl as platters were shoved before us, piled high with succulent meat, bread, and cheese.

Ale flowed freely in wooden tankards, and soon even the shy Celeste was laughing and chanting along with a bawdy dwarven drinking song. Weary to our very bones, it felt heavenly to finally relax among the warmth and revelry of Vartlebeck’s hall, our long trial behind us, and only friends to surround us.

I found myself seated across from Clara as we ate. The aging adventuress gave me a weary but satisfied smile over her tankard.

“Even with all the struggles, I’m glad we undertook this venture,” she remarked before taking a deep drink. “The payoff was worth it in the end, thanks to your aid, my friend.”

Returning her smile, I lifted my own drink in a short salute. Our task was complete, and we had won the dwarves’ hoard back from the dragon’s clutches through solidarity and courage.

Tonight, warm firelight and cheer were our dues.


Chapter 32

The hearty dwarven fare and fine ale filled our bellies after days of trail rations, fish, and foraged fare. I sank my teeth into juicy slabs of roast boar, washing it down with crisp, dark beer. Around me, my companions ate with equal enthusiasm.

Leigh tore into a leg of mutton, juices running down her chin. “Mmm… Ain’t nothin’ better than fresh meat after travelin’ for nearly a week!” she declared happily.

Celeste sampled new dishes with delicate curiosity, savoring the rich stews and game.

Laughter and singing filled Lord Vartlebeck’s great hall. Though weary from the road, cheer and good company lifted our spirits.

Branik regaled his kinsmen with the harrowing tale of the delve into Hrothgar’s Hope. They listened, enraptured, to the account of the dragon’s defeat and the dramatic events that led up to it.

As we feasted, a young dwarf with a lyre moved among the tables, plucking out lively melodies. Celeste’s emerald eyes followed the musician with keen interest as her slender fingers absently stroked the lip of her tankard.

When the song concluded, I leaned toward Celeste and murmured, “Why not return the gift of music? I know Lord Vartlebeck would be honored to hear an elven ballad.”

Celeste nodded, her eyes kindling eagerly at my prompting. Rising gracefully, she glided up to walk over to the dwarven lord in his carved oaken throne and made her request. He nodded approval, bellowing for silence from his hearthmen.

As the lively halls stilled, Celeste lifted her voice in a haunting lament to ancient kingdoms lost beyond recall. The soaring melodies held dwarves spellbound, and more than a few eyes grew misty at the sorrowful beauty of her elven heritage.

“O’er misty mountains lost to sight,
Beyond the forest dim,
There lies a land once green and bright,
Where elven voices hymned.”

“In woodland deep where elm trees sleep,
And stars shine overhead,
The elven folk would laughter reap,
When daylight’s gold had fled.”

“Within the grove on mossy stones,
They danced with voices fair.
Their joyful mirth in song entwined,
Echoed on the air.”

“But lo! the shadow fell on them!
Their hearts were darkened, dimmed.
And from that realm they now must roam.
Exiled, realms no more theirs.”

“Of ancient woods and rivers fair,
Naught left but mem’ry pale.
Yet still their hearts will ever bear,
Love for each leaf and dale.”

“So though their homeland now has passed,
Beyond the misty veil,
In elven hearts it still will last,
Immortal and unfailing.”

When the last plaintive note finally faded, awed silence reigned for a breath. Then thunderous applause echoed to the peak’s rafters.

Lord Vartlebeck raised his tankard, toasting the raven-haired songstress with gruff appreciation.

“It’s not often we hear fair elven song in these halls!” he roared, “but a pleasant song it is!” He sloshed his tankard, spilling ale. “To good memories of Tannoris: a thing we dwarves share with the elves!”

At that, the hall roared approval and drank deeply from cups. Before long, all dwarves spoke of their days in Tannoris, reminiscing and reflecting on what they lost.

Flushed with pleasure, Celeste returned to my side.

“Your voice could stir life in the very stone itself,” I told her sincerely.

She gifted me with a smile that warmed my heart before we returned to the sumptuous feast. Platters were kept well-heaped, and spirits ran high in Lord Vartlebeck’s hall.

Full night had descended outside, but within the torchlit halls, revelry carried on undimmed. My ears soon rang from the lively dwarven reels and boisterous tales swapped over brimming tankards. But weariness soured the strong ale’s sweetness for me.

As the night wore on, I slipped outside to savor a breath of fresh air after so long surrounded by stone.

Here, the sky arched endless and glittering above the fortress peak. Torches flared gold along the battlements, keeping the encroaching dark at bay. Their light glinted on the helmets of armored guards, and I saw that we were now in the proper Wilds, for there was much danger outside these walls.

Lost in quiet contemplation, I barely noticed soft footfalls until Celeste appeared beside me. Wordlessly, she leaned against the parapet, following my gaze up to the field of winking stars strewn from horizon to horizon.

“Few nights have I felt such peace,” Celeste mused softly, as if to herself.

The starlight limned her elegant profile with silver, and the night’s beauty stole my very breath away. She looked at me, her eyes luminous pools of starlight. “It is since I have met you.”

I took her hand. “I’m happy to hear that, Celeste.”

Turning toward me, Celeste searched my eyes questioningly before whispering, “There is something between us, is there not?”

My heart skipped a beat at that; her sudden directness taking me by surprise. Perhaps another element of elven culture I did not yet understand.

But in human culture, there was only one answer to that question.

Ever so gently, I drew Celeste into my arms.

She came willingly, lips parted and eyes softly shuttered. Beneath the crystal dome of the heavens, I kissed her deeply at last, pouring all the unspoken longing of our journey and our time together into it.

When we finally parted, Celeste’s cheeks were endearingly flushed. She made no move to leave the circle of my embrace.

I smiled, content simply to exist in this perfect moment with her. “I’ve hoped for this,” I confessed. “You captured my heart, Celeste.”

“And you, mine,” the elf maiden murmured. “I hoped but dared not believe your heart could want me in return.” Her vibrant eyes were luminous with joy. “But… pray, we must not rush these things… Uncle Waelin has not approved, and there is much that has to be done.”

I didn’t understand what she meant, but I expected there was something to elven courtship involving her family and other preparations that needed to be made. I nodded and offered her a smile, not pressing on the matter. I resolved to find out more soon enough.

“I am in no hurry,” I simply said. “For now, it is enough to know that we feel the same way.”

With those words, I drew her in. Together, we watched the night sky unfold and blanket the dwarven hold of Ironfast.

We lingered a while longer beneath the stars, words hushed between lingering kisses. But eventually, even the beauty of the moonlit peaks could not overpower my bone-deep weariness.

“We should rest,” I murmured reluctantly against Celeste’s amber hair. “Tomorrow brings a new day full of promise.”

She sighed lightly but nodded agreement. Hand in hand, we made our way back inside the torchlit halls.

Most of the feasting dwarves had dispersed or passed out atop the trestle tables which now resembled the aftermath of a battlefield. Lord Vartlebeck was nowhere in sight. Branik directed us toward vacant guest chambers where we might all finally rest in comfort.

“Yer wives, the blonde lass and the foxkin are already sleepin’,” he said. “Best join ‘em! There be a separate room for the elven lass.”

Before parting for the night, I drew Celeste near once more, desiring nothing more than the sweetness of her lips in a goodnight kiss. When we separated, her cheeks were endearingly flushed once more, eyes luminous, and a soft smile on her lips.

Feeling her soft body against mine left me wanting more, but I knew not to press the matter. With these things, I needed to be patient.

Too drained for anything but collapsing into waiting blankets, I entered the assigned chamber where Leigh and Diane were already breathing heavily, passed out like I was. The straw-stuffed mattress felt like bliss incarnate after the hard earth these past nights.

Tomorrow, Vartlebeck’s folk would take stock of the recovered treasure, and there were still troubling matters to be discussed — the vengeful father dragon foremost among them.

As I drifted toward sleep’s waiting embrace, my thoughts lingered on Celeste’s joy beneath the glittering night sky in the wake of our first tender kiss.


Chapter 33

I awakened in the early morning, the gray light of dawn touching the wall opposite the window, and I became immediately aware of the most delicious feeling.

Under the covers, soft and warm tongues and lips were teasing my shaft, which had grown rock-hard.

Diane and Leigh had a special wake-up in store for me, it seemed.

The sensation was exquisite, the gentle lapping and suckling made my body shiver with delight. I felt the warmth of their breath on my skin, sending jolts of pleasure up my spine.

I could see the bobbing of two heads beneath the covers, their silken hair brushing against my thighs. Their playful giggles vibrated against my skin, enhancing the pleasure of their ministrations.

My mind was reeling from the pleasure, my breath hitching in my throat. My blood pounded in my veins, and my heart raced as they continued their tantalizing torment.

With a groan of delight, I relaxed fully on the mattress, reveling in the wetness of their tongues and the softness of their lips. The sensation was intoxicating, their teasing making me gasp for breath.

The sheets ruffled softly, and the bed creaked as the girls sucked and slurped on my hard rod. The room was filled with the scent of sex, the musky aroma mingling with the delicious scents of my girls.

I craned my neck to see the outlines of their bodies beneath the covers, their curves highlighted by the dim light of dawn. Their movements were fluid, their bodies undulating with a rhythm that matched the beating of my heart.

I took in air with a hiss as a long, wet tongue ran along my shaft. Soft breasts pushed against me as Diane giggled; their softness pressed against my hardness. Their bodies were hot, their skin soft as velvet as they continued their teasing, and my cock was yearning to erupt.

Every nerve ending was on fire as they continued their expert teasing, licking, sucking, and slurping. The sensation was overwhelming, the pleasure building until I could barely breathe.

The pressure was building up; the pleasure mounting. My body was on the brink of ecstasy, the sensation so intense that I could barely contain myself.

Suddenly, I could resist no longer.

I pulled away the blanket, revealing them naked on their knees, pretty asses up as they sucked my cock. Their eyes were wide with surprise, their cheeks flushed with arousal. At that moment, Leigh had her plump lips wrapped around my cock, the shaft halfway into her mouth. Diane held it at the base, her soft fingers playing with my balls.

Diane giggled, and Leigh continued sucking me off, keeping her eyes on me. They were beautiful on their knees like this, their skin glowing in the dim light.

Leigh’s voluptuous curves were breathtaking, with ample, full, and round breasts. Her nipples were hard, standing at attention as she kept her blue eyes locked on mine.

Diane’s body was just as enticing, her athletic build fit and curvy in all the right places. Her fox ears twitched as she watched her harem sister suck my dick, her bushy tail swishing behind her as if anxious until it would be her turn. Her breasts were smaller, but just as enticing. Her nipples were erect, her sapphire eyes sparkling with mischief.

They continued their ministrations, their hands and mouths never leaving my body. Their bodies jiggled deliciously as they giggled and moved, their movements fluid and graceful.

I groaned as tongues swirled around my shaft and played with my balls, Diane’s teeth gently grazing the skin of my thighs. The sensation was incredible, their teasing driving me to the brink of madness.

They moved faster, their lips and tongues exploring my balls. Their touch was gentle as they drove me on, their teasing making me groan with pleasure.

My muscles clenched with the effort to hold back. But the pleasure was too much, the sensation too overwhelming. I was getting closer, the pressure building to a fever pitch. My body was on the brink, my mind clouded with pleasure.

And when Leigh took me balls-deep into her mouth, gagging on my length and girth, I couldn’t hold back any longer. With a loud groan, I came, my body shaking with the force of my orgasm.

The sensation was incredible, my body convulsing with pleasure. I could feel every pulse, every spasm, the pleasure rippling through me as I came hard between Leigh’s soft and welcoming lips.

My seed spilled into Leigh’s mouth, but she kept her lips wrapped tightly around my shaft, taking all I had to give her. The sight was almost as pleasurable as the sensation, her eyes never leaving mine.

When I was finally spent, Leigh pulled away, a satisfied smile on her face, her cheeks puffed out from my load — she hadn’t swallowed it. She looked down at Diane, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

As if she knew exactly what her harem sister was planning, Diane lay down, her body spread out on the bed. Leigh hovered over her, her body casting a shadow over Diane’s. I watched enraptured, my cock still twitching from my intense orgasm.

Leigh opened her mouth, letting my seed drip into Diane’s. The sight of my seed trickling down into Diane’s open mouth was incredibly hot. Some of it spilled down Leigh’s big tits or onto Diane’s curvy torso, and the sparkle of mischief in the girls’ eyes was too hot.

At the sight of that little show the girls put on, my cock was growing hard again. And by the smoky bedroom eyes they were throwing me, I knew they were ready to go as well.
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My lust rose, and my mind swam as I surveyed Leigh and Diane’s glistening naked bodies. I needed to possess them.

I went over to Leigh, who watched me come with blazing blue eyes, ready to be claimed. I was drawn to the sight of her voluptuous curves, her breasts rosy and full, her hips wide and tantalizing.

“Well, aren’t you two naughty this morning?” I growled as I flipped her around and pressed her onto the bed, her round ass up for my pleasure.

Her laughter rang out, sweet and coy, as I admired the way her ass jiggled slightly from the motion.

“Hmm,” she hummed, her southern accent sending a shudder through me. “And what do you plan to do with your naughty girls?”

I slapped my cock against her round ass, making her gasp. “I’m gonna fuck you till you can’t think straight anymore,” I replied, my voice low and husky with desire. “How’s that for punishment?”

She purred her agreement, a sound that vibrated through me, fueling my arousal even more, as she wiggled her ass for me, my cock slipping between her delicious, jiggling buns.

Turning my attention to Diane, I could see the anticipation on her slightly blushing face. Her sapphire eyes watched me with curiosity, her fox ears twitching slightly. Inviting her over, she complied, crawling over to join Leigh and me.

She yelped as I grabbed her and flipped her over, stacking her on top of Leigh, tummy to back, as I wanted to fuck them both.

They giggled and laughed as I stacked them like that, creating a delectable sight of their bodies intertwined. Their wet pussies were on vivid display for me, a sight that made my cock twitch with anticipation.

“Oh David,” Diane moaned, still giggling.

“You gonna do us both, baby?” Leigh purred.

“Hm-hm,” I growled, my mind completely taken over by the sight of those stacked beauties.

Their moans filled the room as I ran the tip of my cock over their slick entrances, teasing them. The scent of their arousal was heady, intoxicating me, making me want to take them both right then and there.

Unable to wait any longer, I pushed into Leigh first.

“Ahn,” she moaned. “That’s it, baby!”

Her tight walls gripped me, drawing a low groan from my lips. Her body writhed beneath me, her moans encouraging me to push as deep as she could take me.

Thrusting into her, I watched as her ass bounced with each movement, my hands greedily kneading the flesh. Her cries of pleasure were music to my ears, spurring me on. And as I fucked her, Diane jiggled her ass for me, inviting me to claim her as well.

After a few more deep thrusts into Leigh, I pulled out, leaving her gasping. My cock glistened with her arousal, a sight that made Diane’s breath hitch as she looked at me over her slender shoulder.

I then plunged into Diane, her tight warmth engulfing me. Her fox ears twitched, her body arching as she took me in. Her pussy clenched around me, drawing a hiss of pleasure from my lips.

“Hmm,” she moaned. “It feels so good.”

“Yeah, baby,” Leigh hummed. “Fuck that little vixen!”

I fucked them both, alternating between the two. Each thrust into their welcoming bodies was met with a cry of pleasure, their bodies shaking with each push I gave them.

The sight of their asses bouncing, the feel of their slick walls around me, and their moans of pleasure were driving me to the edge. My thrusts became more frantic, more desperate.

Leigh was the first to come, her body convulsing beneath me. I could feel her pussy clenching around me, milking my cock. Her moans grew louder, her body writhing as she rode out her orgasm.

She cried my name as she came, and Diane moaned along with her, close to her own orgasm. I plunged into Diane, leaving Leigh shuddering, and she gasped for air.

“David!” she cried out. “Oh! I’m cumming, David! Don’t stop!”

With a few more thrusts, she fell over the edge. Her body tightened around me, her cries echoing around the room. Her fox tail twitched wildly, matching the rhythm of her climax.

The sight of them both, lost in the throes of their pleasure, was too much for me to handle. I could feel my own climax approaching, my balls tightening. And I wanted nothing more than to make a mess of their pretty asses.

Pulling out of Diane, I aimed my tip at their round butts, my cock throbbing with impending release. Their bodies were still trembling from their orgasms, their asses shaking enticingly.

With a final grunt, I came, my hot cum splattering across their jiggling asses. Their gasps filled the room as my cum coated their butts and dripping pussies.

“Fuck, David!” Leigh purred. “Cum on us! Oh! It’s such a big load.”

They giggled, a sound both innocent and utterly sinful. My cock twitched, the sight of my cum on their bodies something from heaven itself.

Still stacked, they chuckled softly as they continued jiggling their pretty asses for me, letting me enjoy the sight of how I painted their bodies. Leigh reached around, her fingers tracing lazy patterns through my cum, before she scooped some up and fed it to Diane, then took another scoop for herself.

Grinning, I sank back and gave Leigh a hard slap on her round ass that made her yelp and giggle. “You two are something,” I said, voice still husky, before I collapsed on the rich bed, utterly spent, inviting them to come lie with me.

“Hmm,” Leigh purred as she and Diane snuggled up against me, their naked bodies soft in the warm bed. “That was amazing.”

I chuckled, my chest vibrating beneath their heads. “I have to say, waking up to a blowjob from two gorgeous women has to be the best way to start a day.”

Leigh’s tinkling laugh echoed against the stone walls. She nuzzled into my chest, her soft blonde hair tickling my skin. Her freckled shoulders peeked out from under the drapes as I pulled them over us.

“Well, we might just have to keep that standard up, sugar,” she purred.

I felt Diane’s tail twitch against my leg, her sapphire eyes glinting with shy excitement. “I wouldn’t mind that,” she murmured, her midnight-black hair spread across my chest like a cascading waterfall.

Our bodies entwined in the comfortable intimacy of the large bed, the crisp sheets rustling with our movements. The morning was still young, the castle quiet as if respecting our stolen moments of blissful tranquility.

I ran my fingers through Leigh’s hair, the strands feeling like spun gold in my hand. She sighed contentedly; her blue eyes fluttering shut as she leaned into my touch. Her full breasts pressed against my side, her heartbeat a comforting rhythm in the stillness of the morning.

My other hand traced the curve of Diane’s waist, her athletic body fitting perfectly against mine. Her tail coiled around my leg, the soft fur a delightful contrast to the cool sheets.

Their combined warmth was intoxicating, their bodies a soft haven against the hardness of the world outside. Despite having just gone two rounds, they still stirred the primal urge within me, my manhood twitching in response.

“Hm,” Leigh hummed, noticing. “Looks like someone’s ready to go again.” She bit her lip and threw me a smoky look. “Don’t mind if I ride that…”

I chuckled. “You are insatiable,” I said with a grin, feeling their bodies react to my arousal, their soft hands trailing my stomach and thighs, seeking to turn me on again.

Leigh giggled while Diane blushed, her tail brushing against me teasingly.

“And you love it, don’t you?” Leigh whispered. Her hand lazily traced circles on my chest.

“I sure do,” I said with a grin.

Since we weren’t on the road and not in a hurry to make the most of what daylight we had left, we were soon involved deeply in more play. After that, we let sleep overtake us once more, delighting in being a little lazy this morning.

After all, we’d had plenty of activity already...


Chapter 34

Morning sunlight through the stone windows roused me from deep slumber. For a moment, I lay still, letting awareness return. All that was familiar was my girls’ bodies against me.

But then, memories of the previous night flooded back — the feast, Celeste’s song, our first tender kiss beneath the stars. It had been beautiful; a promise, I believed, of what was yet to come.

Beside me, Diane and Leigh still slept, blonde and raven hair tangled together on the pillow. I smiled, brushing a stray lock back from Leigh’s face before rising to wash and dress. Vartlebeck would expect our company for breakfast, and there was much still to discuss.

When I returned, my movements had roused the girls. Yawning and stretching, they greeted me with sleepy smiles and morning kisses before readying themselves as well.

Soon we were proceeding down the torchlit corridors toward the grand hall where mouthwatering scents of cooking wafted to greet us. My stomach rumbled eagerly as we stepped inside.

Most of the dwarves still slumbered, worn out by the previous night’s revelry. But Lord Vartlebeck sat awake at the high table, tucking into porridge and smoked meats. At his side sat Clara, Branik, Karjela, and Celeste already breaking their fasts.

Celeste’s cheeks colored charmingly when our eyes met, and we exchanged subtle smiles. Last night had awakened something powerful between us, but here was not the place to speak openly of it. For now, the comfort of her nearness was enough.

Spotting us enter, Vartlebeck waved us over. “Come, friends, eat!” he bellowed. “We’ve much to discuss after we’ve broken our fasts.”

We joined them at the table where platters were swiftly heaped for us — eggs, sausage, fresh bread and honey. There was coffee and fresh milk, too.

Dwarves knew a good breakfast! I sat down and dug in.

As we ate, talk centered mostly on the recovered treasure and Vartlebeck’s plans to bolster Ironfast’s defenses. But a grim undercurrent lingered beneath the dutiful chatter. We all sensed more dire matters awaited discussion.

When the last platters were cleared, Lord Vartlebeck sat back and fixed me with his piercing gaze. “Now lad, before ye depart, there is the matter of this vengeful dragon Father to address.” He tugged his beard pensively. “The beast threatens not just you, but likely all within my domain. And within the lands of Gladdenfield Outpost as well. If ‘tis an elder dragon, we must all fear.”

Celeste nodded, knowing a thing or two about dragons because of her elven lore. “The lord is right,” she agreed. “The dragon we laid low at Hrothgar’s Hope was young but a threat in its own right. Considering its age, its father is likely to be an elder dragon.”

“Aye,” Lord Vartlebeck said. “Such is my fear as well. All may suffer if it comes hither. Even the walled cities of the Coalition in these parts — New Springfield or perhaps even the Kansas City Enclave — might come under threat.”

I nodded gravely. “You’re right, Lord Vartlebeck. We should make efforts to locate and confront this new menace.”

Branik and Karjela murmured agreement. Around me, Diane, Leigh and Celeste listened intently.

“Then we are of like mind,” rumbled Vartlebeck. “I can provide men and arms to battle this threat. Together we can forge strategy to meet the drake afield and destroy it.” His craggy features creased into a fierce grin. “My warriors are always spoiling for a fight.”

Clara spoke up, idly fingering a dagger hilt. “I will stand against this beast,” she declared, eyes sparking. “If Gladdenfield is under threat, I will defend it.” Though still nursing injuries from Hrothgar’s Hope, her desire to confront the threat was plain.

Moved by their stalwart courage, I inclined my head in appreciation. “With stout allies like you at my side, we cannot fail,” I replied sincerely. “However, I’m not sure if it will come to a large confrontation where we get to field an army against the beast. Why would it risk that? And besides, if the dragon’s promise of vengeance is true, Father should come after me, right?”

Celeste nodded agreement, and so did Diane and Leigh. “They are prideful beasts,” Celeste said. “Its spawn communicated with it in its moment of death, and through such magical communication, it is likely the best knows the identity of David.”

I nodded. “It will come after me.”

“But it will lair first,” Diane said. “Dragons do not enter a new domain without a lair. Likely, it will have minions to carry its belongings or whatever it would need.”

Lord Vartlebeck thought for a moment. “So that means movement, aye?” he grunted. “Something we’ll see. Creatures claiming a place for the dragon. Like in the Shimmering Peaks?”

“Very likely,” Celeste agreed. “Dragons love the high places as they can reach them easily while others must struggle.”

“Then we will keep an eye out,” said Lord Vartlebeck. “Times are dire, and we must defend our holds with all the force we can muster, but I can spare a couple of scouts to keep their eyes on the peaks. I even have a few elves on retainer — Scouts, Foresters, Mountaineers — that I could spare.” He gave a confident nod. “We’ll know if a new dragon lairs here.”

Plans were swiftly made. Vartlebeck would muster his scouts. Messengers would alert Gladdenfield, my homestead, and other settlements of the coming of the dragon so they could make their own preparations. Meanwhile, we would seek more knowledge of Father so that we could better prepare.

When the final details were agreed upon, we said temporary farewells. Clara, Karjela and Branik remained behind to rest and recover. Vartlebeck’s grim nod spoke of dark tidings approaching, but also resolute courage against the coming storm.

Before I could depart Ironfast, Vartlebeck approached and drew me aside, his craggy features etched with concern.

“Lad, there is more we must discuss ere ye leave,” he rumbled gravely, hand resting on my shoulder. “Matters of blood and birthright yet shrouded from ye, though they define the days ahead.”

I nodded, pulse quickening. “You know more about this ‘Goldblood’ name the dragon bestowed on me?” I asked.

Around us, Celeste, Diane, and Leigh listened intently.

“Aye, some tales of old,” Vartlebeck acknowledged, tugging his beard thoughtfully. “And I believe I know one who may ken more.” He met my gaze. “The dragon’s words stir dark legends nearly forgotten by my kind. But if true, ye may play a pivotal role in the days ahead.”

A chill ran through me. Whatever the dwarven lord’s ominous intimations, this talk of my Bloodline and fate would not let my mind rest easy until I understood.

Seeing my agitation, Celeste moved nearer in quiet solidarity. Her luminous eyes searched mine for clues to my inner turmoil. But not even she could fully grasp the implications of this mystery yet.

Vartlebeck continued grimly. “I will send word to the Bloodmage Yeska of the Wildclaws and her to yer homestead. The lass is… unpredictable. But she will know more of this ‘Goldblood’ business and yer apparent gifts. She’s the only Bloodmage I ken, but she’s good at what she does and helped me lay bare the properties of my own Bloodline.”

“Thank you, Lord Vartlebeck,” I replied sincerely. “Any insight would be most welcome. This is a heavy burden to bear in ignorance.”

Beside me, Celeste nodded agreement, clasping my hand in her delicate one.

“She’ll ask for compensation,” Lord Vartlebeck said, “but I’m certain you two will work somethin’ out, aye.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Lord Vartlebeck.”

“Not a problem, lad!” he boomed. “Now, let’s get you lot supplied and ready for the journey to Gladdenfield. By road, it should take ye no more than three days, but these are still the Wilds, and ye should prepare well!”


Chapter 35

After the hearty breakfast and Lord Vartlebeck’s counsel, our group gathered at Ironfast’s gates to begin the journey back to Gladdenfield. Lord Vartlebeck’s people had kindly resupplied our provisions for the road ahead and given us a reward of a few gemstones that would get us good coin in Gladdenfield.

Though eager to be off, part of me wanted to explore these stone halls some more. Perhaps there would be time to do so later.

Branik clasped my arm in a warrior’s grip. “Safe journey, my friend,” the gruff dwarf bid me solemnly. “And good luck unraveling this mystery of yer Bloodline. We’ll be watching the peaks for a sign of this dragon called Father.”

I thanked him sincerely before saying my goodbyes to Clara and Karjela, who were still recovering from their wounds. When all was said, I turned to join my companions.

Diane took the lead as we set off, picking up the road at an easy pace. Behind us, Ironfast’s squared battlements and peaked towers dwindled, though sturdy sentries still stood their watch upon the heights.

Together with us, one of the scouting parties left the hall, although they quickly turned toward the Shimmering Peaks in roughly the direction of Hrothgar’s Hope.

It felt good to be underway after feasting and rest. My boots scuffed cheerfully over the gravel track as it led us onward through sweeping vales dotted with aspen groves and stands of pine. The forest air held a breath of coming autumn, but for now, the sun still shone pleasantly warm upon our backs.

We made good progress that first day, stopping only briefly to rest and take meals along the winding road. Talk was lively around mouthfuls of bread, cheese, and dried meat. Though we remained watchful, no threats emerged from the tranquil land all around us.

When evening shadows began reaching long across our path, we made camp in a sheltered hollow near a chuckling brook. Swiftly, Diane had a crackling fire sending sparks swirling up toward the darkening sky as the first bold stars kindled.

We lingered late around the dancing flames, bellies full and spirits relaxed after the arduous days behind us. As the larroling trailed behind her, Leigh enthusiastically recounted tales of past exploits and adventures on the frontier, blue eyes sparkling. Her irrepressible spirit never failed to lift my own mood.

Before turning in, I smiled to see Diane and Celeste move a small distance away from the fire, heads bent close in quiet conversation. A bond of true understanding now linked the elf and foxkin woman. Music had awakened friendship despite their differences, and they discussed their compositions and texts — sometimes with fervor.

When yawns could no longer be stifled, we dampened the cheery blaze and retreated to our tents. I took first watch, and after Diane relieved me, I settled gratefully into my bedroll, lulled by the muted symphony of the woods at night. Rest came swiftly.

At daybreak we swiftly broke camp and set off once more. The morning air was crisp under the canopy, but whenever we crossed into the open, the slanting sunshine felt pleasantly warm across our shoulders.

Our path grew steep and rocky as we traveled, switchbacking endlessly upward into craggy foothills still snow-capped in places. Rugged pines clung tenaciously to the stony slopes all around. Here and there, a mountain stream tumbled down through sheer ravines, beckoning weary hikers to rest and drink of its chill waters.

When the trail leveled out somewhat by late morning, we paused in a sun-dappled glade to refresh ourselves and rest our legs. A plump rabbit caught by Diane soon sizzled merrily over the small fire as we prepared a humble camp.

Bellies full, we pressed on through the afternoon. Though the terrain remained hilly, the uplands were pleasantly green and dotted with wildflowers. Startled hares froze and stared from the brush until we passed.

Once, in the distance, a grizzled wolf turned to observe our progress before loping silently away into the trees. Its golden eyes held no malice, only quiet wildness.

Before we made camp, we came upon a stretch of road with signs of fighting. There was blood on the ground as well as spent cartridge cases and a few arrows. A wagon had been abandoned, pilfered of wares.

It was a grim reminder of the dangers of these lands. A little farther down the road, we came upon two orcs, hoping to waylay unsuspecting travelers. They fled when they saw us, but we quickly dispatched them, making the road from Ironfast to Gladdenfield a little safer.

By evening, forested ridges and valleys opened up all around us. From atop a craggy prominence, I glimpsed Gladdenfield far in the distance, just visible in its valley amidst the forested hills.

Joy and anticipation kindled in my heart at the sight of the timber palisade walls, though we were still over a day’s march off. Home lay ahead.

We made camp beneath rustling aspens as the clear sky darkened to velvet overhead. Bellies filled with rabbit stew, we lounged comfortably near the crackling fire exchanging stories and jokes. Leigh’s clear laughter rang like music over the faint babble of a nearby stream.

When heavy eyelids could no longer be denied, we extinguished the cheery flames and turned in for the night. I drew first watch again, savoring the solitude and serenity beneath the sprawling star field. At times, a shooting star traced a fleeting incandescent arc overhead, and I reveled in the beauty of the starlight.

Morning’s light came again soon enough, rousing me from a deep sleep curled beside Diane’s slumbering warmth. Swiftly breaking camp after a hasty breakfast, we set off on the final leg toward Gladdenfield through rolling foothills awash in sunlight.

My boots scuffed eagerly along the winding trail as I reveled in the beauty of the living Wilds all around. Undulating grasslands shimmered beneath scattered oaks and stands of pine. Herds of elk raised graceful heads to mark our passing but showed no alarm. An eagle mewled faintly high above, describing lazy circles in the boundless blue vault overhead.

Around midday we paused to take our ease and refresh ourselves from a burbling stream before the last push onward. Despite the relatively tame lands here compared to the peaks, we remained on guard. The wilderness posed its own danger, and we would not drop our vigilance — not even this close to home.

Resuming the hike, our spirits were buoyed knowing each stride diminished the remaining distance. Before long, we would be back amidst crackling hearths, laughter, and song beneath Gladdenfield’s sturdy roofs. There, we would turn in the quest and speak with the mayor.

The sun hovered low above the serrated western ridges when at last we crested a final rise. There below us, tucked amidst the foothills, lay the welcome timber walls and smoke of Gladdenfield. My heart swelled at the sight, made even sweeter by our days of arduous travel to reach them once more.

Eager anticipation quickened our steps as we crested the rise and saw the open gates of Gladdenfield awaiting our return. It was evening, and they would close soon, but we would make it in before that.


Chapter 36

Eager smiles lit up our faces as we passed beneath Gladdenfield’s open gates, the sun dipping low behind the palisade walls. Guards nodded in casual recognition, long accustomed to our comings and goings beyond the relative safety of the settlement.

Our boots scuffed eagerly down the main thoroughfare, drawing curious glances from townsfolk wrapping up evening commerce or conversations. Though travel-worn, our party moved with heads held high, taking pride in having successfully accomplished our quest.

We paused to secure the larroling in the livery stable, and Leigh greeted Colonel with a smile and a hug. The larroling woofed gratefully for a rub behind its shaggy ears before lumbering into an empty stall. Stable hands promised to see the beasts well-fed and watered for the night.

Having stabled the creatures, we moved on to the Wild Outrider. To turn in our quest, we would have to see the mayor, but we would do that tomorrow. It was too late for business, and we were tired.

Pushing through the swinging saloon doors together, we were greeted by familiar mingled scents of hearth smoke, ale, and roasted meat. Despite the late hour, the spacious common room remained lively, though not yet raucous. We garnered a few curious glances from dusty patrons as we moved toward the bar.

Spotting us enter, Darny looked up from wiping glasses and broke into a broad grin beneath his bushy mustache.

“Well, look who’s back!” he bellowed in his usual jovial manner, setting down his rag. “Gladdenfield’s very own fellowship of heroes returns victorious!”

Exchanging smiles, we clasped Darny’s meaty hand over the scarred oaken counter as he came around to greet us properly. Though the barkeep tried to act nonchalant, I could glimpse the relief and gratitude kindling in his eyes at our safe return.

“It’s good to see you too, Darny,” I replied sincerely, giving his hand an extra firm squeeze.

The girls smiled warmly at the gregarious barman, and I was amused to see that Celeste, too, greeted him happily. She stayed at the Wild Outrider, and Darny had shown her kindness during her time here.

“Y’all found ‘em?” he asked after the initial greetings, unable to contain his curiosity.

“We did,” I said. “We found Clara, Karjela, and Branik. I’m afraid the others didn’t make it.”

Darny’s expression clouded for a moment, but he then gave me a grateful nod. “Well, I’m happy to hear that Clara’s alive and well. But come now, y’all take a seat. You still got the dust o’ the road clingin’ to your coats, and you look like you need some food and drink!”

Of course, he received no objections. While Darny readied a table, we turned to survey the familiar timber rafters, well-worn furniture, and lively patrons who had all become part of our story here.

Though humble, the Wild Outrider felt like home. Our spirits lifted simply breathing this air again.

Settling gratefully around the table Darny prepared, we let out collective sighs of contentment, the tension of the road melting away. My chair creaked familiarly as I leaned back, reveling in the simple comfort of stillness after so many days of arduous hiking.

Darny appeared a moment later, deftly bearing four heaping tankards of ale along with menus scratched on slates. “Compliments of the house for our hometown heroes,” he declared with a wink.

I gladly accepted the frothing drink, savoring that first deep pull. The girls followed suit, smiling over their mugs.

Perusing my menu, mouth already watering, I decided on the Outrider’s hearty venison stew while we caught Darny up on our travels. His craggy face creased into a scowl hearing of the dragon and other dangers braved during the quest. But by the tale’s end, a broad grin was back in place.

“Quite the daring deed, venturing into Hrothgar’s Hope like that,” Darny mused, stroking his beard once our account concluded. “Why, I’d wager Clara herself would blush to hear her rescue spun into legend!”

Before long, Darny returned, balancing four steaming bowls piled high with tender venison, potatoes, and carrots. The savory aroma roused our appetites honed by long days of plain travel rations. We dug in eagerly between swigs of ale as Darny looked on approvingly.

Between mouthfuls, our conversation turned to speculation about the coming days. Leigh enthusiastically described ideas for expanding the store now that Randal oversaw daily operations. Celeste shyly mentioned hoping to return to her routine of performing at the Outrider again soon.

Diane suggested we would immediately purchase the supplies needed for the expansion of the homestead so we could take them with us in the Jeep. I nodded agreement, keen to get to work. But the mystery of my ancestry still lingered at the back of my mind, as did the looming threat of Father.

Over another round as the night deepened outside, Leigh launched into a spirited retelling of the battle in High Hrothgar against the dragon. The girl spared no colorful detail, and soon even Celeste was giggling at her dramatic embellishments. It felt good to laugh together, the concerns of the future held at bay for now.

When at last we grew weary, Darny shooed us upstairs to our familiar rooms. He offered it free since he saw we were tired, sparing us the walk back to Leigh’s place and having to bring it in order. Ready-made beds sounded like heaven.

Weary but content, I sank into the straw mattress beside Diane and Leigh. My lips found Diane’s in a tender goodnight kiss as I curled my arm around Leigh.

Soon enough, one thing led to another, and it took us an hour or so before we were finally and truly ready for bed.


Chapter 37

We awoke to the aroma of sizzling eggs and sausage wafting up from the Wild Outrider’s kitchen below. After washing and dressing, we eagerly descended the creaking stairs, where we met Celeste. Our bellies were rumbling for a good breakfast after three days on the road.

Darny stood humming behind the counter as we entered. “Mornin’!” he called cheerfully. “Figured y’all could use some fuel before meetin’ with the mayor. My wife’s cookin’ up something for ya!”

He led us to a table, and we were greeted by the few patrons who had risen early as well — travelers and such looking to leave Gladdenfield early. Gratefully, we dug into the hearty fare as Darny served it up with fresh coffee, milk, and orange juice.

Over the steaming mugs of coffee, our conversation turned to the upcoming meeting. I admitted some curiosity at meeting Gladdenfield’s leader for the first time, but the girls reassured me all would go smoothly.

“Just speak plain and honest,” Diane advised sagely between bites.

Leigh grinned and added, “And don’t forget to ask about that reward!” We chuckled at the cheeky but good-natured comment.

With full bellies and fresh resolve, we set out toward the mayor’s home near town square. The cobbled avenue bustled around us beneath the rising sun. I straightened my coat and ran a hand through my hair, wanting to make a good first impression.

Mounting the steps of a well-kept dwelling, I rapped smartly on the oaken door. A gray-whiskered gentleman answered after a moment. Though of modest height, he carried himself with an unmistakable air of leadership.

“Welcome, welcome!” he exclaimed through his great gray mustache. “I am Mayor Wilhelm. And you must be David! And Leigh and Diane I already know, and Waelin spoke often of you, Celeste! Please come in! I’ve been told by Darny to expect you! A good man, but he can’t keep anything to himself!”

The girls smiled warmly as we shook his hand in turn before following him inside.

The cozy parlor was decorated in handsome drapes and furnishings somewhat finer than the rustic norm here. As the mayor bid us take seats, a plump older woman brought in a tray bearing coffee and biscuits.

I gave polite greetings to the mayor’s wife who promptly bustled back to the kitchen. The mayor beamed in anticipation, clearly eager for the tale ahead.

Over the next hour I recounted our quest, occasionally pausing to let the others chime in with supplemental details. The mayor listened intently, bushy gray brows rising and falling as the account unfolded.

“By Jove!” he exclaimed when I described the dragon’s size and ferocity.

Leigh happily provided colorful embellishment of that climactic battle, and Celeste gave more solemn details of the aftermath.

When at last I concluded the tale, the mayor sat back shaking his balding head in wonder. “Incredible, simply incredible!” he marveled. “Our fair town is in your debt. Clara is invaluable to us! And while I lament the loss of the others, we at least know their fates.”

“We did what any would have,” I replied modestly, exchanging smiles with the girls.

“Well said, son!” applauded the mayor. He then turned more solemn, clasping his hands on the table. “Still, you all showed such courage and skill out there. I wish more possessed it.”

I nodded graciously, touched by his words. Around me, the girls politely demurred, but I could tell the mayor’s sincere validation resonated deeply with them. And I was proud of them, too; it was praise well earned.

When our coffee mugs sat empty, the mayor’s wife appeared once more, this time bearing heaping platters of eggs, ham, and fried potatoes. The savory aromas set our mouths watering anew. Even though we had just enjoyed breakfast, a brunch was more than welcome.

Over the sumptuous meal, the mayor shared colorful tales of his many years in Gladdenfield, reminiscing fondly of the settlement’s earliest rugged days. Though humble, his knowledge of its workings was immense.

As the clock chimed noon, the mayor smiled at me. “As pleasant as this is, there remains still the matter of rewarding your courageous service,” he said, reaching to pull a leather sack from his desk drawer. It jangled heavily as he passed it over. “Every coin well earned!”

I took the pouch and gave a satisfied nod as I opened it, glimpsing a gleaming pile of gold and silver coins — it was far more wealth than I had ever held.

“A token of thanks from Gladdenfield’s citizens,” said the mayor sincerely. “I imagine that like most homesteaders, the coin is quite welcome!”

“You honor us, sir,” I replied.

Beside me, the girls flushed, equally moved. This windfall would secure our homestead’s expansion, making the place more comfortable for us all.

As we profusely thanked the mayor, I addressed the one final grim matter. “Sir, as we told you, we defeated the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope. However, with its dying words, it told us that it had called upon its father. We discussed this at length with Lord Vartlebeck in Ironfast, who has agreed to send out scouts and watch for the coming of a new dragon. However, Gladdenfield Outpost is in danger as well and should prepare itself.”

The mayor’s face creased with concern as I explained the dire oath of vengeance sworn against me.

“Then we must ready ourselves,” he said heavily once I had finished. “Gladdenfield has weathered many storms before. We have a fine elven guard, and I shall inform those known to brave the Wilds regularly that there may be a dragon about soon.”

I nodded. “Good. The homesteaders should know, too.”

“Ah, indeed they should,” Mayor Wilhelm mused. He then shook his head. “I’m afraid there is little they could do to protect themselves from a dragon, however. Gladdenfield is not like Ironfast, where all industry and commerce are contained within the safety of stone walls of dwarven masonry. The homesteads can withstand lone beasts of the Wilds or perhaps a roving band of goblins. But a dragon?”

“I don’t think they will be able to defend themselves against a threat like that either,” I agreed. “Which is why our efforts should focus on making sure the dragon never reaches Gladdenfield.”

The mayor nodded. “Indeed. We must strike once its location is known; before it gets its bearing.”

“We will,” I said, clasping his wrinkled hand to say farewell. “We will be in touch the coming weeks as events unfold.”

After another round of hearty thanks, we donned our hats and coats. My companions smiled radiantly, our first official meeting now concluded in all aspects. Our homeward journey awaited, but we would acquire the necessary materials first.
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After leaving the mayor’s house, we headed straight to Leigh’s shop to acquire materials for the planned homestead expansion. We needed a considerable amount of supplies in order to add a second floor and extend the existing cabin. Some of them we could get from Leigh’s store, but most would come from the builders’ market in Gladdenfield.

Entering the cozy store, the cheerful bell over the door announced our arrival. Randal looked up from stacking canned goods and greeted us warmly beneath his great gray mustache. Leigh gave him a quick hello and spoke with him for a few moments before leading us to the hardware aisle.

Selecting a sturdy lumber saw, wood chisels, a claw hammer, nails, screws, levels, sandpaper, and other essential carpentry tools, I gathered them carefully on the worn countertop. Good steel tools were vital for all the sawing, planing, and joinery work ahead.

Of course, Randal charged us no more than the store had paid for the hardware, and we quickly completed the transaction and loaded the supplies up in the jeep. There was still lots of coin left. After that, we bade Randal goodbye and headed toward the builders’ market.

The builders’ market was a bustle of mainly homesteaders like me procuring the needed supplies for their homes. Sturdy dwarves and humans from the frontier manned most of the stalls, and there was a commotion of haggling and shouting as the day’s trades went on.

I first chose copper pipes, a new water pump, tubing, a sink basin, and the components needed to add a kitchen wash station and upstairs bathroom. Though still rustic, these additions would improve comfort.

In the next stall, I picked out more oil lamps and plenty of spare wicks so we could illuminate the expanded interior. Lantern oil, matches, candles, and lamp oil were added as well. Light would be crucial.

At the brick and stone display, I selected the hearth bricks, mortar, and chimney flues needed to add a second fireplace upstairs. With autumn on the way soon, we would need the place to be cozy and warm.

By the windows, Diane inspected glass panes and forged hardware to replace broken elements or expand existing ones. Leigh helped her choose sturdy hinges and latches for the new doors. The dwarf behind the stall provided tips on installation.

Moving to the wall paneling, I ran my hand over the smoothly sanded planks until I located properly cured and sealed timber resistant to cracking. I could make those myself, but now that we had money to spare, I could focus my lumberjacking on firewood and purchase some higher quality wood. Several dozen eight-foot boards went into my pile. Wood treatment oils followed.

Nails, screws, bolts, brackets, ties, and other fasteners came next. I made ample selections, as attaching all the structural and decor elements required proper supports. Good joinery was vital.

Scooping up wood shavings, Diane strode over with jars of paints, brushes, rollers, and varnish for the indoor walls and outdoor facade when the additions were complete. The foxkin was drawn toward earthy, nature-inspired hues, and I agreed wholeheartedly on the selection.

Nearby, Celeste shyly considered the bolts of fabric for curtains, bedding, towels, and other soft homey touches. With Leigh’s guidance, she selected floral calicos, checked ginghams, and dyed muslins in colors complementing our rustic style.

Moving on, I inspected the stacked lumber, choosing sturdy oak beams for the new load-bearing elements, floor joists, rafters, and logs for the exterior walls. These had to withstand the elements once assembled. Twisted grain or spots were rejected.

As I made my selection, I realized we would need to make two or three runs to move everything to the homestead, so I purchased some additional fuel for the Jeep. The money was practically flying out of the pouch Mayor Wilhelm had rewarded me with, but I knew it was for a good purpose.

Armloads of shingles, shakes, ridge caps, and flashing for the roof came next. I made sure to get extra to account for any breakage during projects above ground level.

Inside once more, I picked out a cast-iron stovepipe and joints for ventilation, then grabbed heavy welding gloves for working with hot materials. Eye and ear protection, dust masks, and work gloves covered safety needs.

By now, our piled selection was vast indeed — certainly two runs. But there were still finishing touches needed. Diane chose pots of antique glaze to refresh the clay daubing between the new log walls once they were erected.

Leigh helped me carry over mortar, stones, and bricks for the new chimney stack. Well-sealed masonry would prevent sparks escaping. This was vital with a wooden home, so we spared no expense there.

By the time we had gathered all the tools, hardware, fittings, accessories, and assorted needs for the major addition, the afternoon had worn on well, leaving us with too little time to return to the homestead.

The kindly merchants agreed to keep the supplies we had purchased ready for tomorrow, so we could come pick everything up at the warehouse. There was a fee to this, but considering the vast quantities we had purchased, the merchants agreed to waive it.

Our purchases made, the day’s activities finally caught up with us. We retired to Leigh’s house, with Celeste returning to her room at the Wild Outrider — we would bid her goodbye in the morning.

Tired like I’d rarely been before, we ate a satisfying meal before dozing off in front of the fireplace on a cozy pile of blankets and mattresses.


Chapter 38

The next morning, we awoke and quickly readied ourselves before heading over to the Wild Outrider to bid Celeste farewell. She stood waiting outside the tavern as we approached through the dusty street, knowing that we would come.

She seemed a little wistful at the parting, and I embraced her, holding her close for a while in silence.

“Safe travels, my sweet,” she whispered when we finally parted.

I smiled at her warmly, taking her delicate hands in mine. “I will come back soon to check on you, and I would love to see you more often.”

“I would like that also,” she hummed, her emerald eyes fixed on mine.

Then, she leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. The way her body brushed against mine left me needing more, but I controlled myself and savored the moment.

After that, Diane and Leigh said goodbye as well. Having grown much closer to the enchanting elf during our adventure, they echoed similar wishes to see her soon, and Celeste graced us all with her vibrant smile.

“I shall miss our laughter around the fire each night,” she said wistfully. “But the joy of reunion will only enhance time shared apart!”

With final embraces, we parted ways outside the Outrider. Celeste waved until we passed from sight down the bustling avenue.

Our first stop was the livery to ready Colonel and the larroling for the journey home. The beasts snuffled contentedly at Leigh’s familiar scent as she secured saddles and bridles.

With the animals prepared, we led them from the stable yard toward the warehouse. I brought the Jeep around as well, happy to once again have the powerful vehicle under me.

At the warehouse, carts stood ready and waiting, piled high with our carefully chosen building supplies and hardware. The kindly proprietors helped us load everything we could fit into the spacious cargo hold of the Jeep.

We jammed in as much as could safely fit. Leigh would follow on horseback, and Colonel and the larroling carried some supplies as well. Still, we would need to make two more runs.

With the larroling lumbering along behind Leigh’s horse, we rumbled down Gladdenfield’s dusty main thoroughfare toward the open gates and the wilderness beyond. Guards waved in recognition as we passed into the verdant wilds under scattered clouds scudding rapidly across the vaulted sky overhead.

Despite the heavy load, Leigh guided Colonel ably along the winding dirt track through the gently rolling forest. She stayed to the side of the Jeep. Birds twittered in the rustling leaves, welcoming us homeward after days beyond the wilderness we called our own.

The journey passed swiftly. The verdant wilderness opened up around us as we gradually left behind the gentler land surrounding Gladdenfield. Here, the forest felt untamed — rife with bounty but also hidden hazards for the unwary.

Soon, we passed the cottonwood and took the turn toward the homestead. There, the trail became rougher and more densely wooded.

Through breaks in the swaying canopy, I glimpsed the Silverthread ribboning its way through the forest. Home lay on the banks of that glorious river.

Around mid-morning, familiar forest sights and scents surrounded us, drawing an audible gasp from Diane as she knew that home was around the next corner. Leigh broke into a broad grin, nudging Colonel into an eager trot toward the land we had claimed. The end of our journey was at hand.

Before long, the winding trail carried us fully out of the trees’ embrace and to the banks of the Silverthread River. My heart swelled at the welcoming sight of the cabin’s stone chimney. I already discerned Mr. Drizzles patrolling the grounds.

As we drove down the path to the homestead, Ghostie and Sir Boozles emerged to greet us with excited chirps, zipping eager circles around us like dogs excited that their masters had returned. Mr. Drizzles, the storm elemental, hovered nearby, making sure all was calm.

While Leigh saw to putting the beasts out to pasture, Diane and I entered the beloved cabin that, thanks to our efforts, would soon grow to match the scale of the dreams we nurtured here together.

Much work awaited, but it was good to be home.
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By the time we had finished hauling all the supplies from Gladdenfield to the homestead, the last rays of the day’s sun bathed the cabin in a warm golden glow.

I was tired to my bones but satisfied. I happily allowed the girls to pamper me, and so I just sat at the table as they bustled about in the kitchen.

Soon enough, Diane, Leigh, and I sat down to a simple but filling dinner. It felt good to be home again after so many days beyond these walls that sheltered us. Familiar surroundings grounded my mind and brought comfort.

Diane hummed a cheerful tune as she stirred a bubbling pot of venison stew, the aroma mingling with the crackling hearth fire. After hauling supplies all day, the promise of a hot meal revived weary bodies and spirits.

Around mouthfuls, we talked casually of small matters, taking comfort in the familiar surroundings. The wooden walls, exposed beams, and braided rugs were welcoming as old friends. Ghostie and Sir Boozles capered near our feet, making sure the place was clean and handing anything we might need.

Over crusty bread, our conversation meandered fondly through memories of past adventures shared beneath this roof — the first tentative nights learning wilderness skills, lazy mornings cooking breakfast together, quiet evenings reading by firelight. Each reminiscence was precious.

When the stew pot emptied, Leigh rose to fetch a bottle of honey mead she had picked up in Gladdenfield. Generous helpings filled our mugs as we moved to the hearth’s warmth, letting food settle before bed, but I couldn’t help but notice Diane drank none of it. A suspicion rose in my mind then — one that made me smile — but I decided not to speak up yet.

Leigh sank into the worn armchair with a happy sigh. “Never realized how fine it’d feel to sit in this ol’ thing again,” she remarked contentedly.

Diane and I nodded agreement from where we lounged together on the braided rug. Simply being idle here together was bliss.

As flickering firelight danced over the exposed beams, talk turned to hopes for the future once our home was expanded. There were so many dreams to nurture here — a place of laughter, family, and belonging we three had forged through shared adversity.

Diane’s gaze grew wistful as she envisioned tending lush gardens under the sun. Always she sought to cultivate and nourish.

Beside her, Leigh chuckled thinking of the larroling trying to fit through new doors. The thought of sundered frames made her snort with laughter, and we all agreed the larroling would stay outdoors.

My own thoughts lingered on Celeste’s joyful smile, imagining her voice lifted in song within these very walls. Though parted now, the thought of her warmed me still. The bonds between us would only grow in time.

One day, we all might gather here as family.

As the hour grew late, a tranquility descended over us all. No immediate duties or chores pressed upon the mind. For now, we simply savored the drink, fire, and camaraderie too often taken for granted when adventure called from beyond the valley.

My contented gaze roamed over the familiar surroundings — the roughly hewn furniture, shelves of supplies, and the tools in the mudroom. All spoke of a life carved wholly by our own hands.

Pride swelled in my heart for what we three had built together. And although we loved this cabin, I would soon remake it into something bigger and better.

Diane nestled against me, and I stroked her velvet-black hair. Leigh joined us, humming a tune to herself as the three of us gazed at the fire. Their presence brought me happiness untold.

When at last the hour grew too late to ignore, we banked the hearth fire and saw to securing doors and shutters. No threats lurked for now, and we had Mr. Drizzles to patrol the property, but wilderness living instilled habits of care.

Once everything was ready, we once again piled up the blankets and mattresses to make a little cozy nest. It would be one of the final times, because I planned on making us a new bedroom soon.

Diane and Leigh wasted no time preparing for bed, weary muscles eager for rest. Their movements spoke of the bone-deep comfort two people share in intimate domestic rituals. My own limbs felt leaden, longing for blankets.

Donning a threadbare nightshirt, I sank gratefully atop the mattress between my two loves. Their slow breaths steadied my own racing mind, lulling my scattered thoughts toward sleep.

Rolling over, I drew Diane’s slender frame gently against mine, nuzzling her raven hair. On my other side, Leigh mumbled contentedly and nestled closer. They were cherished bookends sheltering me from darkness, warding off the lonely night. No words were needed as we lay together and basked in our happiness.

The stresses and questions still lingering melted away beneath the simple bliss of this unremarkable moment. No looming threat could shake the quiet joy in my heart tonight as we relaxed under our humble roof.

As I drifted toward sleep’s embrace, I caught the faint shimmer of Mr. Drizzles gliding by the window, keeping tireless watch over us all. His presence reinforced the sense of safety this home gave us.

Because it had become home. Here, in this place carved wholly by our own hands, surrounded by those I loved most, I was more at home than I had ever been anywhere else.

My last fleeting thoughts were of what the coming days might bring. But happen what may in this untamed land, we would face it together — three threads woven stronger for the sharing. This truth followed me into slumber.

Surrounded by the profound stillness of the frontier night, I let go of my thoughts and surrendered myself to untroubled sleep.


Chapter 39

The next morning, I woke eager to begin work on expanding the cabin. After a hearty breakfast with Diane and Leigh, I went outside to start laying out the foundation for the new addition.

First, I summoned my woodland spirit and earth spirit to assist with preparing the ground. Together, we cleared away brush and leveled the soil where the new logs would sit.

The spirits used their magic to till the earth and assist with removing rocks and roots that could destabilize the foundation. Ghostie and Sir Boozles lent their assistance as well, and I was pretty proud that my talents as a Frontier Summoner had made me a team of capable helpers. I summoned and bound a third domesticant for extra help. After all, I could dismiss it later.

By midday, we had a wide rectangular patch of bare, flattened earth ready for the first logs to be laid. I dismissed the woodland and earth spirits, thanking them for their help. Then I whistled for Ghostie and Sir Boozles to come lend their aid once more.

The two domesticants eagerly got to work helping me haul and position the heavy oak beams that would form the perimeter of the new addition. Though small, they proved incredibly strong for their size. Their cheerful chirps and antics kept my spirits high as we labored. Much of it was careful measuring, but I had a solid plan worked out.

With the foundation laid, I turned my attention to assembling the wooden wall panels that would enclose the addition. Taking measurements, I cut planks and beams to size using my new saws and planes. The domesticants fetched tools as needed.

After a long day of sawing and chiseling wooden joints, we had fashioned sturdy wall sections ready for assembly. Tired but satisfied with our progress, I enjoyed a hearty dinner with Diane and Leigh — who had taken over all chores around the homestead while I did construction work — before retiring early.

The next morning brought another full day of labor. This time, I summoned three earth spirits to help dig us a new cellar and foundation. The old one was getting cramped, and the new one would be an expansion of it. I also wanted it to be a little deeper, so we could stand straight.

The spirits got to work digging, and we shored up the hole with sturdy planks. These were simply planks, well treated against the cold and moisture, but certainly not very beautiful. The cellar didn’t need to be pretty; it needed to be functional.

It took us all day to dig that cellar and lay the stone foundation while shoring up the cellar walls with planks. The domesticants helped with shoring it up, but it was still a lot of work.

My women checked on me regularly, and they expressed their admiration at the quick progress. While I worked, they tended to the crops, fished, made sure the snares were empty and reset, and I was proud to see these two frontier women do the work without complaint and with great skill.

The next day, the domesticants and I set about raising and joining the wall panels. I was happy it hadn’t rained and that we could do this work while it was dry. As we hoisted up and connected the heavy wooden sections, the cabin expansion began taking shape as I had envisioned.

With the large, rectangular new building joined to the old cabin, we would get an L-shaped home, with the smaller section of the L being the old cabin. The larger, new part would have two stories.

I gave a satisfied nod at confirming that everything was going according to plan, and we continued our labor tirelessly. Making the wooden staircase and raising the walls took all day, but by sundown we had most of the exterior walls assembled and fitted into place atop the brick foundation.

By the light of lanterns — literally burning the midnight oil — we continued until late that night as we reinforced joints and applied weatherproofing oils to the fresh timber walls.

Over the next few days, I fell into a steady routine of summoning spirits in the morning to aid construction efforts, then working alongside my domesticants until dusk. Together, we built a chimney, framed windows, and assembled interior walls for the first floor.

Sawdust piled up steadily around the work site from my constant sawing and sanding. But gradually, the shell of an expanded cabin took shape before my eyes.

The domesticants were invaluable, fetching lumber and tools as we incorporated each new element. They were pretty handy themselves as well, so long as the work wasn’t too intricate.

Halfway through the week, I took a break from construction work to harvest more wood from the forest. Swift swings of my axe felled several slender trees. After delimbing them, I used the domesticants to help transport the logs back to the cabin.

With the new batch of raw lumber, I set to work building furniture and other interior elements like railings and cabinetry to furnish the expanded home. The domesticants passed me chisels and nails, learning carpentry skills alongside me. The woodland spirit was invaluable here as well, lending aid in shaping the wood.

By the week’s end, the new addition was really taking shape. Sturdy walls and rafters framed out spacious new rooms and windows now gleamed brightly, letting sunshine pour in. The cabin had truly begun its transformation into a more permanent home.

The furnishings for our sleeping quarters were now finished, with a massive bed to fit five — I was optimistic for the future. Additionally, there were furnishings for three spare rooms for guests or if someone needed time for themselves.

Sawing the final bed legs to size, I smiled picturing nights no longer spent atop mattresses on the floor. Once the upstairs floor was in place, I could assemble the furniture there.

On Sunday, I declared a well-earned day of rest. We lazed by the creek for a picnic lunch before returning to the cabin where Leigh surprised me with a decadent blackberry pie she had baked that morning. Sweetness melting on my tongue, I grinned thinking of all we had accomplished together in the past days.

The next week would bring additional long days of labor completing the roof, adding a second fireplace, and finishing all the interior rooms. But great progress had been made, and the beginnings of our dreams for this home were taking form.

That night, I stood gazing out on the addition still only partially silhouetted in the gloaming. But in my mind’s eye, I could already envision the finished structure — tall and proud but cozy, filled with laughter and memories we had yet to make.

As dusk settled over the valley, Leigh and Diane joined me, slipping their arms around my waist. Together, we surveyed the week’s work in contented silence. Much sweat and toil still lay ahead, but great rewards of comfort and belonging would come for all who called this place home.

Before turning in, Diane helped me tidy the tools and work site while Leigh stoked the fire. Another long day of labor awaited with the rising sun, but rest would prepare us. Together, we would see this project through.

Settling down by the crackling hearth, weariness crept over our limbs. But a profound satisfaction filled my heart as I gazed around at those whose company had made this home — and these grand plans — possible. Our dreams were slowly taking shape before us.


Chapter 40

The next morning brought more hard but honest and fulfilling work. After breakfast with Diane and Leigh, I summoned my woodland and earth spirits to aid in the day’s tasks.

Together we focused on completing the roof of the new addition. Ghostie and Sir Boozles hoisted up shingles and beams while I hammered them into place, with the woodland and earth spirits guiding and shaping the wood and the shingles to make sure they were fitted perfectly.

By midday, we had most of the roof framed and watertight. A few spots still needed patching, especially around where the chimney protruded from the roof, but it was really taking shape.

In the afternoon, our work moved inside. Using planks purchased from the builders’ market, I measured and cut floorboards for the new second floor with help from the woodland spirit and domesticants.

The woodland spirit assisted in smoothing and joining each plank, and between the four of us, we laid a seamless floor that had me beaming with pride.

As we fitted the flooring into place, I made sure to hammer down any protruding nails to prevent snagged clothing or blankets and hurt feet later on. Safety was important with so much activity ongoing around the construction site.

By sunset, sturdy oak floors spanned the length of the new upstairs. Tired but satisfied, I released the spirits and headed downstairs to enjoy a well-earned dinner with Diane and Leigh. Their smiles and conversation soothed my weary mind.

The next day brought more indoor work. With the spirits’ magic, we swiftly installed the second-floor walls and paneled the interior walls on the first floor that divided up spaces as I had planned for the new kitchen, dining room, and workshop. When that was done, we paneled the walls on the second floor.

The old cabin, which would adjoin the dining room, would be converted entirely into a cozy living area with a view of the Silverthread and double doors opening to a greensward that led to the riverbank — a lovely little stretch of garden for us to relax in.

I left one room on the ground floor undivided for the time being. I planned to make it a studio where Diane and Celeste could work on their music. A creative space for us all.

We followed up by laying the piping, and this was hard work for me. It took more than a day to get in order. We connected the tap for the bathroom and the kitchen to the artesian well, then disconnected the one in the old kitchen. It required digging, and I got frustrated with the work more than once.

However, a summoned fire spirit helped with the welding, and sweet words and gentle massages from my women helped with the frustration. And when the work was done, it was done well and to my satisfaction.

We wouldn’t get hot water from the tap, but we could heat it up and get warm baths in the autumn and winter, which meant we no longer had to rely on the Silverthread to wash in.

Downstairs, I directed the woodland spirit to create ornate railing spindles for the staircase while the domesticants helped sand them smooth. Simple embellishments would lend the rustic home gracious touches. I wanted the place to feel special.

By week’s end, the new addition was really transformed. Walking through the once empty, open rooms, I could vividly picture our shared life here — laughter around the expanded kitchen, cozy dinners and fun evenings around the dinner table, and languid bathing in the new bathroom.

But empty spaces still remained, awaiting the personal touches only we three could provide to turn a house into a home. I planned to construct some more simple furnishings next. Nightstands, beds, chairs. Our hands would shape every personal item, and the woodland spirit and the domesticants would help move that work along with great speed.

After another day spent sawing and assembling sturdy furniture to place throughout the house, I decided another short break was needed before burnout set in. Pushing myself too hard could lead to sloppy work or injury.

On the day of rest, Leigh surprised me with a decadent honey cake for dessert after dinner. Her thoughtfulness touched me deeply, as did Diane’s shoulder rubs as we relaxed by the fireplace together that night.

Revived by their care and a day of leisure, I tackled the final interior elements with renewed vigor when work resumed. Cleverly concealed cabinetry customized for our frontier home added personalized storage options without sacrificing aesthetics.

The woodland spirits helped me meticulously chisel out alcoves and nooks in existing walls for shelving and cupboards while the domesticants assembled each finished piece under my watchful eye.

When at last all the furniture stood assembled in each intended room, I walked through with Diane and Leigh to make sure everything met with their approval. Their delighted smiles upon seeing the furnishings I had crafted to suit their passions assured me I had succeeded.

Our home was really coming together! Only a few finishing touches remained. The domesticants helped me install iron stovepipes and do a final round of the exterior of the home, making sure everything — especially the roof — was sealed well.

While I worked, Diane and Leigh busied themselves decorating. Soon colorful rag rugs warmed the new wood floors, and embroidered curtains lent the windows cheer. Wildflowers picked from the valley adorned each dining table. Their special touches graced each room.

Our own hands made this dream a reality together. Every item bore the mark of the devotion we had poured into it — imperfect yet all the more meaningful because of its imperfections. This hand-hewn home now reflected our life and love shared within its walls.

The final necessity was stockpiling ample firewood for the coming colder seasons. I spent several long days felling trees deeper in the forest, chopping logs and hauling them back to the cabin.

The activity kept my body strong and my spirits high after so much carpentry work. The domesticants aided with the hauling, and my woodland spirits imbued the severed stumps so saplings would sprout with magical speed.

By week’s end, cords of split firewood and kindling were neatly stacked within easy reach of each hearth. With both fireplaces raging, the whole cabin was warm and cheerful despite winter’s chill creeping into the valley air. Our efforts had secured comfort.

At last, with no tasks remaining beyond the day-to-day upkeep intrinsic to any wilderness homestead, I declared the expansion project complete.

It was time to show it all off to the girls!


Chapter 41

After two weeks of hard work, the cabin expansion was finally complete. I could hardly wait to show Leigh and Diane all the additions and upgrades. They had seen it in various stages of construction and had helped, so it was hardly a surprise to them.

But still, I wanted to walk through these new spaces with them for the first time in a conscious way. I wanted to give them a tour.

I found them both by the banks of the river. Diane had been fishing, and Leigh had joined her. The two of them were laughing and talking, but they both perked up and smiled when they saw me coming.

“Ladies, the wait is over,” I announced as I approached, arms spread wide.

They clapped their hands excitedly as they exchanged looks. They already knew what it was about, of course, and they both ran up to me.

“Let me give you the grand tour!” I said, beckoning them to join me.

We started outside, where I showed off the new larger footprint and sturdy log walls. “The water spirits and I tested it a lot, but these walls are completely waterproof!” I declared proudly. “And they isolate well!”

Then, I pointed up. “And the roof is perfect too! We’re lucky it hasn’t been raining to mess with the work! But we’re ready for rain — even snow — now.”

The girls nodded approval, running appreciative hands over the smooth timbers. “It looks really nice,” Diane hummed. “Such a perfect match to the existing structure.”

“Good,” I said. “That was just what I intended. But come on, there is more to see!”

Moving indoors, we stepped into the front hallway off the new dining room. “See all these built-in cabinets and shelves? That storage area was something we really needed,” I pointed out.

“Indeed,” Diane agreed. “Oh... I can finally give everything its own place!”

From there, we proceeded into the expanded kitchen where Leigh’s eyes lit up at the enlarged hearth and new iron stove beside the brick oven. “Now we can do some real cookin’ in here!” she enthused, inspecting the additional prep space.

Next was the new bathroom upstairs, equipped with gleaming copper pipes and basins. “No more trekking down to the creek when it’s freezing out!” Diane laughed, trailing her fingers down the paneled walls of the new bathroom.

Upstairs, I showed the girls the neat row of bedrooms that branched off the central landing. “Now everyone can have their own space,” I said, leading them into each in turn. They nodded appreciatively at the simple but cozy look.

“I do hope we’ll all be sleepin’ together, though,” Leigh hummed, throwing me a smoldering look with those smoky eyes of hers.

“Just you wait,” I said, grinning.

Of course, the grand finale was the master bedroom suite Diane, Leigh, and I would share. Their eyes lit up seeing the spacious chamber with its large bed, washstand, and wingback chairs.

“Why, it’s like a little slice of civilization out here!” Diane exclaimed, taking it all in. She and Leigh wasted no time claiming spots on the thick feather mattress, reclining regally.

I laughed as I watched their nubile and delicious bodies hop onto the bed and test its springiness.

I placed my hands on my hips and grinned as they oh’ed and ah’ed at how soft and big the mattress was. Finally, Leigh rolled onto her tummy and propped her hands under her cheeks as she looked up at me.

“Room for lots more in this bed, though, David,” she purred. “Somethin’ you ain’t tellin’ us?”

I laughed and waved it off. “Who knows?” I quipped, but both girls knew well enough what my ambitions with Celeste were. We would have to have a talk about that sometime soon.

Leigh grinned knowingly. “I can’t believe how nice this place looks now,” she mused. “You did an amazing job with it, David!”

Diane nodded her agreement. “It’s incredible how you were able to take those empty rooms and turn them into such a beautiful living space.”

I flushed, smiled and touched by their enthusiasm. “I couldn’t have done it without help from the spirits and domesticants,” I replied honestly. “And from you, of course! But I’m proud of how everything turned out.”

Leigh stretched languidly across her side of the big bed. “You should be, baby... You’ve built us our very own slice of paradise out here,” she declared contentedly. “I say this calls for a proper housewarming!”

Diane giggled, and the two exchanged a knowing look.

“Or should we say... bed warming,” Leigh purred as she rose to her hands and knees and crawled over to the edge of the bed.

“Bed warming sounds about right…” Diane hummed, her eyes blazing as they rested on me.

“Why don’t you come over here, David?” Leigh said. “And show us if this bed is sturdy enough for what goes on in the Wilson manor at night...”


Chapter 42

I grinned and crossed my arms as I watched both girls on the bed. “Looks like you two are up to something,” I said.

Leigh, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, turned her blue eyes toward me, her lips curling into a mischievous grin. “We just might have a lil’ plan,” she purred. “It’s a special moment, ain’t it?”

Diane, her athletic body stretched out on the large bed, looked up at me through her sapphire eyes, her fox ears twitching, her tail swishing back and forth. She was beautiful, her black hair fanned out around her, her skin glowing in the light.

Leigh’s hand was gentle as she teasingly undid the buttons on Diane’s dress for my pleasure. Diane bit her lip, keeping her sapphire eyes fixed on me even as Leigh undressed her.

Diane’s dress slipped from her shoulders, revealing her firm breasts with their perky nipples. Her panties followed, leaving her completely naked on the bed, her pussy cute and inviting.

Leigh’s eyes sparkled as they met mine, her fingers tracing a line down Diane’s body. “David, why don’t you come over here and join us?”

I moved over to the bed, my eyes never leaving the two beautiful women before me as I flashed them a broad grin. “What’s this naughty plan of yours?”

Leigh’s grin widened as she leaned in close to me, her accent thick as honey as she whispered, “Diane here has a little secret she’s been keepin’.”

I raised an eyebrow, glancing at Diane. She blushed, her fox ears flattening against her head, her tail twitching.

“Really now?” I asked.

Leigh nodded, her hand resting on Diane’s thigh. “She told me she liked watching us that time in the hot springs at the Inner Sanctum, David.” She licked her rosy lips, wickedness flashing in her eyes. “She liked watching you fuck my ass.”

Diane turned red, biting her lip hard, but her body betrayed her arousal at the memory and at Leigh’s dirty talk.

I smirked at the blushing beauty. “Is that so?”

Diane nodded, her voice barely a whisper. “Yes… I… I want to know what it feels like. I want to share that with you, David.”

I felt a jolt of excitement at her words. “I’d be happy to show you, Diane.”

Leigh clapped her hands, her eyes filled with anticipation. “Perfect! But we need to make sure Diane is ready first.” She reached for a small bottle of oil. “We’ll give Diane a four-hand massage. That should help her relax.”

Diane covered her mouth and giggled. “That… that does sound good!”

Leigh threw me a meaningful look. “Can’t give a proper massage with all these clothes on, though,” she hummed. “I think we need to be naked for this, David…”

I nodded, my hands already eager to touch Diane’s body and play with my girls. “Sounds like a plan.”

I watched as Leigh undressed herself, her voluptuous curves coming into view. I followed suit, my cock springing free, already hard at the idea of giving Diane a massage and what would follow after that.

Diane gave a happy purr at the sight of me and Leigh naked before rolling onto her stomach on the bed, revealing her toned back and perky ass to us. My cock twitched as I studied that cute ass with her fox tail swishing over it, knowing I would soon have my way with it.

It took a measure of self-control to massage her first, and Leigh gave a knowing giggle, her breasts bouncing, when she saw how hard my cock was.

“Easy there, stud,” she purred. “Your time will come.”

She kept her eyes on me as she poured oil onto Diane’s toned back, and the fox girl giggled when she felt the cool, sticky liquid on her skin.

We started with Diane’s back and shoulders, our fingers kneading and massaging her skin. Diane’s moans filled the room, her body relaxing under our touch. As we worked on Diane, Leigh leaned over and kissed me, her soft lips moving against mine and making my head spin.

Our hands continued to move over Diane, their movements synchronized, even as we exchanged that kiss. Leigh drew back, shooting me a wink, and gave my cock a teasing little tug with her oiled-up hand.

We moved lower, our hands exploring Diane’s firm ass. Leigh’s fingers spread the oil, their movements slow and deliberate. She moaned with delight, lifting her back up from the mattress, and I couldn’t resist the sight of her glistening and ready pussy.

My hand slipped between Diane’s thighs, my fingers brushing against her wetness. I heard Diane gasp, her body arching against my touch.

Leigh’s voice was husky as she spoke, her words filled with excitement. “You like that, don’t you, Diane?”

Diane nodded, her eyes closed, her lips parted. “Yes... it feels so good.”

I moved my other hand to Diane’s asshole, my oily fingers teasing the tight ring while oiling her up, making her ready for me. Her gasp turned into a moan, her body trembling.

Leigh’s words were a whisper in my ear, her breath hot against my skin. “Keep going, David. It looks so beautiful.”

I increased the pressure, my fingers moving faster, teasing her little clit and her tight little rose at the same time. Diane’s moans grew louder, her body moving against my hand as she trembled.

“David,” she moaned. “Oh gods… You’re making me… Uhnn.”

“Don’t stop, baby,” Leigh moaned, playing with her own breasts as she watched me pleasure her harem sister. “Make her cum!”

I intensified my movements, my cock poking impatiently against Diane’s soft skin, eager to claim the asshole I was now massaging. She hummed and squirmed as I moved faster and faster, until her fists gripped the sheets and she bit down on the pillow.

“C-cumming!” she moaned.

I watched Diane as she came, her body arching off the bed, her scream echoing off the walls. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, her juices coating my hand.

Leigh moaned with admiration. “So good! Oh, look at that little fox girl go! She’s cumming so hard!”

Diane’s chest was heaving, her body covered in a sheen of sweat and oil as she came down from her high. She looked at me over her shoulder, her eyes filled with satisfaction and anticipation.

The sight of Diane coming undone like this fired me up; to be in complete control of her orgasm like that had been extremely hot… and now…

Now, I wanted to give her what she was longing for.
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I panted with lust as I watched Diane’s oiled-up naked body. My cock was rock-hard, and Leigh gave a cute little sound of admiration as she watched it.

“You ready for a good time, baby?” Leigh asked, her voice dripping with teasing anticipation. Her hand, slick with oil, wrapped around my hard length, oiling me up.

“Oh, I am,” I replied, my voice husky with desire. I looked at Diane, her sapphire eyes wide with anticipation as she looked at us.

The light from the window shimmered off her oiled-up skin, highlighting the curves of her hips, the toned muscles of her back, and her thick and juicy thighs.

“We need to show her how it’s done first, David,” Leigh urged.

My eyes turned to the voluptuous blonde, and the thought of fucking her ass again made my cock twitch with delight.

I watched as Leigh, with her curvy, voluptuous body, poured oil over her round ass. The liquid slid down the curves like rivulets of molten gold, pooling in the crevice of her ass.

As she made herself ready, her slender fingers rubbing the oil on her tight little rose, she glanced over her shoulder at me with a mischievous gleam in her blue eyes.

“Come on, baby,” she hummed. “Let’s show Diane how it’s done.”

Positioning myself behind Leigh, I eased the tip of my cock into her tight hole. She let out a sigh of pleasure as I gently pushed into her, the ridges of her inner walls clenching around me.

“Oh, David,” she moaned. “That feels so good.”

I gently eased deeper into her, letting her feel the length and girth of me and easing into it. She moaned with delight as I filled her ass up, and Diane watched with wide eyes, mewling with delight as I claimed her harem sister’s ass.

“Ah,” Leigh moaned. “I’m ready, David…”

With a grunt of pleasure, I thrust into her with more force. With each push, Leigh’s ass rippled, the oiled skin glistening under the soft light of the room.

“Fuck, David,” Leigh groaned. Her hand moved between her legs, her fingers disappearing into her wet heat. “More… I need more.”

I watched as Leigh’s hand moved in rhythm with my thrusts, her fingers buried deep within her. The sight of her pleasuring herself while I fucked her ass drove me wild, making me push into her harder and faster.

Diane watched us, her fox ears perked up as she moaned with delight. Her sapphire eyes were wide and filled with curiosity. She bit her lip, her hand trailing down her body to her own heat.

“David,” Leigh moaned. “I’m… I’m gonna cum, baby… Ahnn… Go easy! Go slow!”

I slowed down, letting her feel every inch, one second at a time, as she rubbed her little clit. Her body tightened, sending ripples down her muscles, and I eased a little deeper until a shock went through her, making her ample ass ripple.

“Oh God, David,” she cried out. Her body shook, her ass clenching around me as she came.

I groaned as her ass tightened around me, but I stayed where I was, deep inside her, fighting off the need to cum in her ass. I wanted to do Diane next, and I wanted her to have this load. But damn, it was hard to suppress my desire.

“Leigh,” I groaned, feeling my own climax building. But I stopped moving, pulling out of her with a pop before I could reach my own peak.

Leigh let out a whimper, reaching back to smack her ass. “Oh, sugar,” she purred. “That was something else. I came so hard.”

Grinning, I slapped her ass before I turned to Diane, her fox ears twitching in anticipation.

“Your turn,” I said, my voice husky with desire.

Diane’s eyes widened, cheeks flushed, and she gave an enthusiastic nod, eager to experience this pleasure for herself. She gave me a last coy smile before turning around on her knees, back still straight.
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Diane bit her lip, and I took a moment to admire how the light played on her oiled-up curves.

“Hmm,” Leigh moaned beside us, still recovering from the assfucking I’d given her. “Do it, David. Let her feel it.”

I positioned myself behind Diane, my cock aching for the tight warmth of her ass. I wrapped my arm around her slender waist, and she gasped as my fingers pressed against the soft skin of her belly.

My cock came to rest between her oiled-up cheeks, and she wriggled a little, sending a jolt of need down my spine.

“You ready, Diane?” I asked, running my thumb over her wet, quivering lips. Her sapphire eyes met mine, and she nodded, her body shivering with anticipation.

“Please help him put it in, Leigh,” Diane requested, her voice barely above a whisper.

Leigh, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, reached down between Diane’s legs, her fingers gliding over the soft skin of her harem sister before guiding the tip of my cock to Diane’s awaiting asshole.

The moment the head of my cock breached her tight ring, I nearly lost it. The pleasure of her tight warmth enveloping me was a sensation that threatened to overwhelm me. And since I had been close to cumming when I was still fucking Leigh, it was barely possible to contain myself now.

“Slowly,” Leigh instructed purred, and I complied, the slow movements allowing me to postpone my own orgasm as well.

“Ahnn, David,” Diane groaned. “It’s sooo nice… Gods, I’ve never felt so filled up.”

I eased a little deeper, the muscles of Diane’s ass clenching around me, the sensation sending shockwaves of pleasure coursing through my body. My whole world was those two glistening buns, and my oiled-up cock slipping deeper and deeper between them.

Diane moved her body forward slowly, placing her hands on the sheets of our large bed. Her fox tail twitched as she arched her back, her ass rising to meet my thrusts.

I pushed deeper into her, my hand gripping her tail as a form of leverage. Her ass jiggled deliciously with each movement, her body squirming beneath me.

“So pretty,” Leigh crooned, tickling the undersides of my stones with her soft fingers. “Look at how well she’s taking it, baby.”

I groaned agreement, pushing a little deeper still, my hands firm on those ass cheeks.

“Faster, David,” Diane encouraged, her breathy moans filling the room.

I obliged, my hips pumping in rhythm with her desire, and her fuzzy tail began sweeping left and right as I pounded her butt.

With each thrust, her ass bounced, the sight of her body writhing beneath me fueling my arousal. Her scent, filled my nostrils, adding to the intoxicating atmosphere, and her tail brushes my chest until I grabbed and pulled it with a possessive groan, winning a delighted yowl from my fox girl.

“That’s it, baby,” Leigh hummed. “Grab her like that.”

“Ahhhn… Yes… David! Gods!”

My hand tightened around her fox tail, pulling gently to adjust the angle of my thrusts. Diane let out a gasp, her fingers digging into the sheets.

“Oh yeah,” Leigh encouraged, her voice sultry and filled with lust. She moved closer, her hands still tickling and teasing my balls, her fingers gently massaging them. “Are you gonna give her this big load, baby? Fill up her tight little ass.”

My mind was about to explode. The dirty talk, that delicious, bouncing ass… It was more than any man could take.

I continued to pound into Diane, the wet sounds of our skin slapping together echoing through the room. Her tightness squeezed me with each thrust, the pleasure building within me.

Unable to resist, I tugged harder on her tail, eliciting a sharp cry from her. The pain mingled with pleasure reflected in her eyes as she looked at me over her shoulder was intoxicating.

Leigh’s fingers on my balls and the sight of Diane’s bouncing ass pushed me to the edge. I could feel my orgasm approaching, my cock throbbing within Diane’s tight ass.

Diane’s body started to tremble, her moans growing louder as her orgasm approached. I quickened my pace, my hips slamming against her ass, the slapping sound echoing in the room.

“Look at that!” Leigh moaned. “She’s gonna cum, David!” She bit her lip. “Who would’ve thought she enjoyed a good assfuckin’ that much!”

Her words urged me on, made me move faster. “Cum for me, Diane,” I groaned, my voice hoarse with desire as I fought off my orgasm, wanting her to go over the edge first.

“David!” she moaned. “I’m… I’m cumming!”

Her body tensed, and then her pleasure washed over her, her ass clenching around my cock as a wave of ecstasy hit her and swept her away.

“Now, David,” Leigh urged, her hand gently squeezing my balls. “Fill her ass with your cum.”

I could no longer hold back. With a grunt, I released my load into Diane’s ass, my cock pulsing with each spurt of cum I unloaded in her tight little rose.

And she felt it, twitching and moaning as her ass milked me, urging me on with her gasps and spasms.

I kept thrusting, riding out my orgasm, my cock still lodged deep within her. The sight of her trembling, the feel of her ass clenching around me was pure bliss, and I gave her every drop I had within me.

Diane’s breaths came ragged, her body still shaking as my cock finally eased its rough pounding, my seed spent inside her. I gave one final thrust before pulling out with pop.

As I pulled out, a last little spurt of cum glazed her trembling ass. Diane let out a soft moan, her body still sensitive from our intense coupling, and she collapsed on the bed with a gasp.

I watched as my seed trickled down the oily curvature of her pretty butt. I had thoroughly claimed this woman now, and she had enjoyed it greatly — as had I.

Leigh moved closer to Diane, her fingers reaching down to swipe a drop of my cum from her ass. She brought the finger to her lips, tasting it with a satisfied hum.

I let out a sigh of satisfaction, my body still humming with the aftershocks of my orgasm. I looked at Diane, her body glistening with sweat and my cum.

“That was amazing,” Diane murmured, her voice filled with contentment. Her smoky sapphire eyes met mine, a smile playing on her lips, as she looked at me over her shoulder.

The sight of my seed dripping down Diane’s curves as she sat on her hands and knees, still trembling from the shock of her orgasm, was a beautiful sight to behold.

I lowered myself in the bed, a broad smile on my lips, and pulled her and Leigh toward me. The three of us lay in the bed, naked, panting. We were a sweaty mess, and we would need to clean up in the new bathroom soon.

But not yet…

Diane, her fox tail twitching in post-coital happiness, was pressed against my right side, her fingers tracing lazy circles on my chest. Her sapphire eyes sparkled with a delight that brought an unconscious smile to my face.

“Did you enjoy it?” I asked her, my voice a low rumble in the quiet room.

She nodded, a shy smile on her lips, and snuggled closer against me. “I did,” she murmured, her voice barely audible. She glanced up at me through her long lashes, her cheeks flushed a soft pink. “I’m glad we tried it.”

On my left, Leigh stirred, her curvy body brushing against mine. Her blue eyes twinkled with mischief as she propped herself up on an elbow, her naked breasts swaying enticingly. “I think Diane will be doin’ this more often with you, am I right, Diane?”

Diane grinned and bit her lip. “Maybeee.”

“I reckon that cute lil’ butt of your will never be safe again,” Leigh joked, winking at Diane.

The fox girl laughed and waved it off. “Oh, you!” she purred teasingly.

We lay there for a moment in silence, basking in the afterglow. Our bodies tangled together; our breathing synced.

“I think we broke in the new bedroom pretty well,” I finally mused aloud, glancing around at the rumpled sheets, the discarded clothes.

“Think we can do it again?” Leigh asked with a wicked grin on her face.

Diane chuckled, her eyes meeting mine. I knew then, without a doubt, that they were both ready for more.

And so was I…


Chapter 43

I awoke before dawn, slipping quietly from our new bed so as not to disturb Leigh and Diane’s peaceful slumber.

After washing and dressing in the new bathroom, I headed downstairs and outside, stepping into the bracing morning air. The valley was still hushed and tranquil this early before the stirring of life.

Strolling the grounds, I smiled, seeing dewdrops glistening like tiny jewels on each blade of grass. Pausing by the garden plot, I inspected how the crops were faring. The soil remained rich and moist from yesterday’s rain. Fat tomatoes were ripening on the vine, and I made a mental note that they would soon be ready to harvest.

Continuing my leisurely inspection of the homestead, I felt a deep sense of satisfaction. The once modest property had been wholly transformed by our tireless work over the months. Memories suffused each familiar sight — the sturdy alchemy laboratory, the expanded fields for the new crops, the neat wood piles. Our hands shaped this.

As I circled back toward the house, I took a moment to admire it. The morning sunlight lent the freshly hewn logs and timbers a mellow glow, like honeyed amber.

I admired again the graceful lines and proportions, delighting in small details, and sometimes smiling as I remembered some joke we made while working on a detail.

Mounting the porch steps, I trailed my fingers over the sanded railing posts and paused to test the integrity of the sturdy balustrades. A smile touched my lips, imagining nights ahead spent out here gazing at the stars after a long day’s work.

Circling behind the house, I paused to watch the gentle flow of the Silverthread. Dragonflies darted and hovered over the dark water. At the muddy edges, industrious frogs croaked and waited for their next meal.

By now, the sky had lightened subtly, casting the clearing in soft pearl light. I could just discern the misty mountaintops to the north — the Shimmering Peaks where we had had our adventure. The sigh of moving water lent the morning a serene ambiance. All seemed utterly at peace.

Turning back toward the house, movement at an upstairs window signaled Leigh and Diane beginning to stir. I hoped I hadn’t disturbed them, but knew we were all conditioned to wake early out here. The wilderness kept its own rhythms.

Taking a last look around the tidy clearing, I again felt profound pride and gratitude for all we had accomplished together. Each small task drew us nearer to realizing the dreams kindled in our hearts. Though only a humble cabin, this place had become our haven.

Moving to the woodpile, I selected some prime logs and kindling to fuel the stove for breakfast. I headed back inside and arranged them carefully.

Soon, footsteps creaked overhead, signaling Diane and Leigh readying themselves for the day. I put a kettle on the stove to boil water for coffee. The sharp aroma of the grounds helped banish the last cobwebs of sleep from my mind.

As I calmly worked, I envisioned the day Celeste would join us here in the valley. She could share music and songs, her lovely voice gracing each evening.

I knew in my heart the elf maiden belonged with us. It was only a matter of time, I hoped, before she would see this also and join us here.

And perhaps, if the girls approved, there might even be others…

As my imagination roamed ahead to coming seasons, I went through the easy motions of making breakfast for my women. When a bout of laughter or giggles from the girls drifted down, I smiled, counting my blessings each and every time.

Our work here was never done, but that was a good thing. The future was ripe with possibility, and we had made a solid foundation for ourselves. And even though a threat now loomed — the elder dragon Father would come sooner or later — we would safeguard this precious gift through all that lay ahead.

Of that, I had never been more certain.
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Chapter 1

I took a deep breath, taking in the cold air mixed with the smell of wood smoke and fresh bread that always seemed to permeate Gladdenfield Outpost.

It was good to be back here. I always enjoyed my visits to the vibrant community.

Today’s work had been a delivery of a batch of freshly harvested tomatoes and a pickup of some construction supplies I needed to finish work on the homestead.

Now, before I would head back to the homestead, I wanted to check in on Darny at the Wild Outrider. Maybe have a cup of coffee and something to eat before I’d head out. And, of course, while I was in town, I’d pay Celeste a visit.

Whistling a jaunty tune, I made my way down the dusty streets of the lively frontier settlement. Wherever I went, people offered me smiles of recognition, greetings, and friendly nods.

My victories at the Aquana Festival’s Gauntlet Run and tournament had laid the foundations of my legend. However, braving Nimos Sedia and returning Clara’s party from the maw of a dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope had truly cemented my position as a local hero.

Vanity didn’t plague me as much as it did some men, but there were lots of advantages to being well-known, not the least of which were discounts and the friendly disposition of most strangers I met. In addition, it was nice to receive some recognition.

After a brisk walk, I arrived at the doors to the Wild Outrider tavern. A few dwarves were loitering outside, smoking pipes and drinking ale. They greeted me warmly, hailing me as Dragon-Slayer, the title Lord Vartlebeck of Ironfast had granted me after I defeated the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope.

I answered their greetings, then headed inside. The tavern was quiet, with just a few of the regular patrons seeking a brief respite from another hard day’s work on the frontier.

Darny waved me over before I could take in the small crowd, and I ambled over to him with a casual smile on my lips.

“Howdy, David!” he exclaimed. “Good to see ya! How are things at the homestead?”

“Pretty good,” I replied. “Most of the work that came with the expansion is done, and Diane, Leigh, and I are settling into things.”

“That sounds mighty fine,” Darny said as he poured me a coffee. By now, the burly innkeeper knew exactly how I drank mine. “I’d love to see the place someday!”

“Well, I’ll be happy to have you over,” I said congenially. “Once we have the place in order, we’ll invite you and your wife.”

“I appreciate that, David,” he said with a warm smile as he placed a steaming mug of strong coffee in front of me.

“So, is Celeste around?” I asked.

Darny shook his head. “She headed out an hour or so ago, but she said she’d be back soon. You’re more than welcome to wait for her.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think I’ll do that. I’ve been looking forward to seeing her.”

He smiled and shot me a wink. “Well, I get the idea that feelin’s mutual,” he said. “Celeste talks about you a lot.”

Admittedly, that was a little flattering. I smiled and nodded my thanks before taking my coffee and turning around. I scanned the tables, trying to find a nice spot when I saw a familiar face.

It took me a moment to place the older elf woman’s face, and as I furrowed my brow trying to do so, she noticed me as well. The same light of recognition lit up her expression.

And then I remembered. It was Brynneth, the elderly elf woman I had met at the Aquana Festival.

Brynneth had told me about Aquana and the elven religion and customs. She had seemed very knowledgeable and friendly — if a bit aloof, but many elves were like that.

She sat alone at a table, and recognition dawned on her face as she offered me a broad smile. I suddenly got an idea, and I walked over.

“Hello there, Brynneth,” I said. “Remember me? We met at the festival. I am David Wilson. Might I join you?”

The aged elf turned her bright silver eyes upon me, and a smile creased her lined face. “But of course. I remember you well. Please, sit.”

I took the seat opposite her with gratitude. “I appreciate you taking the time. How have you been since the festival?”

She smiled. “Ah well, I’ve been helping a few of the homesteaders around preparing for autumn. It’s hard work, but there is plenty of it. Once it gets colder, I will head to the city to winter there. And yourself?”

“Same thing, I suppose,” I said with a chuckle. “Getting the homestead ready and improving life one step at a time.”

“Ah, such is life on the frontier. What can I help you with?”

I straightened in the chair. “Well,” I began, “since we spoke, I have been eager to learn more of elven culture. Who better to ask than you? You were very kind and patient last time. Not to mention knowledgeable.”

She waved her hand modestly. “Oh pish. I’m hardly so knowledgeable. But I shall help if I can. What did you wish to know?”

I considered how best to phrase my question. Ever since Celeste and I had kissed for the first time in Ironfast, I had wanted to advance our relationship and take us to the next level. She had made vague mention of courtship, and I knew that Waelin, her uncle, was involved somehow.

I expected I would need Waelin’s approval. If she had any other family, I might need theirs too, perhaps. But getting the actual knowledge from an elf firsthand was preferable to guesswork.

“What can you tell me of how elven couples traditionally progress from mutual interest to betrothal? The delicate nuances of courtship among your people are still somewhat mysterious to me.”

Brynneth nodded sagely, a twinkle in her silver eyes. “Ah, so it is romance that intrigues you? Worry not, I shall enlighten you.”

With that, she sat back and ordered us both something to drink. I accepted her offer graciously, eager to hear more about the rituals of elven courtship.


Chapter 2

Brynneth took a sip of wine before beginning her explanation. “For elves, love is a rare jewel to be treasured, and courtship conducted with care and poetry. As with crafting a fine work of art, there are formal traditions we follow.”

I smiled and nodded. “I imagined as much.”

She answered my smile with one of her own. “In addition, some of the courtship rituals of elvenkind might prove more difficult for human males. However, things have softened a little since the Upheaval, with humans and elves mixing more often.”

“Really?” I inquired. “How so?”

“Well, an important piece of background information is that elven men…” She paused for a moment to consider how to phrase it, and then she just shrugged. “Elven males are not very interested in mating. Most do so only once every twenty to forty, maybe fifty, years.”

I nodded slowly, recalling Diane telling me the same thing shortly after we had met.

“Elven women, however,” Brynneth continued, “have a drive similar to that of human females. This discrepancy is the origin of what the Coalition has called the Elven Marriage — where females flock to rarer males with more... well, needs.”

“Yeah, I recall hearing about that.”

“Well, humans have such higher needs, and some elven women are attracted to them for those reasons. As such, we see a gradual softening of the cultural barriers that stand in the way of elves and humans mating.”

“Alright,” I said. “I think I follow.”

“Still, some of those barriers remain. However, let’s begin at the beginning. In our culture, the courtship ritual is initiated by the man. If the woman wishes to initiate courtship, she will simply ask a man to court her. We are very direct in such things.” She raised an eyebrow. “However, I expect you’re already past this initial stage.”

“Yes,” I said, not sure how much to say.

“Where exactly are you?” She waved away any complaint I might have. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”

“We kissed,” I said.

“Ah!” she hummed. “Then you are dealing with a smitten lady indeed, for it is highly uncommon for elves to even kiss outside of wedlock.”

My jaw dropped at kiss. “Wedlock?” I murmured.

“Yes,” Brynneth said. “Elves do not engage in physical relations without being married. In your particular case, you have already found an elf maiden willing to take an extra step — the kiss — which you humans exchange more easily. You should consider that a serious concession on her part — a sign that she is really, really interested in you and willing to compromise to close any cultural gap.”

Brynneth’s words elicited a smile from me. I knew Celeste liked me — and the feeling was mutual, alright — but to know that she had gone beyond what was normal in her culture was very flattering. It was also a sign that we should progress things.

Brynneth smiled knowingly. “We may skip the tradition of gift-giving and tulanei — the first Tea-Drinking — in this particular case, but the next step would be the alath-manae.”

“The alath-manae?” I asked.

“Yes. It would be ‘the Moonlit Walk’ in your language. It is a nighttime stroll and officially the first date without chaperones — although you skipped that part entirely. During the alath-manae, the suitor must entertain his lady and, at some point, recite a rhyme he himself composed to honor her — the alath.”

“A rhyme?”

“Just so.”

I blinked. False modesty aside, I had been blessed with some talents in life. Poetry was not one of them.

“And what if I’m… well, not a very good poet.”

“Ah,” she hummed. “That is a human limitation. All elves are schooled in the arts. This is a particular phase of courtship where your human culture may hamper you. I suggest getting help. Traditionally, it is frowned upon to get help composing the rhyme. However, there is also elaethuirne, which in your language would be ‘the Rule of Sisters to Come’, which allows the male suitor to enlist the aid of one of his other wives in courting a new wife.”

I nodded slowly, my mind immediately turning to Diane.

“If you have wives, which I suppose you do, they may aid you in composing the verse.”

“Alright,” I said. “So, I compose an alath. And then I invite her along to a Moonlit Walk. How do I extend the invitation?”

“Always in person. And the alath-manae must take place between four and seven days after the invitation has been extended. Barring force majeure, failing to do so is a great insult to the prospect and is likely to begin a feud between families.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “This is more complex than filing taxes!”

Brynneth gave a pleasant chuckle. “And more deadly, also. Now, during the alath-manae, you recite your verse. The alath-manae may end in three ways: the first, both parties found the Moonlit Walk satisfactory, and the courtship shall continue. The second, one or both were left unsatisfied by the ritual, and the courtship shall end. The third, one or both were insulted by or during the ritual, and the families shall feud. This feud is most often concluded through a battle to the death by two champions — one of each family.”

“This… I had no idea this was so violent.”

“The feuds are very rare,” Brynneth assured me. “I haven’t heard of more than five such instances in over two centuries. You have nothing to fear.”

I nodded, a little reassured. “So, what follows after that?”

“Marriage,” Brynneth said. “If the maiden sees in the suitor what her heart desires, the maid will answer with a verse of her own, the ylath, which in essence is a veiled invitation to the male to propose to her. Those sweet words seal the beginning of their path as a couple. After hearing the ylath, the man may propose, provided the two families have met.”

“Families?”

“Hm, yes… Although ‘family’ isn’t exactly the proper translation. It’s about the people most deeply involved in the beginnings of the lives of the would-be betrothed. These need not necessarily be parents or even blood. It usually requires the elders who, under elven law, will always remain responsible to an extent for their offspring.”

“So… Assuming that my… candidate’s parents passed, and an uncle took care of her, it would be that uncle?”

“Just so.”

“And since my parents have also passed, and my grandparents took care of me, it would be my grandparents?”

“Just so.”

I nodded slowly. It looked like I was going to host a dinner party or something for Waelin and my grandparents, who couldn’t have more different personalities.

“This is going to be interesting,” I muttered.

“The families must meet in a way that allows them both to prepare food for the other. Baked goods are common, but this is a relatively freeform ritual. If the event passes satisfactorily, the man may propose to the woman at any time thereafter.”

“And otherwise, we’ll have to fight each other to the death over a selection of elven pies?”

She laughed freely at that before taking a swig from her goblet. “There is indeed a chance for a feud, but I’ve never heard of such a thing. If everyone is polite and does their best, there is no reason this should go wrong.”

I chuckled. “Well, you don’t know my grandpa… So, is there a specific way to propose?”

“Remarkably similar to human custom, we get on one knee. It must, however, be the knee facing the ruins of Iamana that touches the floor. Since we are bereft of the glorious temples of Iamana since the Upheaval, custom demands that it must now be the left knee that touches the ground.”

“I should’ve brought a pen…”

She chuckled again. “Then, you will speak the words, ‘Kel-amon, nan-aieseth tara, aes ylmar antara aieser. Vel-ona a vel-mata — ylmë a ylamas faluin.’ This is mandatory.”

I swallowed, mouthing the words before turning to her. “What do they mean?”

“It means, ‘my love, let not your light fade from me like the starlight fades at dawn. Be at my side and let me linger in your radiance — today and during all the days we may yet be blessed with.’”

“That… That is very beautiful.”

“Those words are so old, that the spoken elven language of today hardly resembles it. To humans, it would be akin to asking someone to marry you in… well, perhaps Latin. Or Sanskrit. We elves care much for tradition.”

I smiled. “It’s a nice tradition.”

She nodded. “I am happy you appreciate it. If the courtship ritual has come this far, it is highly unlikely a woman will refuse. Either way, there are two possible answers. The first is ‘Tara uin,’ which means, ‘my light is yours’. It constitutes a yes. The second is ‘Nan-an tara,’ which could be roughly translated as ‘my light is not mine to give’ or perhaps ‘I cannot give my light free of burden.’ That would be a no.”

“Alright,” I muttered, committing the words to memory.

“Don’t worry,” she said, offering me a warm smile. “I have never heard of a refusal. Soon afterwards, celebrations may take place, although there are no specific guidelines for how soon this must occur. Different from humans, the bond is made at the acceptance, and the two beloved are married by elven law at that moment.”

“Understood,” I said.

“And from then on, they are free to share in the deepest pleasures, to wander together, and to further nurture their blossoming bond.” Brynneth said. “And once again, while we elves often celebrate the wedding with friends and family, mark that from the moment the words are spoken and the reply in the affirmative is given, you are wed.”

“Okay,” I said, my head swimming.

She sipped her wine once more. “An elven courtship often lasts a full turning of several years, with many Tea-Drinking ceremonies, exchanging of letters and gifts and many meetings between the families. We do not rush such sacred matters of the heart. But I believe your lady is willing to move faster. This is a necessary compromise.”

“How so?” I asked.

“You humans simply don’t have centuries, like us elves do.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Of course, that makes sense. What other rituals mark the period of courtship? Do I need a ring like with humans?”

Brynneth pondered for a moment before continuing. “Not necessarily, but it’s not forbidden.” She offered me a soft smile. “It shouldn’t all be about elven custom. If you wish to give a ring, then you should do so.”

“Alright, and… the wedding celebration?”

“It takes place in a telhîr.” she replied fondly. “A temporary abode of wood in a place treasured by the couple, often their prospective home. When the time comes, look for me here or in New Springfield, and I will help you construct one.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She smiled. “Make no mention of it. It warms my heart to see love blossom on the frontier, and I will gladly help.”

I thanked Brynneth deeply for indulging my curiosity and for her sage guidance. My mind swirled with the elegant rituals she had illuminated as she returned to her drink.

I would ponder well all she had shared.


Chapter 3

After my enlightening conversation with Brynneth, I lingered in the tavern, lost in thought as I mulled over all she had shared.

The intricate rituals of elven courtship seemed daunting, but my feelings for Celeste made the challenge worthwhile. Celeste was worth any trial, and I wanted to advance our relationship to the next stage.

I nursed my coffee slowly, contemplating how best to broach the subject of courtship with Celeste. Normally not an anxious guy, my palms grew sweaty at the thought of the formalities involved. Though our bond had grown strong, the formal courting rituals still intimidated me.

But then again, I knew her feelings for me were strong. It was as Brynneth had said: she was willing to move faster, and we had even kissed already.

Brynneth’s comments had laid bare the strange duality of her attitude towards me, too. On the one hand, she seemed a little shy, while on the other, she had spoken openly of her feelings. Being eloquent, it made sense that elves had no difficulty expressing themselves verbally, while they might be shy in other areas.

Glancing around the rustic tavern interior, I tried to ground myself a little. Doing so, I took comfort in the Wild Outrider’s familiarity. How many times had I sat in this very spot, sharing idle conversation or companionable silence with my frontier companions? The tavern had become a second home.

My reverie was interrupted by the creak of the front door. I looked up to see Celeste entering, her lithe frame draped in a gossamer lavender dress. Late afternoon sunlight streaming through the windows enveloped her in a halo, heightening her ethereal beauty, while her pointed ears gave her an exotic charm. My breath caught at the sight.

When her bright eyes met mine, her delicate features blossomed into a radiant smile that made my heart skip a beat. With graceful steps, she approached my table, and I stood to greet her.

“David! What a lovely surprise,” she exclaimed, her musical voice imbuing my name with affection.

I took her slender hand in mine, relishing its soft warmth. “The lovely surprise is you. Please, join me.”

I pulled out a chair for her, unable to take my eyes off her captivating face. Celeste smoothed her skirts and sat, regarding me keenly.

“You seem contemplative today. Is aught amiss?” she inquired; her green eyes luminous with concern.

I shook my head, touched by her caring nature. “No, nothing’s wrong. I just have a lot on my mind.”

She cocked her head slightly, considering me. “Would sharing your thoughts lighten their burden?”

Her gentle prodding almost drew the truth from my lips, but I hesitated, not wanting to spoil the surprise right away. “I’m just feeling cooped up indoors today. Would you like to go for a walk with me?”

Celeste’s eyes lit up. “I would be delighted. Some fresh air would do us both good.”

I stood and offered her my arm, which she took with a gracious dip of her head. Escorting her outside, I was struck anew by her graceful carriage and the adoring glances it drew. I puffed up a bit in masculine pride at having her on my arm.

We strolled down Gladdenfield’s dusty main thoroughfare, exchanging pleasant conversation. The rumble of wagons and amiable shouts of passersby surrounded us, but Celeste’s voice was all I heard. Her playful humor and quick wit kept me enthralled.

“So, what brings you to Gladdenfield?” she finally asked.

“Business,” I replied. “We had some produce and goods from the homestead to sell, and I also needed to get some building supplies for the expansion.”

“I would love to see it soon!” she hummed.

“You will,” I assured her, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

As we spoke, I snuck frequent glances at her lovely profile. The sun gilded her amber hair like a halo, and her eyes shone like emeralds. My heart swelled with emotion. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman around.

Upon reaching the palisade gates, I turned to her eagerly. “Would you like to head out for a bit? We can go for a short walk in the forest.”

She hesitated for a moment. “Isn’t it dangerous? I do not have my sword with me.”

I waved it away. “We’ll stay within sight of the walls. Besides, I have my spells. No harm will come to us.”

“In that case,” she beamed. “Yes! I would love a little forest air!” Delight sparked in her emerald gaze as I smiled and led her on.
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Together, Celeste and I passed beyond the gates into the woods. The sunlight that pierced the leafy ceiling painted Celeste’s fair skin with whorls of gold. A look of blissful contentment graced her features as she turned her face skyward, breathing deeply of the pine-scented air.

Much of the elves remained a mystery to me, but I knew she was a wood elf, and that her love of the forest was deep. I knew the other elves had some sort of dislike of her kind, and her Class — the Stellar Maiden — was even forbidden among them.

“The forest is particularly lovely today,” I remarked, wanting to draw her into conversation. “Don’t you think?”

“Oh yes,” Celeste agreed, closing her eyes briefly as if to better capture the sensory details surrounding us. “It’s so peaceful and vibrant. I feel at home in nature here.”

“Is it like Tannoris?” I asked softly.

“Indeed,” she replied, gifting me with a radiant smile. “And yet… no.”

I gave her a confused look, and she laughed freely as she squeezed my hand. “It is a complex question, David,” she said. “The forests of Tannoris had more magic in them. And I do not mean the sensation of nature’s magic — which is equal in all forests — but actual magic. Fantastic vistas and creatures that would not be possible without the palpable energies of mana.”

I nodded. “Just like our forests before the Upheaval had no such magic at all.”

“Exactly!” she agreed. “Neither Earth nor Tannoris wholly remain. In return, we have been given something new. The other races who live fast and are young — foxkin, catkin, dwarves — they have all adapted so swiftly to this new place. Whereas the ancient elves struggle with such change.”

I looked at her sideways. “Do you struggle?”

She turned pensive for a moment. “I try not to,” she said at last. “The forest speaks to my soul in its own wordless language. It’s like music, or poetry, just beyond my grasp but intuitively understood.”

I nodded. “I think I know what you mean. There’s a certain rhythm to the forest. The breeze in the leaves, the babbling brook, the birdsong… it all comes together in a natural symphony.”

Celeste’s eyes lit up at my description. “Yes, exactly! It’s so wonderful to find someone who appreciates such things the way I do. And since the Upheaval, the forests still speak. But their voices have changed. It is vital to myself — and to my kin who do not wish to languish in melancholy — that we love this new voice and accept that the old one has gone.”

We continued on in awed silence for a time, two kindred spirits finding solace amidst nature’s splendor. I snuck admiring glances at Celeste as we walked, and more than once I caught her looking at me as well.

As we passed a sun-dappled glade, Celeste paused and turned to me. She smiled and said, “I’ve been meaning to ask — how goes the expansion of the homestead? I recall you mentioning ambitious plans to enlarge it.”

Her interest delighted me. “It’s going very well! We just finished the major structural work. I built an expansion with a whole new floor.”

“How marvelous!” Celeste clapped her hands together. “Please, tell me all about it.”

Encouraged by her enthusiasm, I described the changes eagerly. “Part of the bottom floor is the original cabin, kept intact, although it’s now one big living area. There’s a new kitchen, a workshop, dining room, and a storage room as well. I expanded the cellar too.”

Celeste nodded along, eyes alight with interest. “It sounds lovely so far. And the top level?”

“The master suite’s up there,” I explained. “A large bedroom for me and my wives.”

At the mention of that, a slight blush vibrantly colored Celeste’s cheeks, and she motioned for me to continue.

“There’s also a new bathroom and a few bedrooms for guests.”

“How industrious of you!” Celeste praised. “Constructing an entire house is no small feat. You must have worked tremendously hard.”

I shrugged, pleased by her words. “It was a lot of work, but worth it to make the homestead comfortable for everyone. Though there’s still much I want to do to improve it. I’d love to get your impressions on what needs work when you visit.”

Her eyes crinkled warmly. “Just say when, and I’ll be there.”

Our leisurely stroll resumed, but now my resolve to ask about courtship was strengthened, buoyed by her interest in the homestead. Especially the way she had blushed at the mention of the master bedroom had told me many things.

As we looped back toward town, I turned the subject to her singing at the tavern. “How’s the singing going?” I asked. “I hear Darny is very happy with having you perform regularly.”

Celeste laughed musically. “He is too kind! Music is such a passion of mine; it’s wonderfully validating when it moves others.”

“From what I’ve seen of your talents, I have no doubt your singing can silence the entire tavern,” I said. “And that’s quite the feat considering the number of bawdy patrons Darny gets.”

She laughed at that and nodded. “They are quite the crowd. You know, I was a little intimidated by them at first, but I see now that most of them are kind. They are just… rougher than what I am used to.”

I grinned ear to ear. “Frontier folks are generally good people.” I agreed.

Ahead, a babbling brook came into view, and I slowed our pace, turning to face her directly. The moment had come, and I could see the question in her eyes.

Pulse racing, I gazed into her emerald eyes as I held her hands. “Celeste, I… have something important I wish to ask you.”

She met my gaze unwaveringly. “Yes, of course? Anything, my David.”

I steadied my nerves and uttered the formal invitation: “Would you do me the honor of joining me for an alath-manae in four nights’ time?”

Celeste’s eyes widened, and her cheeks flushed prettily. Then delight crinkled the corners of her eyes. “My beloved,” she hummed, squeezing my hands. “Nothing would make me happier. I gladly accept your invitation.”

Relief and joy flooded my veins. By elven custom, she had just agreed to an official courtship! Barely resisting the urge to embrace her, I settled for squeezing her hand gently.

“You’ve made me very happy,” I confessed.

“And you me,” she murmured, eyes shining. “Happier than I may express! I was hoping for this in the most secret place of my heart. And it flatters me greatly that you have gone to the trouble of learning the customs of my kind.”

I smiled. “I want to do things right, Celeste.”

She beamed and embraced me, and I reveled in the feeling of her warm and soft body pressed close to me. I was eager to know her more deeply, and by the way she sighed and leaned into me, I could tell the same desire lived in her.

We stood like that for a while before we walked back to town together, fingers interlocked. Anticipation thrummed in the air between us. I could not wait for our Moonlit Walk and the courtship that lay ahead.


Chapter 4

The sun hung low on the horizon, bathing the forest in a warm amber glow as I drove down the winding path back to the homestead in my Jeep.

Tapping my fingers on the steering wheel, I hummed softly, still elated after inviting Celeste to the alath-manae. When in a high mood like this, everything about the frontier was even more pleasant to me, and I found myself greatly enjoying the ride.

When the homestead came into view, nestled amidst the trees and wildflowers on the banks of the Silverthread River, my heart swelled with pride and affection. Diane and Leigh would be inside, likely fixing dinner or tending to chores.

I was eager to share the good news with them about my progress with Celeste. While Diane had had her reservations about elves in general, she had warmed up to Celeste on our quest to Hrothgar’s Hope to free Clara and her party of adventurers.

Although we still needed to have a deep conversation about the potential new member of my harem, I felt confident that she would accept Celeste as her harem sister. As for Leigh, I had no doubts either.

I pulled up on the dirt road in front of the homestead, put the Jeep in park, and headed up the gravel walkway towards the front porch. Inside, I could hear the lively and vibrant chatter of Diane and Leigh. To me, those voices were like coming home, and the sound filled me with warmth.

As I stepped through the front door and was greeted by the mouthwatering aroma of Diane’s venison stew, my stomach growled eagerly. I hung my jacket on the hook by the door and made my way towards the warm and welcoming clatter.

In the kitchen, Leigh and Diane were chatting amiably near the stove. Diane stood over a large iron pot, her fox tail swishing as she stirred its bubbling contents with a wooden spoon. Leigh leaned back against the counter, sipping a drink and keeping Diane company.

When Leigh’s bright blue eyes met mine, her pretty face broke into a grin. “Well hey there, mister! Back from your errands already?”

Diane’s head popped up, her fox ears twitching. “David, you’re home!”

Before I could react, she rushed over to envelop me in a tight embrace. I held her slender frame against me, breathing in the sweet scent of her hair with its slight hint of lavender. A moment later, her lips had found mine.

“We’ve missed you today,” Diane murmured when she pulled back, nuzzling my neck affectionately. I gave her a little squeeze before releasing her.

“Not as much as I’ve missed my two favorite ladies,” I replied warmly as Leigh took her place and gave me a hug, pressing her delicious body against mine.

“That so?” she hummed. “And you didn’t pay a visit to that third favorite lady o’ yours?” Her words held no bitterness, only gentle teasing, and I grinned as she spoke them.

“Now Leigh, you know good and well there’s more than enough room in my heart for all of you.” I shot her a playful wink, and she laughed.

“Enough room for a whole busload,” she joked before giving me a warm kiss on my cheek.

Diane’s blue eyes shone eagerly up at me. “So, how was your day in town? Did you get all your errands done?”

“I sure did,” I replied. “It was a very productive trip. I made some good deals selling our produce and got the supplies I needed. What I couldn’t offload at the market, I handed over for sale with Randal at the store.”

“Well, that’s mighty fine,” said Leigh. “Good to hear business is boomin’ for our little homestead.”

Diane nodded her agreement. “Yes, I’m so proud of how hard you work to provide for us.” She squeezed my hand affectionately.

“I appreciate you, ladies. Couldn’t do it without your support.” I gave them both a grateful smile. “But that’s not the only news from my trip. I have something else exciting to share.”

Leigh’s eyes lit up with curiosity. “Oh yeah? Well don’t keep us in suspense now!”

“I formally invited Celeste to join me for an alath-manae in four nights,” I revealed, “and she happily accepted!”

“A what now?” Leigh asked, eyebrow perked.

I chuckled. “An alath-manae. It means something like Moonlit Walk. It’s a formal elven date, which is an important step in progressing the relationship.”

“Progressin’ the relationship, huh?” Leigh quipped. “Is that what they call it these days?”

We all shared a laugh at that, and I could see that my women were excited for this upcoming expansion of our little group. Their excitement was sincere, and that made me all the happier.

“It’s about time you courted that girl proper,” Leigh said, blue eyes dancing merrily. “I bet she’s been waiting for it for a while now.”

Diane clasped her hands, face glowing. “It’s very exciting! I didn’t even know elves had such complex names for dates.”

I laughed and shook my head. “It’s a whole thing,” I said. “I ran into Brynneth at the Wild Outrider, an elf I spoke to at the Aquana Festival. She told me all about the elven courtship rituals, and there’s a meeting between families in store as well.” I grinned. “But we’ll manage.”

Diane chuckled. “Well, come on! Let’s eat, and we can talk some more.”

As we sat down to dinner, I recounted asking Celeste, describing her delighted reaction. “She told me I’ve made her happier than she can express,” I shared proudly.

“Aww, that just warms my heart,” said Diane. “She clearly adores you.”

Leigh nodded knowingly. “Yup, that elven princess is smitten alright. Your courtship will go smooth as silk.”

“The thing is,” I began hesitantly, “I’ll need to compose and recite a poem during the date.”

“A poem?” Leigh hummed. “Well, I’ll be… That’s quite the fancy date!”

I chuckled. “Well, we’ll just be ourselves, but this is one formality that I want to do for her. Truth be told, I’m fairly sure she would forgive me if I skipped all of those formalities, but I want to show her that I’m interested in learning about her culture, and I want to make it feel as right as I can for her.”

“That’s so sweet,” Leigh said, and Diane hummed in agreement.

Our conversation flowed easily as we ate, brainstorming ideas for the poetic verse I’d need to recite to Celeste under the moonlight. Though poetry wasn’t my forte, with Diane and Leigh’s assistance, I felt optimistic we could craft something heartfelt.

Sitting at the worn wooden table with my two loves, bellies full of the delicious meal the girls had cooked up, laughter and liveliness swirling around me, I was filled with profound contentment. Moments like these made all the hard work worthwhile.

After dinner, Leigh brewed coffee while Diane fetched an apple pie she’d baked, its cinnamon aroma mixing deliciously with the roasted coffee scent. We ate by the fireplace and enjoyed each other’s company, while Ghostie and Sir Boozles cleaned up in the new kitchen and dining room.

With her head on my shoulder, Diane traced idle patterns on my arm as we chatted. Leigh sprawled comfortably across from us, nudging my foot playfully with hers now and then.

It was good to be home again.


Chapter 5

After some time relaxing by the crackling fire, Diane asked me if I wanted to slip out into the cool night air for a moonlit stroll together. Leigh wanted to remain in the house, but I got a feeling that she was doing so on purpose.

Maybe there was something Diane wanted to talk to me about…

The sky overhead was a velvety blanket of darkness, punctured by thousands of glittering stars that seemed close enough to pluck from the heavens. A crescent moon cast its pale silvery light over the surrounding forest. Somewhere in the distance, I spotted the shimmering form of Mr. Drizzles as he patrolled the property.

Hand in hand, we made our way down the gently winding path leading away from the homestead, our boots crunching softly on the fertile soil. All around us, the night sounds of the forest played a natural symphony — the lonesome hoot of an owl calling out from the trees, the whisper of wind through the swaying branches, the gentle burble of the nearby stream tumbling over smooth stones.

The crisp night air was clean and refreshing, scented with pine and honeysuckle. I drew in a deep breath, feeling the chill spread through my lungs. I loved being in Gladdenfield, but this was home. The sounds of the forest and gentle babbling of the Silverthread gave me peace.

Beside me, Diane enjoyed our surroundings in a similar manner, a serene smile gracing her lovely features. Her fox ears swiveled occasionally at noises coming from the moon-bathed woods surrounding us.

We walked leisurely, not in any hurry, simply savoring the peaceful beauty of the night and the comfort of one another’s presence. Neither of us spoke, content to communicate through gentle squeezes of our joined hands, small caresses, and the occasional brush of shoulders as we strolled.

After some time, Diane gave a happy, contented sigh and nestled her head against my shoulder as we walked. “I’m so glad we decided to take this walk tonight, my love,” she said softly. “It’s just perfect out here.”

I turned my head to press a tender kiss to the top of her head, right between her soft fox ears. “I agree completely,” I said. “It’s a beautiful moonlit night.”

Diane giggled musically, pushing herself closer to me. We continued to stroll, eventually coming up alongside the gently flowing Silverthread that bordered the homestead property. The water shimmered like liquid silver under the moonlight.

Turning to face me directly, Diane took both of my hands in hers, her expression suddenly serious. Her sapphire eyes seemed to glow ethereally in the pale light as she gazed up at me.

I knew something was coming, and I smiled at her, giving her the space she needed to tell me.

“David, my love,” she began, “there is something important I want to tell you.” Her voice was hushed but rich with emotion.

My brow furrowed slightly with concern as I searched her features, luminous and lovely in the moonlight. “What is it?” I asked gently.

At my question, Diane’s expression transformed, her full lips curving into a radiant, joyful smile. Her eyes shone brighter than any star as she drew in a breath and uttered the incredible news.

“I’m pregnant, David! We’re going to have a baby.”

Shock and elation swept over me in a dizzying rush. Without conscious thought, I swept Diane into my arms, spinning her slender frame around before setting her back on her feet and capturing her lips in a passionate kiss.

When we finally parted, breathless, Diane let out an amused giggle, silver-blue eyes dancing playfully.

“Well, I take it from your reaction that you’re pleased by the news?” she teased.

I cupped her lovely face between my hands, gazing at her adoringly. “Diane, ‘pleased’ doesn’t even begin to cover it,” I told her fervently. “I’m absolutely overjoyed and excited beyond words! This is a dream come true.” I drew her close again, kissing her tenderly.

When I pulled back, I couldn’t keep an enormous grin off my face. “How far along are you? When did you find out?” I asked eagerly, squeezing her hands.

“I suppose just a little under two weeks now,” Diane revealed, her own smile radiant as she absently stroked her still-flat belly. “I was feeling some odd nausea lately, so I asked Leigh to get me a test from Gladdenfield last week, and I decided to wait until you were gone today to use it. I wanted time alone to work through the emotions either way.” She beamed another grin. “And it was positive.”

I shook my head, still struggling to wrap my mind around this incredible turn of events. We were going to be parents!

“A baby,” I murmured in amazement. “This is just...beyond anything I could have imagined. What wonderful, amazing news.”

Diane’s sapphire eyes were luminous with joy and excitement. “I could hardly believe it myself at first. But now, thinking of the future together with our child, I’m just so incredibly happy and excited to start this next chapter with you.”

She bit her lip as a new thought occurred to her. “Oh! And if it’s alright with you, I was hoping to ask Leigh to be the little one’s godmother.”

I smiled and nodded at once. “Of course! That’s a perfect idea. Leigh will be over the moon.”

As the enormity of it all sunk in, my swirling emotions were a tempest — exhilaration, nervousness, protectiveness, pure joy. But gazing at Diane’s radiant happiness, I knew without any sliver of doubt that this was meant to be.

Reaching out, I tenderly caressed Diane’s cheek, looking deep into her starry eyes. “You’re going to be the most amazing mother imaginable,” I told her sincerely.

Diane nuzzled her cheek against my palm, placing her hand over mine. “And you’re going to be the most wonderful father,” she replied softly.

Overcome with emotion, I drew her into my arms once more underneath the glittering blanket of stars, holding her as close to me as I possibly could. The future shone with promise and potential. We stayed locked in that tender embrace for long, blissful moments.

Finally, I drew back just enough to look down into her radiant face. “I suppose we should start thinking of potential names,” I mused with a smile.

Diane let out an amused chuckle, her arms still looped loosely around my waist. “Soon enough for that, my love,” she assured me. “For right now, let’s keep it a surprise for the others. Leigh probably suspects, since she got me the test, but I’d like to be a few more weeks in before we tell everyone.”

I nodded my agreement and offered her my arm once more. “Shall we continue on with our walk then? We can think about some names as we walk.”

“I’d love nothing more,” Diane agreed, threading her arm through mine. And with that, we set off again, strolling leisurely down the winding forest path bathed in moonlight and magic.


Chapter 6

After having received the wonderful news from Diane, sleep was very, very far away. Excitement mastered me, and I decided that I would read for a bit before I’d go to sleep, hoping it would distract me and give me some rest.

I settled into my favorite armchair, eager to delve into the ancient tome of alchemy recipes I had discovered in Hrothgar’s Hope. Potions and Concoctions was a thick, leather-bound book filled with obscure potion recipes collected by an eccentric alchemist of Tannoris.

Settling back, I gently opened the gilt-edged pages. The book gave off a musty scent, hinting at the arcane knowledge contained within. I handled the fragile pages with care as I slowly turned each one, scanning the contents.

The opening pages provided background on the book’s origins and detailed the various mystical ingredients used in the potions. It was immediately clear that this was a pre-Upheaval tome and not a skill book that would vanish upon reading. As such, it would contain references to Tannorian ingredients only.

The tome began with a treatise on the ingredients referenced within its pages. By the second page, I realized that the author of the work was someone who obsessed over details, for the tome went on endlessly about each little petal, stem, and segment of each ingredient, listing possible pests and everything someone with a botanic mind could come up with.

One chapter featured animal ingredients — such as the blood of an ursagor, basilisk venom, and hippogriff feathers. There were some creatures I was familiar with as well, such as grapplejaws and landcrawlers, which we had battled in the Blighted Land.

Another section focused on elixirs derived from magical plants native to Tannoris. With the merging of worlds, some of these ingredients were likely now extinct. But others may have adapted to our soil and climes and flourished.

After the massive list of ingredients followed the recipes of several potions that the alchemist had devised himself or had learned from others. While overly detailed and extensive, it promised to be a good reference for concocting new potions.

For instance, a recipe for a potion called Breath of Ea allowed underwater breathing by extracting oxygen from the water. Its components were complex — I only recognized a few things, but I carefully transcribed the meticulous brewing instructions.

Then there was Stoutheart Brew, a potion designed to increase damage in combat, and which seemed to be some kind of dwarven ale that also required fermentation. I didn’t believe that the ingredients were complex, but the fermentation process would add some serious time to this potion.

I also found a regular healing potion and universal antidote against most poisons and venoms. By their descriptions, they seemed to be very similar — if not the same — as the potions Waelin had furnished us for the expedition to Nimos Sedia.

A staple potion for every adventurer’s bag, this was a good one to know. It would sell in much greater numbers than the more complex potions.

The elaborate directions guided the reader through each step — preparing the ingredients, boiling, reducing, and decanting into a vial once cooled. I took meticulous notes and made sure I could easily find the relevant pages in the tome.

I was impressed by the diversity of potions collected in this ancient book. Once I gathered the necessary ingredients over time, recreating them would provide insight into obscure alchemical arts. It would also train my Alchemy skill and allow us to expand the collection for sale at the general store.

By the time I finished delicately turning each fragile page and meticulously taking notes, my notebook was filled with the details of several new potions. For most of these, acquiring the ingredients would be difficult, but there were perhaps a few I could grow myself. I would have to look into that.

I took a deep breath and closed the book. The clock showed over two hours had passed.

Though there was a way to go before I could try any new recipes, carefully studying Potions and Concoctions had already expanded my alchemical knowledge tremendously. The tome’s secrets were a valuable addition to my mystical studies.

After returning the aged tome safely to its locked chest, I reflected on the revelations it contained as I tidied my notes. Alchemy had been an unexpected joy to me, especially considering that it was not a skill linked to my Class — I had acquired it through a skill book. But I found the process deeply enjoyable.

There was something magical and spiritual in the deep focus that I appreciated, and the results were simply magical. Besides, mana potions had saved my skin several times over.

My notes securely stored for future reference, I turned down the oil lamps lighting my study and stretched. I had been hunched over the book for hours, and my neck ached slightly.

Heading upstairs, I wondered if Leigh and Diane would still be awake. I could use a massage to loosen up my muscles after spending so long reading. I washed up in the new bathroom, noting the soft glow of light under the door to the new master bedroom, which indicated at least one of my women was still awake.

Entering the bedroom, I smiled to see Diane already peacefully asleep, her breath slow and soft. Leigh sat up reading and put her book aside to kiss me tenderly in greeting as I slipped between the sheets with her.

Soon enough, one thing turned into the other, and we shared our passion in silence, not wanting to wake Diane up. After all, in her condition, she needed her sleep.


Chapter 7

The morning dawned crisp and clear over the homestead, sunlight raining down through the trees to warm the soil. Autumn was here, but the days were still warm.

I awoke refreshed after a peaceful night’s sleep, curled up with Diane and Leigh in the spacious bed in our cozy master bedroom. Stretching, I smiled down at Diane’s sleeping form nestled against me, her fox ears twitching adorably as she dreamed.

A big advantage of the new master bedroom and second floor was that I could wash up upstairs in the new bathroom. In addition, it was no longer necessary to be so quiet around the house if I wanted to let the girls sleep in.

Freshly washed, I began preparing breakfast in the new kitchen. I lit the stove and made some eggs and fresh strips of bacon I had brought from Gladdenfield. As it simmered, I made some fresh coffee and toast. Soon enough, my girls joined me.

Leigh was her usual chirpy self, but Diane was a little grumpy — something that was bound to happen every now and then with a pregnant woman. Her fox ears drooping, she told me she had thrown up, and the smell of bacon made her nauseous. I opened a window for her, and the fresh air soon revived her, but she settled for just toast this morning.

After a quick breakfast, we headed out to begin the day’s chores. I went to work patching a section of the fence surrounding the farming plot that had been sunk into the soil and tipped over.

Meanwhile, Leigh checked the traps and snares and did a round of the perimeter with her larroling. Diane busied herself in the herb garden, humming softly as she tended to the plants, her mood soon a lot better, lifted by the morning sun and fragrance of the herbs. Ghostie and Sir Boozles drifted around happily, lending assistance where they could.

Around mid-morning, I finished work on the fence and summoned earth and woodland spirits to imbue the soil and our crops, allowing for even faster growth. I also checked on Diane to make sure she was still doing well. Despite the physical exertion and her sickness this morning, she was full of laughter, and we chatted amiably as we worked, our spirits high.

At noon, we ate a lunch of the leftovers from yesterday’s dinner. We ate hungrily after the morning’s efforts. Bellies full, we returned to finish our tasks — me to patch up the roof as there was still some work to do here and there, Leigh went to the bank of the river to clean and dress the game, and Diane to hang laundry out to dry in the warm autumn breeze.

As the sun dipped low in the sky, we reconvened on the porch to relax and watch the vivid sunset. Leigh headed to bed early this night, and Diane and I lounged by the fire together.

She rested her head contentedly on my shoulder as we unwound from our busy day. We joked and laughed, until our conversation finally lapsed into the quiet comfort that lovers can share.

I then decided that this was the best moment to speak to Diane about Celeste in earnest. After our quest together and the obvious signs of Diane’s approval of Celeste, I was more than confident she would welcome the elven maiden as her harem sister.

But I needed to be sure, and I wanted to hear her thoughts to make sure it was all clear as glass between us.


Chapter 8

As Diane and I relaxed comfortably on the hearth rug, gently stroked her silken raven hair as I began delicately, “Diane, there is something I wanted to discuss with you.”

She lifted her head from where it rested against my chest to gaze at me attentively, her sapphire eyes meeting mine.

“Yes, of course, my heart. You know you can speak to me about anything.” Her voice was warm and open.

I nodded, taking a moment to gather my thoughts and choose my words with care. This was not a conversation to be rushed. “I want to talk about what is happening with Celeste. You’ve helped me sweetly and selflessly, but before I take things further with Celeste, I want to be completely sure that you’re comfortable with Celeste joining our family permanently. I want her to become a member of my harem — of our Elven Marriage.”

Diane regarded me thoughtfully, showing no surprise at the subject I had raised. “It’s good to talk about this, David,” she agreed. “Especially now that your courtship with Celeste progresses. I could sense your feelings for her were continuing to deepen.”

“You’re right, they certainly have,” I affirmed earnestly. “She and I have grown quite close, and I care for her a great deal. I believe she could be a wonderful addition to our family.”

Diane drew her knees up, hugging them against her chest as she continued to study me with her intelligent azure gaze. “Bringing another woman into our lives and home is no small matter,” she said contemplatively. “But… in foxkin culture, the women are not always consulted for such decisions.” She looked at me with big eyes. “It means a lot to me that you do, David.”

I reached over to squeeze her hand gently. “Of course. Your feelings are important to me, Diane. I want us to consider this carefully together. To weigh all the implications.”

Diane gifted me with a tender smile, squeezing my hand in return. “I appreciate you speaking with me. To be completely honest, when we first met Celeste, I’ll admit I had some uncertainties about her.”

She paused, and I nodded in understanding. I remembered well Diane’s initial wariness around Celeste when we had first encountered her. She had harbored reservations about elves in general.

Diane’s expression turned introspective as she continued. “At the time, with my general misgivings towards elves, I was wary of her intentions and did not know what to make of her connection to you. But, after our time together during the quest to Hrothgar’s Hope, seeing firsthand her courage and kindness, I realized my judgment of her was too hasty.”

I listened intently, gratified to hear Diane voicing openness to the idea of welcoming Celeste into the harem. It seemed spending more time together had softened her original hesitations, just as I had hoped.

“During our travels to free Clara, I was able to get to know Celeste much better,” Diane went on thoughtfully. “I saw that she cares for you genuinely, and that she and I share common ground as well, like our mutual love of music.” She smiled broadly at that. “I have found great joy in making music with her.”

Diane turned her vibrant gaze back to me, her expression earnest. “She seems like a sensitive and good-hearted soul. I believe you and I could come to appreciate her greatly as a harem sister.”

I smiled broadly, relieved and gladdened that Diane seemed receptive to the notion so far. It was a very promising start.

“I’m really glad to hear you say that,” I said sincerely. “Getting to know one another appears to have made a big difference.”

Diane returned my smile, though her brows furrowed slightly once more in pensive thought. “At the same time, if Celeste were to join us, we would be welcoming our first elf into the harem. That would be new territory.”

I angled myself to face Diane directly before the fireplace, giving her my full focus. “You know Celeste and the elven ways far better than I do. Are there any particular concerns on your mind or things we should discuss in advance?”

Diane’s lovely features took on a pensive cast as she pondered the question seriously. After a few moments of silent thought, gazing into the flickering flames, she responded.

“One thing that comes to mind is elven custom,” she said contemplatively. “I know you’ve already gotten some information, but as far as I know, elves require marriage before they can join their mate’s family.”

I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “Brynneth explained to me that they do.”

Diane’s silken tail swished slowly behind her as she kept her eyes on me. There was a thought she did not speak aloud, but I knew her well enough.

I smiled and took her hands in mine, reading plainly her concern. “Diane,” I said. “You are my first woman. The simple fact that Celeste’s elven customs will require us to marry quickly does not mean that I appreciate you or Leigh less. Don’t see this as some kind of hierarchy.”

At that, tears wetted her big blue eyes, and she threw herself into my arms. “Oh, David,” she hummed. “That makes me so happy to hear. I will admit that I was worried.”

I smiled softly, holding her close. “I didn’t realize it was this important to you. Otherwise, I would’ve addressed the issue so much sooner!”

She laughed happily, still hugging me. “Marriage doesn’t matter much to foxkin,” she hummed in my ear. “But… since you’re marrying someone else... I… felt a little strange about that.”

I nodded thoughtfully, pulling her a little closer. “I understand,” I said. “Don’t worry, Diane. No one could ever change how I feel about you. You are my first wife, the mother of my first child, and I will hold you in honor and love always.”

She kissed me warmly on the lips before fixing her loving, sapphire eyes on me. “Then all is well, David,” she said softly.

My heart swelled with emotion at her open and accepting words. I gazed at her earnestly. “Does this mean you consent to me inviting Celeste to join our family then? To become a member of the harem?”

Diane met my hopeful gaze directly, her eyes clear and resolute. “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “If Celeste also consents, I welcome her to join our family.” A radiant smile lit her delicate features. “I will be overjoyed to call her my harem sister.”

Joy and relief washed over me in a euphoric rush at her wholehearted approval. Unable to contain myself, I drew Diane into a close embrace.

“Thank you, my love,” I murmured fervently, holding her close. “You’ve made me incredibly happy. I’m so grateful for your blessing in this.”

Diane hugged me tightly in return, nestling against my chest. “We will have such a good time together,” she hummed.

We remained like that for a while, entwined as we listened to the sounds of Leigh and the domesticants bustling about the kitchen. The future was bright, and tomorrow would be the night of my alath-manae.

With Diane’s blessings, I hoped that things would progress well.
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The next morning, I was up before sunrise to let in the domesticants and prepare a breakfast of toast and cheese. After everyone was awake, we gathered over steaming mugs of coffee to plan the day’s work.

Diane would be taking care of the crops today, and Leigh would be fishing to build up the stockpile of smoked fish. With autumn on the way and the smokehouse running, I’d be chopping firewood.

Once Leigh had headed off toward the banks of the Silverthread and Diane was working in the farming plot, checking on our crops of tomatoes, onions, beans, carrots, and lettuce, I made my way into the forest to look for a nice batch of alderwood. Soon enough, I was working up a sweat wielding my axe outside, chopping logs.

Near midday, storm clouds began rolling in. I hurried to finish stacking the firewood in the shed before the downpour arrived. No sooner had I stored the last log than fat raindrops began pelting down. I rushed back to the house just as a loud crack of thunder boomed overhead. Leigh was already coming in from the river.

Safely indoors, I stoked up a fire in the living room hearth while Diane prepared hot cider. We passed a cozy afternoon reading together and listening to the rain patter steadily on the roof. The storm kept up for the rest of the day, and I was happy I’d done the work on the roof yesterday.

When evening came around, we enjoyed a hearty dinner of jacket potato with a delicious stew of hare and a garden salad of homegrown tomatoes and lettuce. The storm continued to rage on outside, thunder rumbling and lightning crackling through the inky sky, but within our snug home, contentment reigned.

As we finished up our meal, I brought up the subject of my upcoming poem recital for Celeste during our alath-manae.

“So,” I began, “as I said, I need to compose and recite an original poem for Celeste during the alath-manae.”

Diane’s eyes lit up encouragingly. “Yes, very romantic! We should work on it together this evening!” she suggested eagerly.

Leigh let out an amused chuckle and shot me a playful wink. “A love poem, huh? Can’t say I ever pictured you as the poetic type, David,” she teased. “I mean, you have a lotta skills. Poetry ain’t one, I don’t think.”

I laughed and gave her a playful poke in her soft flank that made her yelp and giggle. “This tongue might not be good at reciting poetry, but it’s made you swoon all the same.”

“Hm-hm,” she hummed. “It sure has, baby.”

“But yeah,” I admitted, “poetry really isn’t my forte. Still, it’s an important custom for elven courtship.”

“Well, you know I’ll help however I can,” Diane assured me warmly, reaching over to give my hand an affectionate squeeze. “We’ll get you all set to sweep Celeste off her feet with a beautiful verse.”

Leigh grinned and stood up, gathering empty dishes. “Y’all go on and work on that poem. I’ll tidy up the kitchen here with the domesticants so you can have some peace and quiet.”

I shot her a smile before turning to Diane. “I really appreciate you helping me out with this,” I said.

Diane smiled; her blue eyes tender. “Anything for you, my love.”

Diane and I settled cozily in front of the fireplace in the living room, heads bent over a blank sheet of parchment.

Diane had thoughtfully brought along some quills and ink for drafting the poem. “First things first — just tell me openly how you feel about Celeste,” Diane gently coached. “We’ll start from there.”

I nodded, a little uncomfortable with speaking so openly, but it would serve a good purpose. With that thought, I began describing the way I saw Celeste.
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I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts.

As I did so, Diane kept her eyes on me, no doubt very interested in what I would say about Celeste.

“Celeste is mystically beautiful,” I began slowly. “Everything about her seems touched by magic — her voice, her laughter, her singing, the way she moves. When we’re together, it feels like she and I connect on that magical level.” I smiled at Diane. “Much like you and me, it feels like the relationship is predestined.”

Diane listened intently; her fox ears perked with interest as she jotted down notes. “That’s lovely, keep going,” she encouraged. “Tell me more about how she makes you feel.”

I nodded, piecing together the truths I’d kept private in my heart. At the same time, I tried to gauge if there was a hint of jealousy in her voice, but there did not seem to be.

“From the moment I first saw her,” I continued. “It was like...everything else faded away. She’s so elegant and graceful, almost ethereal. Her kindness and wisdom leave me in awe. The sound of her singing is pure magic.”

“That’s very nice,” Diane praised, scribbling furiously. “I can tell how deeply you care for her.”

Part of me was surprised at how well she was taking this, but that reasoning still very much came from a foundation of human culture. Diane was a foxkin, and their women often shared a single husband. It must be ingrained into their system to cohabitate with other wives without conflict.

She smiled up at me. “Go on,” she gently encouraged me. “I have some great things, but I need some more.”

I rubbed the back of my neck and chuckled. “Well,” I continued, “our time together has left me walking on air. The world seems more vibrant, and I see beauty everywhere. Her laughter fills me with joy. When we kiss, it’s like time stops.”

Diane bit her lip, her eyes twinkling. “Oh, this is perfect,” she murmured. “Celeste will be so touched. Now, let’s shape your thoughts into verse...”

For the next while, we brainstormed rhymes and poetic turns of phrase to capture my feelings for Celeste. Diane wove my words into lyrical stanzas with an instinctive elegance.

As we worked, the crackling fire filled the spaces between scribbling quills and murmured suggestions. Slowly but surely, our combined efforts took shape on the parchment.

I shared more of my private thoughts and feelings, opening up about how Celeste occupied my dreams and thoughts even when we were apart. Diane captured it all, nodding along encouragingly.

After much back and forth, reworking stanzas and debating rhyme schemes, we had an initial draft of the love poem for Celeste. Diane cleared her throat and read it aloud:

“In the forest’s heart, under starlit skies,
Where whispers of ancient trees arise,
There dances Celeste, elfin grace personified,
With hair of amber, where dreams reside.

Her eyes, verdant pools of spring’s first glow,
Reflecting the luster of moon’s soft throw.
Oh, my heart awaits you, Celeste, my muse,
Your voice, a melody that lovingly infuses.

Apart, the sands of time sluggishly crawl,
But thoughts of you hasten their drawl.
And though the moon may concede to dawn,
My love, undimmed, eternally drawn.

No fairer vision have these eyes beheld,
Than you, with elegance unparalleled.
Your spirit, a harp’s sweet symphony,
Resonates with tender harmony.

Kindness, your mantle, sunlight amidst the wood,
Your presence transforms despair to good.
My fair maiden, veiled in mystery’s shroud,
Your prowess in battle, silent yet proud.

My world, once dusky, now blazes bright,
For you are the daybreak after the night.
In art, in song, in whispered lore,
Your love, the tide to my barren shore.

Celeste, in you, I’ve understood,
The heart’s sweet bloom, the soul’s purest good.
With every note on the harp you play,
In every dulcet tune, you convey…

… A serenade of peace, a canticle of light,
Guiding my spirit through the night.
Celeste, my heart, forever you will hold,
In tales of love until my soul grows old.”

I let out a deep sigh, holding the parchment gently. “Diane, this is incredible. You truly worked magic here — I could never compose something so poetic on my own.”

Diane tilted her head coyly. “You supplied the feeling; I just helped put it into verse. But I’m so pleased you’re happy with how it turned out.”

Carefully rolling the parchment, I tied it with a ribbon and set it aside for safekeeping. We had accomplished our goal, and Celeste was sure to appreciate the effort in observing elven custom.

I drew Diane into my arms, nuzzling her affectionately as we relaxed on the plush rug before the hearth. “I’m really proud that you helped me with this,” I murmured.

Diane sighed contentedly, nestling closer and laying her head on my chest. “You show me your love every day in so many ways, my love. And soon you’ll share these same feelings with Celeste.”

I smiled, my heart pleased with her Diane’s acceptance of Celeste into her midst, her warm words signaling her true intent. We sat back together, minds wandering and exploring the future.


Chapter 9

The morning dawned crisp and clear, and the early sun bathed the homestead in a warm golden glow. I almost sprang out of bed because today was the day of my alath-manae — the Moonlit Walk — with Celeste. Anticipation thrummed through me as I washed and dressed.

Heading downstairs, I was greeted by the mouthwatering aroma of pancakes drifting from the kitchen. The girls had slipped out of bed while I was washing up; Leigh stood at the stove flipping pancakes while Diane set the table.

“Mornin’, baby!” Leigh called out cheerily. “We made sure to fix you up a big hearty breakfast before your big date tonight.”

Diane hurried over to embrace me. “We want you fortified for the journey and your romantic evening,” she said, eyes shining.

I kissed her tenderly. “You ladies spoil me. This looks delicious!”

We settled in for breakfast and lively conversation, enjoying each other’s presence and the cozy atmosphere of the house.

Over steaming mugs of coffee, we finalized plans for the day. Diane and Leigh would remain behind to tend to the homestead while I went into town. Since I was going anyway, I would drop off some supplies at the general store so Randal could sell them.

After breakfast, I prepared for the drive into Gladdenfield. I loaded up the supplies, left some instructions with the domesticants, and said goodbye to Leigh and Diane, promising I’d be back again tomorrow.

The crisp autumn breeze tousled my hair as I took one last look back at the homestead, heart swelling with love and gratitude. Then, I turned over the engine and drove off.

The forest was ablaze with vibrant hues. Already, the crimson and gold of autumn whispered in the branches overhead as I drove down the shaded trail. Birdsong and the gurgle of a winding stream serenaded our passage. The forest would soon turn to autumn, and I was anticipating cozy times by the fire.

Still, as I drove on, the matter of Father still lingered in the back of my mind. The threat of this elder dragon coming to our corner of the world was real, and it would come after me.

My allies were on the lookout, and I believed I would receive ample word ahead of its arrival. Still, it was coming, and I would have to deal with it when it did.

I pushed away my concerns when the palisade of Gladdenfield Outpost dawned on the horizon. There was only a short queue of folks trying to get into town — four vehicles and some people on foot with beasts of burden. The guards waved me through, and I parked close to the general store.

I unloaded the goods I had brought, summoning two domesticants to aid with the hauling. The bell above the door announced my entry as my domesticants zipped past me and toward the counter.

Randal looked up from behind the counter and a broad grin creased his leathery face. “Well, hey there, David! Good to see ya,” the older man said. He came around to shake my hand vigorously. “Got more goods to sell from the homestead?”

“Sure do,” I confirmed, gesturing at the crates the domesticants were carrying in. “Fresh produce, smoked meat and fish, furs, and more.”

Randal nodded approvingly as he inspected the items. “Much obliged! Y’know, stuff from your homestead sells pretty well around here. I’ve been achin’ for some more of them potions o’ yours!”

I smiled as I leaned on the counter. “Good, because I’ve been planning to expand a little and learn some new recipes.”

“Perfect,” Randal said. As he started tallying it all up in his ledger, he made conversation in his usual gregarious manner. “What else brings ya into town today?”

I leaned casually against the counter. “Oh, I have a date with a certain lady. And...” I hesitated as I remembered what Brynneth had said about rings, then decided to ask, “Say, I don’t suppose there’s a jeweler around now?”

Randal looked up from his ledger, bushy eyebrows shooting up. “A jeweler?” He studied me curiously, then his expression morphed into one of dawning realization. A broad grin split his bearded face.

“Well, butter my backside!” he exclaimed. “I reckon you’re looking to buy a ring for one ‘o them pretty gals of yours! Can’t say I blame ya, David.”

I laughed as he shook my hand again enthusiastically. “Yeah, I might have something in mind.”

“Well, your secret’s safe with me, son,” he said with a big wink. “Which one ya askin’, now?”

“All of them,” I said. “Celeste, Diane, and Leigh.”

He whistled, clearly impressed. “Gonna get expensive, all them rings! But bein’ happily married myself, let me tell ya, David: there ain’t nothing better than a good wife. And I s’pose it’s even better when ya have three!”

I laughed at that and nodded. “I sure think so!”

“Well, lemme know if there’s aught I can do! I’d love to help get things ready. We can place orders through the store and whatnot. And, of course, you got them lil’ do-may-dee-cants or whatever they’re called zippin’ around to help ya…” At this, he nodded at the domesticants. “But if you need more help, I can round up some fellers from town!”

“That’s very nice of you, Randal,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

He grinned and nodded. “Well, ain’t that fantastic!” he boomed. “Happy for you y’all!” His lively eyes twinkled merrily as he leaned in and added in a conspiratorial whisper, “Anyway, you want a jeweler, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, and a good one, if one’s around.”

“Well, Ol’ Grimfast just set up shop last week. He’s a dwarven jeweler, damn fine craftsmanship. Come down all the way from the mines in Bronzehall, Utah. You’ll find his place just down the way there.”

He pointed helpfully down the bustling main thoroughfare. “Look for the shop with the big glittery gem on the sign. Can’t miss it!”

“Thank you, Randal,” I said. “And how’s the store doing?”

“Oh, pretty fine. We got a tidy profit this month! And we still got reserves from the fine business Leigh did around the Aquana Festival. Things are lookin’ even better for fall as lotsa folks will be comin’ into the store more often.”

“Good,” I said. “Listen, I’m gonna find this Grimfast. Thanks so much for your help, Randal.”

“Think nothin’ of it,” he hummed, waving it away. “Go on now!”

Eager excitement kindled in my chest as I headed out and located Grimfast’s shop right where Randal had indicated.
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I approached the nondescript storefront located down the dusty thoroughfare from the general store. Above the door hung a wooden sign depicting a large, glittering gemstone, just as Randal had described to identify the dwarven jeweler’s shop.

As I drew closer, I noted the shop’s name etched into the sign in ornate script: “Grimfast’s Fineries.”

Pausing outside the entrance, I took in the humble establishment. It was tucked between a leatherworker’s shop and a candlemaker’s, easy to miss among its larger, more eye-catching neighbors.

Stepping forward, I turned the wrought iron door handle and entered. A tiny bell jingled overhead, announcing my arrival.

The interior was dimly lit and somewhat cramped. Behind a long glass counter stood a burly dwarf with an enormous red beard braided intricately down his chest. His attire was simple but meticulously cared for.

At my entrance, the dwarf looked up from an eyepiece he had been peering through, no doubt to inspect a piece of jewelry he was crafting. His beady eyes under bushy brows blinked slowly as he took in my appearance.

“Welcome to my shop, lad,” he rumbled in a low, gravelly voice. “I’m Grimfast, proprietor of this fine establishment. What can I do for you today?”

I approached the counter. “It’s good to meet you, Grimfast. I’m David Wilson,” I introduced myself. Up close, the intricate precision of the dwarf’s braided beard was even more impressive. It was a three-forked beard, fastened with metal rings adorned with precious stones.

“I was hoping to get some expert advice about commissioning a few special pieces,” I explained. “Randal down at the general store recommended your services. He said you do excellent work.”

At the mention of Randal, the dwarven jeweler’s dour expression cracked into a slight smile. “Randal, eh? He’s a fine fellow.”

Grimfast leaned forward, planting his thick forearms on the counter as he scrutinized me carefully. “So what is it you’re looking to have crafted then, lad?”

“Well, you see, I’ll soon be proposing to my girlfriends,” I began. “So I was hoping to find an engagement ring worthy of her. Something finely crafted and unique, with an emerald stone ideally.”

“Girlfriends,” he grunted. “Plural?”

“Indeed.”

He grinned broadly. “Takin’ after elven customs, eh?” He nodded. “Never been one for it meself. If you’d have ye a dwarven wife, you’d understand why we stick to just one missus most of the time.”

I laughed at that, deciding I already liked Grimfast. “I bet,” I said. “My girls are a human, an elf, and a foxkin.”

As I spoke, Grimfast continued to study me with an inscrutable expression, occasionally stroking his voluminous red beard. “Sounds like an interestin’ mash-up… So, engagement rings for your lasses, eh? Well, you’ve come to the right dwarf for quality jewelry,” he affirmed with a nod. Then his brows furrowed worriedly. “Unfortunately, I don’t have much on hand currently for taking on special commissions.”

I followed his concerned gaze around the shop, taking note of the lack of variety and quantity of pieces on display in the cases. Though excellently crafted, there simply wasn’t much available.

“Business been slow since you set up shop here?” I asked carefully, sensing this was a sore subject for the proud craftsman.

“Aye, slower than a lame snail goin’ uphill!” Grimfast grumbled. He crossed his burly arms over his barrel chest, his expression stormy. “It’s these blasted elves and their Coalition regulation! When I came down from Bronzehall, they refused to let me keep my materials. Had to offload ‘em for cheap, and I wasted most me coin on getting’ this place. Materials come in from Ironfast, but shipments are few, so the materials are all expensive.”

My eyes widened in surprise at this revelation. This was the first I had heard of such harsh restrictions on trade by the Coalition that governed the frontier towns like Gladdenfield.

“On what grounds did they confiscate your things?” I inquired, taken aback and concerned by this news. Such limitations could stifle craftsmen and traders.

At my question, Grimfast’s face reddened in anger under his bushy red beard. He spat on the floor bitterly. “Some rot about magical contamination risks, or some such rubbish. It’s discrimination against my people — dwarves — that’s the truth of it!”

I nodded gravely, privately agreeing that preventing Grimfast from practicing his livelihood seemed unfair. “I had no idea the Coalition was placing such harsh restrictions on dwarven crafters and goods. That seems rather discriminatory.”

“Discriminatory doesn’t begin to cover it, lad,” Grimfast grumbled resentfully. “They claimed too many dwarven objects from Tannoris might somehow upset the ‘magical balance’ here. Utter troll dung is what it is! I’m just trying to make an honest living as a jeweler.”

I nodded sympathetically. The dwarven jeweler had certainly gotten a raw deal, effectively prohibited from fully pursuing his trade and passion. But I only knew half of the story — Grimfast’s half. Perhaps there was truth to the Coalition’s claim.

“I’m sorry to hear this,” I offered sincerely. “Is there any way around these restrictions for you? Anything I could do to help?”

Grimfast tugged his thick beard thoughtfully for a moment, his eyes distant. Then they lit up and he leaned forward excitedly. “Well now, there just might be a way you could help me out,” he said in a hushed tone. “And ye’d be helpin’ yerself out at the same time!”

“Go on,” I urged, intrigued by this shift in his demeanor.

“Before I came down here from Bronzehall, I did some research. A cousin o’ mine has the Prospector Class, and he told me there’s a very rare deposit o’ shimmerstone nearby — a rare Tannorian precious stone,” Grimfast whispered. “Problem is, it’s in a troll cave, and I can’t afford to send a party of adventurers.”

I raised my eyebrows at this news. A troll cave trove would certainly contain some treasure besides just the deposit of shimmerstone. It might be interesting for us to explore.

I considered this revelation and its implications. “Have any other dwarves searched for this hoard themselves?” I asked. I was surprised this mythical treasure had not already been recovered if real.

The dwarf shook his head grimly, braided beard swaying. “Nay, I don’t think anyone else knows of it. My cousin — he knows from his travels here, but he never told no one around Gladdenfield or Ironfast. Besides, most folks don’t tangle with trolls. It’s a level 9 challenge, I’d say…”

Grimfast watched me closely, perhaps gauging my reaction. “With access to that deposit, my store would be saved,” he added fervently. “I’ll make ye your rings at no cost ‘xcept what little gold I’d need to add, and if ever you need more of ‘em, I’ll make ‘em free of charge.”

I stood quietly for a minute; arms crossed as I contemplated everything Grimfast had shared. If the legendary treasure did indeed exist, this would be a mutually beneficial endeavor.

After all, whatever the troll hoarded would be mine, and I’d get engagement rings from Grimfast. Not only that, but his business would be off to a good start, winning me another friend and ally.

Having weighed the risks and potential gains, I met Grimfast’s mossy green eyes steadily. “I tell you what, Grimfast — I’ll see what I can do to help you try and find this deposit.”

At my words, the dwarf’s dour expression transformed into one of awe and gratitude. “You mean it, lad? You would help an old dwarf out?” His voice grew thin with emotion.

“I’ll do my best to find it,” I promised sincerely. “I’ll have to plan the expedition, but it sounds like a challenge I could face.”

Impulsively, Grimfast reached out to grasp my hand, his weathered grip surprisingly strong. “Bless you, lad. Thank you for yer kindness! For even considering this, ye’ve given me hope again.” His eyes glistened.

“Of course,” I said. “No promises, but I’ll look into this and see if there’s a way we can get you set up!”

Grimfast patted my hand gratefully before letting it go. Clearing his throat gruffly, he nodded. “Right, you’re a proper lad, David...”

At that, he began explaining where I should find this troll cave. I soon enough understood that it was underground, which made it difficult for roaming or errant adventurers to find it. Apparently, Grimfast’s cousin’s Prospector Class allowed him to magically sense the deposit, which had led to the discovery of the cave.

Using my map, I learned that the cave was less than a day from Gladdenfield. When Grimfast had told me all he knew, we said our goodbyes for now. My errand to find jewelry had taken an unexpected turn, but I did not regret offering aid to the disheartened dwarven craftsman.


Chapter 10

After leaving Grimfast’s shop, I decided to stop by the florist and pick up a bouquet for Celeste before our date that evening.

The florist’s outdoor stall overflowed with vibrant blooms, and I selected a mix of purple irises and white lilies artfully arranged by the shopkeeper. Their sweet fragrance filled my senses, and I imagined how beautifully they would complement Celeste’s fair complexion.

I wasn’t sure if elven culture had the same custom of giving flowers like ours, but as Brynneth had said, it didn’t have to be all about elven culture, and I wanted to share a custom of my kind with Celeste as well — other than the ring, which would follow later down the line.

Bouquet in hand, I headed to the apartment above the general store where Leigh used to live and where we now stayed whenever we were in town. She had given me a key so I could use her place.

Letting myself in, I set the flowers down and glanced around the cozy space. It was sparsely but tastefully decorated in Leigh’s rustic style.

I spent the remainder of the day there, reading and relaxing. While I loved the homestead, it was nice to have some time off during which I had to do absolutely nothing. And Leigh was an avid reader, so her bookcases were well supplied. In between reading and going for an afternoon stroll, I even managed to get a nap in — a rare luxury!

When evening came, I freshened up in the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face and running a comb through my hair. As I toweled off, my thoughts turned to the unexpected conversation with Grimfast. His tale of the rare gen deposit hidden away in a troll’s cave had sparked my curiosity.

If the deposit of rare Tannorian shimmerstone truly existed, it would be quite the valuable find. The treasure would allow Grimfast to properly establish his business in town and craft the engagement rings I sought. But there was a joy in helping him, too, especially considering the rough deal he had starting out.

However, mounting an expedition to reclaim the treasure from a troll’s cave would be no simple feat. Trolls were formidable foes and notoriously possessive of their lairs and loot. It wouldn’t let go of its treasures while it lived. We would need to plan and equip ourselves well for the delve.

My Class, Frontier Summoner, afforded me some advantages in this endeavor. With my stable of summonable creatures, we would have a formidable force.

As I changed into a fresh shirt, I considered who might join me on the quest. Naturally, I would ask Leigh and Diane first. Their combat skills and wilderness know-how would prove invaluable. I might also extend an invitation to Celeste, to further include her in our adventures.

Still, I’d have to keep the true purpose of the quest hidden and tell them only that we were out to get the troll’s hoard. I wanted the shimmerstone rings to be a surprise. Luckily, Grimfast had told me that he didn’t need us to mine the deposit. He had a Mining skill, so he would do that himself the moment the place was clear.

Donning my jacket, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. I looked sharp but not overdone. I deemed myself ready for the intimate stroll with Celeste ahead. My pulse quickened at the thought.

Satisfied with my preparations, I gave myself a final approving nod in the mirror. I gathered up the bouquet as I made for the door. My heart beat faster, thoughts turning to the romantic evening ahead under the stars with Celeste.

Before all that, I would grab something to eat at the Wild Outrider. I had a secret hope that Celeste would perform tonight so I could see her in action once more.

Stepping outside into the bustling frontier town, I blinked against the afternoon sunlight. Citizens went about their daily business up and down the packed dirt road, waving friendly greetings when they recognized me.

With the bouquet tucked securely under one arm, I set off towards the inn at an eager stride. Though my mind still lingered on preparations for the troll cave delve, tonight my focus rested solely on charming the fair elf maiden during our Moonlit Walk.

Adrenaline and anticipation quickened my steps through town. Oblivious to the passersby around me, my imagination wandered to the magical night ahead. Under the moon’s gentle glow, I would recite the verse to Celeste and further strengthen the blossoming bond between us.

As the sign for the Wild Outrider came into view down the road, I patted my pocket, feeling the reassuring crinkle of parchment containing the poem Diane had helped me craft. Its loving words had come straight from my heart. I hoped they would touch Celeste deeply.

Nearing the inn, I slowed my pace to a measured stride and took a deep breath. Although my path was set, a hint of nerves churned within me. I was an easy guy around women, but something about all the formality and unexplored terrain made dating an elf just a little more exciting.

At the threshold, the sounds of the inn’s patrons beginning their evening feast already drifting out, I paused and glanced upward, glimpsing the upper floor window I knew belonged to Celeste’s room. Somewhere within, she was likely preparing herself, equally eager for the night ahead. The thought warmed me against the evening chill.

Turning the door handle, I stepped into the Wild Outrider.


Chapter 11

I stepped into the warmth and lively chatter of the Wild Outrider. The lantern-lit interior was bustling with patrons settled in for dinner. I glanced around, taking in the familiar tables and decor.

Spotting an empty table near the corner, I weaved my way through the crowded room. I set the bouquet of flowers down and took a seat, eager for a hearty meal to fortify me before my moonlit walk with Celeste.

Before long, a barmaid stopped by my table. I ordered roast chicken, potatoes, and an ale. The barmaid hurried off, and I settled in to wait.

My eyes drifted over to the small stage along the back wall as I wondered if Celeste would be performing tonight. It was empty for now, but Celeste often sang in the evenings to entertain the inn’s guests — it was her deal with Darny. Hearing her lovely voice always lifted my spirits.

Just then, the innkeeper Darny spotted me from across the room. He put aside what he had been doing and hustled over with a broad grin.

“David! Good to see you, my friend,” he exclaimed, clapping me on the shoulder.

“Hey there, Darny,” I said. “How are things?”

“Oh, pretty good,” he said. “Shapin’ up to be a busy night, I’d say!”

“Great,” I said. “Will Celeste be performing tonight?”

He grinned and gave me a wink. “She sure will be!”

Satisfied with his answer, we chatted amiably about business at the inn and life out on my homestead. I didn’t mention my courtship with Celeste, wanting to remain discreet, although I was sure the perceptive proprietor of the Wild Outrider had his suspicions.

Darny kept me company until the food came, relating humorous anecdotes about recent happenings around town. I always enjoyed his lively spirit and good humor. Finally, when my meal arrived steaming hot, he headed off to help his other patrons, and I dug into the meal.

Between bites, I glanced towards the stage again, but it remained empty aside from a vacant stool and Celeste’s gilded harp. I wondered what was keeping her this evening, hoping she hadn’t fallen ill.

Just then, the mutterings of the crowd faded to an anticipatory hush. I looked up to see Celeste stepping gracefully onto the stage, looking resplendent in a flowing lilac gown. My breath caught at the sight of her.

Celeste settled gracefully onto the stool, arranging her skirts demurely before taking up her harp. Her fingers plucked the opening notes of a haunting elven ballad. Then her mellifluous voice joined in, imbuing the words with profound emotion.

“O radiant dawn, where have you gone?
The woods lie cold in the gloaming.
The stars are bright, moonbeams alight,
On hilltops old, their glow softly streaming.

Come back, o sweet sun, and end the night!
Let your rays through the clouds come bursting.
Awake the birds, stir the herds,
Paint the sky in morning light blushing.

These darkened days, I walk alone,
Longing for your warmth and brightness.
The icy chill makes me stand still,
My heart awaiting your lightness.

Upon the meadow, dewdrops glisten,
In the silent woods, shadows listen,
For your indigo to fade into crimson,
For night to cede as day comes rushing in.

Dress the hills in emerald hues,
Send the clouds high aloft flying.
Awake the earth, bring rebirth,
Forests, fields, in life be vying.

Come radiant dawn, night is gone!
Spread your rays far, wide, and yonder.
Let spheres ring, voices upspring,
In dawn’s torch, our spirits wander.”

Enraptured, I watched Celeste perform, oblivious to my cooling meal. She was spellbinding, utterly in her element. Her voice soared through intricate melodies while her nimble fingers danced across the harp strings.

The inn’s patrons were just as captivated. Work-worn faces gazed up at Celeste, visibly moved by her otherworldly performance. Even the most raucous individuals sat silent, hanging on each note.

As I listened, enchanted, my heart swelled with admiration and affection. Celeste’s prodigious talent and grace were a soothing sight, furthering only my desire to make her mine.

Shortly before she began her next song, her emerald eyes roamed over the audience, and she found me almost instantly — as if we were drawn together by forces not of this world. She smiled softly and gave me a gentle wave before continuing.

Too soon, Celeste’s set drew to a close. The applause was thunderous; I clapped hardest of all. With a gracious curtsy, she glided offstage; her work done for the night. My eyes lingered on her until she disappeared upstairs. She watched me too, shooting a meaningful look that invited me as she headed up the stairs.

“Quite the voice on that one, eh?” Darny commented beside me, also clearly impressed.

I hadn’t even seen him coming. I nodded and smiled. Darny gave me a knowing look before excusing himself to tend to his patrons again.

As the inn’s din resumed, I finished my drink, eager to join Celeste upstairs. My anticipation for our Moonlit Walk later tonight now thrummed stronger than ever.

After I finished, I summoned a domesticant and had it carefully take the bouquet upstairs to hand it to Celeste. I didn’t want to disturb her rest before our date, but I wanted to give her a little sign. I also attached a note to the bouquet, with nothing but my name and a heart.

While waiting for the domesticant to return, I caught Darny’s eye and ordered an ale. I would linger a bit longer in the cozy atmosphere of the inn before I would knock on Celeste’s door to pick her up for our Moonlit Walk.

Nursing my ale slowly, I chatted some more with Darny. He was one of the first folks to befriend me when I arrived here green as grass. Our easy flow reminded me of those early days, and I had found the bartender a good contact — he always knew what was going on.

Soon enough, my domesticant zipped back down to me, its spectral form darting between tables. Its return told me Celeste had received my gifts. I hoped the flowers conveyed my affection and that she had found them a nice surprise.

By now, the common room started to empty out as patrons headed off to bed for the night. Only the staunch drinkers remained, ready to empty Darny’s kegs of ale and make it another lucrative night for my friend. Taking it as my cue, I finished up my drink and settled my tab with Darny.

He gave me a knowing smile as I headed upstairs.


Chapter 12

Excitement churned within me as I ascended the creaky wooden staircase leading to the upper floor of rooms. In my pocket, I clutched the rolled parchment containing the romantic verse Diane had helped me craft to recite to Celeste tonight.

At the top of the stairs, I paused outside the plain door that belonged to Celeste. I was looking forward to seeing her, to holding her in my arms again, and this whole thing had me giddy as a high schooler to see her again.

I rapped my knuckles gently against the worn wood. After a moment, I heard the click of a lock disengaging before the door swung open.

Celeste stood framed in the doorway, looking as radiant as ever. She had changed from her stage attire into a flowing gown of shimmering azure that complemented her fair complexion beautifully. Her long amber hair tumbled freely down her back in gentle waves.

Seeing her took my breath away. She had obviously done her utmost to appear even more beautiful than she normally did. The image of her was hauntingly compelling, and the way her gown clung to her supple body roused all kinds of need within me.

I smiled at her. “You look beautiful,” I said.

She gave a slightly demure smile, her gaze lowering for an instant before meeting mine again. “Good evening, David,” she hummed, her musical voice sweet and warm. Her verdant eyes shone happily. “You look beautiful, too… And I’m so pleased you’ve come. Please, do come in!”

She stepped back, gesturing for me to enter. I did so, my pulse quickening. Her cozy room was tidy and feminine, with a vase of fresh wildflowers on the table. The bouquet I had sent up earlier now rested beside it in a graceful vase.

Turning to face me, Celeste clasped her hands before her. “Thank you for the lovely flowers,” she said sincerely. “You are too kind.”

I smiled, relieved she had appreciated the gifts. “I wanted you to know I was thinking of you,” I replied. Unable to resist, I reached out to caress her smooth cheek with the backs of my fingers. “I’ve been looking forward to tonight!”

Celeste’s eyes fluttered shut, and she leaned into my touch. When she looked at me again, an impish smile curved her lips. “Such a charmer,” she teased.

Taking my hand, she gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Shall we be off then?”

I nodded, a big smile on my face. We headed downstairs, and Darny shot us a broad smile and gave me a nod as we headed outside. Together we exited the inn hand in hand and stepped out into the cool night.

The velvet sky was adorned with a smattering of twinkling stars. Celeste tipped her head back, breathing deeply. “What a glorious night for a stroll,” she remarked appreciatively.

I had to agree. The weather was perfect — crisp but not cold. Together we set off down the quiet dirt road leading out of town.

We chatted amiably as we walked, simply enjoying each other’s company.

“Your singing tonight was breathtaking as always,” I remarked. “The ballad you opened with was very moving. Did you write it yourself?”

Celeste smiled, pleased by the compliment. “Thank you. I did not write it. It is a song passed down through oral tradition, and I learned it in Thilduirne where I dwelled with Uncle Waelin.”

She went on to explain how music was deeply ingrained in elven culture, used to convey stories and preserve ancient tales. I listened, fascinated by this glimpse into her people’s customs, which were similar to ours.

“And what about you?” Celeste asked, turning the conversation. “How was your trip into town today? I hope it wasn’t too much of a burden to come here only to meet with me?”

I chuckled. “I’d hardly call that a burden, Celeste. But yeah, I delivered some supplies and… took care of a few errands. I spoke with Randal as well. The store seems to be doing well thanks to all the hard work.”

“It sounds like you’ve done so much in such a short time to build and expand it,” Celeste marveled. “You’re so industrious, David. I do hope I will see your homestead soon.”

“You will! Me and the girls would love to have you visit. We’re always improving things, trying to make it as comfortable as we can. But I want to do things the right way for you, Celeste. I will show you my house someday soon, perhaps when our families meet.”

She smiled warmly. “I appreciate that, David. And your patience. I know these things are different among your kind, and you flatter me with your respect for my people’s ways.” She shot me a warm look and squeezed my hand gently. “Now, tell me more of your home!”

I went on to describe how some of the latest additions I had told her about previously were working out and what kind of work remained before we were ready for fall. Celeste asked thoughtful questions, hanging on every detail.

“It sounds perfectly idyllic.” She sighed wistfully when I had finished. “A little oasis of peace out there beyond the frontier.”

I smiled, gratified by her delight in my descriptions. The homestead was my pride and joy, and her appreciation of my efforts meant the world to me. If things went as I wanted them to, she would live there with us soon, and it was important to me that she would love the place.

Finally, we came to the gate. The guards offered us the usual warning, but they knew by now that I was one of the higher-level adventurers in Gladdenfield — I knew what I was doing.

At the edge of town, we left the road, following a worn footpath into the surrounding forest. The trees rose up around us like silent sentinels as we ventured deeper into nature’s domain.

Gently, I guided Celeste along the winding trail, keeping her close against my side. She seemed relaxed and at ease here among the whispering trees and night birds calling softly from above.

In time we emerged in a moonlit glade, the perfect spot for us to rest and reflect. I squeezed Celeste’s hand and led her to an old fallen log worn smooth by the elements.

We sat together, our shoulders touching as we gazed up at the stars and the moon. I longed to pull her closer, but I didn’t want to rush. For now, I simply savored her nearness and the intimacy of this time alone together under the stars.

“The forest is especially captivating at night,” Celeste murmured. “Everything seems bathed in an aura of magic and mystery.” She turned her bright eyes to me then. “Being here with you like this feels magical too.”

My breath caught at the open affection in her voice and gaze. Unable to resist, I raised my hand to her cheek once more, caressing it tenderly.

Celeste sighed softly and nuzzled against my palm, igniting my passion. But I reined my ardor in, not wanting to push too fast and ruin this special night. Reluctantly, I lowered my hand.

As we sat there, I decided to gently encourage Celeste to open up about herself. “What was it like for you, growing up among the elves?” I asked.

Celeste’s expression turned thoughtful. “In some ways idyllic, being surrounded by nature’s beauty. But also… lonely.” She gazed up at the stars. “Our kind are slow to trust. I often felt isolated. We are wood elves — Waelin and I — and we never fit in in Thilduirne… or anywhere else we went.”

My heart ached for the sadness in her voice. “Their loss for not giving you a chance.”

“You’re too kind,” Celeste demurred, though she seemed pleased. “Truthfully, I never felt like I fully belonged. My talents and temperament were… different.”

I sensed this was difficult for her to confide. I took her hand reassuringly. “Different isn’t bad. It makes you who you are.”

Celeste gave my hand a grateful squeeze. “You’ve helped me see that. I hid part of myself for so long, but with you...” Her voice faltered with emotion. “With you, I feel free to be me.”

I felt honored she trusted me enough to be vulnerable. “Good,” I said earnestly. “That’s how I want you to feel around me.”

Celeste gazed at me for a long moment before shyly averting her eyes. “You truly are special, David. With you, I feel...complete.”

Her admission made my pulse race, and I realized the time had come for my verse. I pushed away any anxiety in my chest and almost reached for the piece of paper in my pocket.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, I turned to face Celeste fully under the gentle moonlight. Her eyes were luminous as they met mine, her expression soft and open. This was the moment.

“Celeste,” I began, gently taking her delicate hands in mine. “I have composed something special that I want to share with you tonight.”

Surprise and curiosity lit her fair features. “Oh, David,” she hummed, her musical voice warm with affection. “You really have thought of everything.” I could practically see her melt at the effort I had put into this evening.

I gave her hands a tender squeeze, gathering my courage. Though usually bold, laying bare the contents of my heart — through the medium of poetry, no less! – made me a little nervous.

“It’s a poem,” I revealed. “In keeping with elven tradition, I wished to craft a special poem to recite to you this night.”

Celeste’s emerald eyes went wide, and she raised one hand to her lips in visible astonishment. “David... this alath-manae is perfect.” Her voice was hushed, tinged with awe. “You composed a poem?”

I nodded, smiling softly. “With some help from Diane. But yes, from the heart.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Celeste breathed. “What a tremendously meaningful gesture. Please, I can’t wait to hear it!” Her eyes shone brighter than the stars overhead.

Bolstered by her reaction, I gathered myself and began reciting the verses I had long since committed to memory. As the loving words poured forth, Celeste listened raptly, hanging on each syllable.

It turned out to be easier than I had expected, and perhaps that was because the words were sincere. But as I spoke the words, my heart hungered to learn how she would respond to them.


Chapter 13

When I concluded my poem, Celeste was silent for several heartbeats, clearly deeply moved. At last, she whispered, “That was exquisite. I have never heard anything so beautiful.” A single glistening tear traced down her cheek.

I reached out to gently brush it away, my heart pounding. “So, it pleased you?” I asked hopefully.

“Pleased me?” Celeste echoed with a musical laugh. “David, I am utterly overwhelmed. The beauty of your words, your willingness to honor elven rituals… It all touches me profoundly.”

Relief washed over me at her words. I had accomplished my goal in crafting something meaningful just for her.

Celeste seemed to glow in the soft moonglow, her eyes aglow with some inner light. Slowly, almost ceremoniously, she clasped my hands once more. “Now, I have a gift to share with you as well, my dearest one.”

I gazed at her, intrigued. “Oh?”

Celeste smiled, gave a small nod, and began to recite her ylath — the answering poem that was, in fact, an invitation to take things further — in a flawless tongue, her melodious voice ringing with passion:

“My heart flies high as a moon-kissed moth,
Your hand its guiding light through night launched.
No longer lost midst gloom of ancient trees,
For you, sweet love, have set my spirit free.

Recite again the verse conceived by your hand.
Let loving lines like healing balm expand.
For only you my weary soul understand,
And only you can shape our fate so grand.

Your kindness overflows like springtide stream,
Each selfless act no fleeting dream.
With you I’ll tread on mossy banks upstream,
Our linked hearts many joys shall gleam.

No longer shall I wade through moonlit mere,
When your strong hand stretches out sincere.
For now I see our destiny shine clear —
To walk as one, dispelling fear.”

I sat stunned, scarcely daring to believe what I had heard. Celeste gazed at me expectantly, cheeks endearingly flushed.

“Was that... your ylath?” I finally managed to ask.

Celeste nodded, suddenly shy. “It just came to me, listening to your beautiful words. I… I actually prepared something else, but it… Well, inspiration took me, and I spoke these words instead. I hope I have not overstepped?”

“Overstepped?” I echoed in amazement. A broad smile spread across my face as the meaning sunk in. She had just invited me to propose! Even if she had done it in a limerick, I would have been happy. “No,” I said softly. “You did not overstep. It was beautiful.”

Unable to contain my elation, I pulled Celeste into a joyful embrace. She melted against me with a happy sigh, and in that perfect moment, nothing else existed but the two of us.

At last, I drew back to gaze earnestly into her shimmering eyes. “You’ve made me the happiest man alive tonight, Celeste,” I told her fervently.

She smiled, framing my face between her soft hands. “As have you me, my love.”

My heart near bursting, I slowly leaned in. Celeste’s eyelids fluttered shut as she tilted her face up to mine.

When our lips met, the kiss was infinitely tender, conveying all the love and promise held in our joined future. There was also a passion, a great fire roused between us that spoke of what would come once we had finally made our way through the formalities of elven courting.

We remained entwined beneath the benevolent moon for some time, words unnecessary as we conveyed our passion with kisses. The night breeze whispered through the surrounding trees, seeming to share in our joy.

When finally, the time came to return, I pulled her to her feet, and our eyes met once more.

“You know,” I said, “I’m happy this didn’t end in a duel.”

She laughed at that, giving me a playful poke before she flung her pale, moonlit arms around my neck. Smoldering eyes rested on mine, stirring everything within me that was male.

“Perhaps, David,” she hummed in a voice that made me come undone, “a duel with me would be quite enjoyable…”

I licked my lips and chuckled, shaking my head. “My patience is being tried…”

She laughed, gave me a playful nudge with her ample hips, then pulled me along by the hand.

“Come,” she said. “There will be a time and place for everything. For now, we must return!”
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Hand in hand, Celeste and I made our way back through the moonlit forest towards Gladdenfield. A contented silence lay between us, both still awash in the magical emotions of the evening.

I glanced over at Celeste as we walked, her profile elegant and lovely in the silvery light. Her eyes were bright, lips curved in a soft smile. Everything had gone even better than I could have dreamed.

Before long, the torch-lit palisade walls of Gladdenfield came into view ahead through the trees. We followed the winding path leading to the main gates, which stood open at this hour for late-night travelers.

The guards nodded in greeting as we passed through. I bid them a good night as Celeste and I made our way into the sleepy frontier town. Only a few souls were still out and about on the streets.

We walked hand in hand down the main road toward the Wild Outrider inn. Above us, the inky sky was freckled with glittering stars. Our footsteps seemed unusually loud in the hushed night air.

At the door to the inn, I paused and turned to Celeste. “I had an amazing time tonight,” I told her sincerely, giving her hand a squeeze.

Celeste’s eyes shone. “As did I, my beloved. It was perfect.” She rested a hand lightly on my chest. “Thank you again for putting such thought into elven custom. It means the world to me.”

I smiled, pleased that my efforts to honor her heritage had touched her so. “Of course, Celeste. I want to show you how much I care.”

We stood there a moment, neither of us eager for the night to end. I still held her hand, loosely entwined with mine. Overhead, the waning crescent moon kept a diligent watch.

The time to say goodbye had come, but since all had gone so well, I knew the time would soon come for rings, but not yet. In my mind, I had resolved that I wanted my women with me on the quest to the troll’s cave, and it was another opportunity to let the girls all grow a little closer.

“Well,” I began slowly, “I should let you get back to your room and rest. But before I do, there was another thing I wanted to ask you.”

Curiosity sparked in Celeste’s emerald gaze. “Yes?”

I cleared my throat. “I’ve come upon a promising opportunity for a bit of adventure. There’s a troll cave close to Gladdenfield that likely contains some valuable treasure.”

Celeste’s elegant eyebrows lifted in surprise. “A troll cave?”

I nodded. “Yes, apparently this troll has been making its lair close to Gladdenfield. It’s likely responsible for some of the robberies in the area. I want to mount an expedition to clear it out and claim the loot.”

I met her eyes to drive the next point home. “It would be dangerous, but with my abilities and summons, plus your skills and those of Leigh and Diane, I think the four of us could manage it. So, I wanted to extend an invitation to join me if you’re interested.”

Celeste pursed her lips thoughtfully, mulling over my proposal for a moment. Then she smiled and gave a resolute nod. “It sounds like quite the quest! I would be happy to join you, David.” Her eyes glimmered eagerly at the prospect of an adventure. “Despite the hardships, I greatly enjoyed our quest to Hrothgar’s Hope. I would be honored to join you once more.”

I gave a satisfied nod. Having her skills along would improve our odds tremendously. “That’s wonderful news,” I said enthusiastically. “With the four of us, I’m sure we’ll return victorious. We make a great team.”

“I quite agree.” Celeste laughed. She gave my hands an affectionate squeeze. “I look forward to fighting by your side again, dear one.”

Her lyrical voice was warm with anticipation, reminding me of the competence she had demonstrated against the goblins, kobolds, and of course the dragon on our quest to free Clara and her companions from Hrothgar’s Hope. Though gentle, Celeste was a formidable warrior.

“Excellent. Once I work out more of the details, I’ll let you know the plan,” I told her.

Celeste nodded. For a moment, we simply smiled at one another, thrilled to have another adventure in store. The troll cave’s treasures would help raise our levels, letting us tackle future conflicts.

At last, I knew I couldn’t delay any longer. “I should really let you get to bed now,” I said regretfully. “We both need rest.”

“You’re right, it is getting late,” Celeste agreed.

Unable to resist, I drew her into my arms once more. Celeste melted against me with a contented sigh, returning my embrace. I breathed in her sweet scent, savoring these last moments together tonight.

When at last we parted, Celeste gazed up at me tenderly. “Good night, my beloved,” she whispered. “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”

I smiled softly. “Good night, Celeste. And thank you. I had a wonderful time.”

Unable to resist, I captured her lips in one final, lingering kiss. Then, reluctantly, we slowly separated, parting ways for now.

I watched until Celeste had disappeared safely inside before turning away, my heart light as a feather. Our moonlit stroll had been pure magic.


Chapter 14

With a lingering smile, I turned and began the short walk back to the apartment above the general store, reflecting happily on the enchanting alath-manae I had just shared with Celeste. The night air was cool and crisp, filled with the hushed silence of the sleeping frontier town.

As I strolled along the deserted main thoroughfare, hands tucked into my pockets, my mind replayed each cherished moment spent with Celeste under the moonlight. Her acceptance of my invitation to the formal elven courtship ritual had been the first hurdle, and her reaction of pure delight had relieved my soul.

Reciting the heartfelt poem Diane had helped me craft had been the next test. Though laying my feelings so bare made me anxious, the look of wonder and emotion on Celeste’s lovely face as she listened washed away any lingering uncertainty.

When Celeste had then shared her answering ylath, the sheer joy I felt in that moment was indescribable. Her willingness to advance our relationship meant everything to me and showed how deeply her feelings for me ran.

As I passed by darkened houses, their occupants long asleep, I smiled up at the crescent moon overhead. It had borne witness to the blossoming love between me and the fair elf maiden tonight. Everything about the evening had been perfect.

The time we had spent relaxing in each other’s company beneath the stars had only strengthened the bond developing between us. Learning more of Celeste’s past and her struggles to feel accepted among other elves had made me want to shower her with affection.

My heart swelled with protectiveness and care just thinking about her. In the short time I’d known Celeste, my feelings had grown so much deeper than mere attraction. She occupied my thoughts often — as I did hers — and I longed for the day we never need to part again.

At the same time, my mind turned to the conversation I’d had with the dwarven jeweler Grimfast. If the rare deposit of shimmerstone in the troll cave truly existed, it would be quite a valuable find.

As I turned onto the street housing the general store, smiling absently to myself, I let my thoughts meander to imagining the troll cave quest. A troll was a formidable foe, so we would need to prepare and equip ourselves well for the delve into its lair.

My summonable creatures would be indispensable. And if we managed to lay low the beast, we would probably gain significant experience, perhaps even level up. I was level 8 now — significantly more powerful than most people in Gladdenfield. So far, the prognosis was that my Bloodline — the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope had called me ‘Goldblood’ – allowed me and my companions to progress faster.

If true, that was a great boon. Perhaps it was also the greatest weapon in the battle against Father.

As I approached the store, my thoughts turned back to the troll, and I reflected that we also needed an ample supply of healing and mana potions on hand. My alchemy skills had improved steadily, but creating potions still required deep focus. I looked forward to further honing my mystical abilities.

My mind was full of recipes and ingredients as I went up the stairs. Upstairs, I sank down by the hearth, stirring the embers absently. There was much on my shoulders, but I had risen to every challenge so far. With determination and courage, I would continue to do so, no matter what hardships lay ahead.

My Class, Frontier Summoner, was part of that. I had been gifted with great power, and I aimed to use it to help others. Vanquishing the troll and aiding Grimfast would be the next steps on that path.

Tomorrow I would speak to Diane and Leigh, sharing the news about the alath-manae and inviting them on the cave quest. Their enthusiasm was sure to match my own. After all, Leigh loved adventure, and while Diane was a little more cautious, she might want to join us as well — depending on how well she felt in her current state.

As the night deepened around me, I pictured the four of us delving into caverns dark and deep, my summoned creatures flanking us. The troll would put up a vicious fight, but I could control it with my summons, having the guardians tank it, while Celeste dished out the damage, aided by my other women.

And whatever treasure we retrieved would be a boon to us. We could secure the homestead, perhaps expand a little more, and we could get a greater stockpile of supplies.

As I prepared for bed, I was already making plans in my mind to prepare for the expedition. The journey itself, at least, would be easier than the one to Hrothgar’s Hope as we didn’t have to brave the rough terrain of the Shimmering Peaks or cross through the Blighted Land. The fight itself would likely be harder, but would it be much more difficult than the battle with the juvenile dragon?

But further speculation about the dangers could wait until tomorrow. Tonight, I would rest, refocus, and restore my energy. Tomorrow, I would return to the homestead and speak with Leigh and Diane.

With these reflections sustaining me, I finally headed to bed, though images of the challenges and adventures ahead still lingered in my mind. But I did not fear what tomorrow might bring.

As such, I lay down calmly, enjoying the scent of Leigh that still lingered in the house and the linen before drifting off into a quiet sleep.


Chapter 15

The morning sun shining through the curtains woke me gradually. Stretching, I rose from the bed, eager to return home and share the events of last night with Diane and Leigh.

After washing up and having a light breakfast, I gathered my things, said goodbye to Randal at the store, and headed out to where my Jeep was parked. I loaded up the stuff I had brought before paying a quick visit to the market.

People were just setting up their stalls, but I managed to find several packets of seeds for the ingredients I’d need to grow to make healing potions. They were Blackheart, the juice of the heart-shaped berries of which would form the base; Simmerstalk, which would need to be boiled, and Thulaemos, a sweet-scenting herb, the leaves of which would need to be dried and powdered.

After purchasing all these supplies, I left Gladdenfield, eager to return home. The drive home along the winding forest trail was peaceful. Squirrels chattered from the branches overhead, and birdsong filled the air. It was still early when the homestead came into view, smoke drifting up lazily from the chimney.

Parking the Jeep, I greeted Mr. Drizzles and the larroling before I strode up to the front door with a spring in my step. I found Diane and Leigh seated at the kitchen table, enjoying hot mugs of coffee. Their faces lit up when they saw me enter.

“David, you’re back!” Diane exclaimed, rising swiftly to embrace me. I held her slender frame close, breathing in her sweet lavender scent. It had been only a day, but still, I had missed her and Leigh.

Leigh was right behind her, engulfing me in a warm hug. “We’ve missed ya ‘round here, baby,” she said, blue eyes twinkling merrily. “How’d it go with Celeste last night?”

I couldn’t keep the grin off my face, recalling the magical evening I had shared with Celeste. “It was amazing,” I said. “We had a lovely time. Let me tell you all about it.”

As we enjoyed some coffee together, I recounted every detail of the alath-manae, from the romantic forest stroll to reciting my love poem, to Celeste responding with her own verse — the ylath — signifying she wished to advance our relationship and invited me to propose to her.

Leigh and Diane listened raptly, hanging on my every word. “That’s beautiful!” Leigh exclaimed when I had finished. “She must be head over heels for you.”

Diane smiled knowingly, her tail swishing behind her. “So, this means you two are officially courting now, right?” Diane asked.

When I nodded, her smile broadened. “I’m so happy for you, David.”

Leigh winked and nudged my arm playfully. “Looks like we’ll be needin’ that big bed after all!”

I chuckled. “It’s still early stages, but yes, we’ve begun the formal elven courtship ritual,” I explained. “There are more steps to come, but this was a very promising start. I appreciate you two supporting me in this. It means a lot.”

Leigh waved her hand airily. “Shoot, we just want you to be happy, baby.”

Diane nodded her agreement. Their encouragement filled me with gratitude and love.

Over more coffee, I also told them about my encounter with the dwarven jeweler, Grimfast, and his intriguing tale the nearby troll cave.

Leigh’s blue eyes lit up at the prospect of adventure and plunder. “A troll cave?” she echoed excitedly. “Count me in!”

Diane looked a little more hesitant. “A troll could be very dangerous,” she said worriedly, one hand drifting to rest protectively over her belly. I reached out to squeeze her arm reassuringly.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be well prepared. And you know I’d never let any harm come to you.” Diane relaxed at my words, nodding slowly. “I suppose one more adventure before I take things easier wouldn’t hurt, as long as we’re careful.”

“With my summons, your skills, and Celeste’s magic, we’ll be a force to be reckoned with,” I said confidently. “Speaking of which, Celeste has already agreed to join us. You two will get to know her a little better.”

“Well, ain’t that just perfect,” Leigh said happily. “The more the merrier!” Diane looked pleased too; I knew she had warmed up to Celeste during our previous quest.

The three of us spent the rest of the morning planning out the troll cave expedition, poring over maps of the surrounding wilderness. I described Grimfast’s instructions to locate the hidden cavern entrance. It was less than a day’s walk southwest from Gladdenfield.

Diane pored over the map with me, her Scout skills helping trace the best route there. Meanwhile, Leigh jotted down ideas for provisions and equipment we would need to pack. I smiled, watching my two capable loves eagerly tackle the preparations.

By the time for dinner, we had outlined a solid plan. Over a simple meal of bread, eggs, meats, cheese, and apple cider from the cellar, we discussed our strategy for confronting the troll and retrieving its loot.

“We’ll have Diane scout the location,” I said. “That will give us a layout of the lair. Our strategy depends on that, but I would say our best chance is to have my summons take the lead — say two or three guardians. They will take most of the punishment while the rest of us — aided perhaps by Aquana’s avatar — deal damage.

Diane nodded thoughtfully. “If we can control it with your summons, peppering it with ranged attacks would be best.”

Leigh smacked the table decisively. “I like it! That beast won’t know what hit him.” I grinned at their enthusiasm.

Over the next few days, we would gather supplies, work on the homestead, and make final preparations for the delve into the troll’s cave. With adventure and honest work ahead, the days were looking bright.


Chapter 16

The next three days at the homestead were filled with preparations for our upcoming troll cave expedition. While Leigh and Diane focused on gathering provisions and readying our equipment, I decided to spend the time productively by planting the alchemy seeds I had bought in town and brewing up more mana potions.

After breakfast on the first day, I headed out to the plot where I grew ingredients for alchemy, my shovel in hand. I had already prepared three sections for the new seeds the day before. Kneeling in the soft soil, I carefully planted the Blackheart seeds, patting down the earth gently over each one. I repeated the process for the Simmerstalk and Thulaemos.

Satisfied with my work, I summoned my spirits to imbue soil and crop. I still had a free slot to bind a familiar, and I had considered doing so to permanently bind an earth or woodland spirit, but I wasn’t yet sure — especially with the threat of Father looming, we might need something more combat-able.

After washing up from the gardening work, I decided to spend the rest of the morning brewing up some mana potions. Over the past weeks, I had honed my Alchemy skill considerably through regular practice. Inside my laboratory, I gathered my alchemical equipment and the necessary ingredients — thauma root pulp, dried wispstalk leaves, and essence of magebread.

Following the now familiar recipe carefully, I combined, distilled, reduced, and decanted the potion into several vials over the course of a few hours. The finished product gave off the telltale azure shimmer of a mana-restoring draught.

I already had a good stockpile thanks to many hours of practice, but more never hurt. Our upcoming adventure would surely test our mystical reserves. The healing potions would not be finished before we would embark on our adventure, so I would purchase those in town.

That evening after dinner, Leigh, Diane, and I sat by the fireplace playing cards and discussing more plans for the troll cave. Leigh’s enthusiasm was infectious, putting a sparkle in Diane’s eyes despite her natural caution. I shared in her enthusiasm, looking forward to another adventure.

The next day I rose early, invigorated. While my ladies continued preparations, I decided to spend the morning focused on essential chores around the farmstead. After breakfast, I gathered my tools and ventured out into the crisp morning air to check the snares and traps.

Methodically, I made my way through the woods, resetting traps as needed. Several had been triggered, yielding two plump rabbits and a squirrel. Pleased with the catches, I reset the snares carefully using new bait. After that, I cleaned and dressed the kills, leaving some meat for consumption and preparing the rest for treatment in the smokehouse.

With the traps seen to, I spent the late morning hours chopping and stacking firewood. The rhythmic thwack of my axe splitting logs echoed through the quiet forest. I worked up a good sweat hauling and stacking the cut timber in the shed to dry. Keeping our hearth well-stocked was vital.

Around midday, drawn by my growling stomach, I set aside my axe and wiped the sweat from my brow. The woodshed was filled with neatly stacked cords of oak, maple, and birch. Satisfied with my productive morning of essential chores, I headed inside to wash up before lunch.

Over our meal, we discussed my potion brewing progress. Diane’s eyes shone with pride in my developing talents. “Someday your potions will be renowned across the frontier!” she said confidently.

I laughed. “Well, we’ll need a much bigger garden if we want to achieve that.”

In the afternoon, with my alchemy pursuits and woodcutting concluded for the day, I decided to spend some time working on minor homestead repairs and upkeep. I patched a few lingering holes in the old roof, oiled squeaky door hinges, and reinforced the smokehouse. The mundane chores brought a sense of satisfaction as I cared for our home.

As dusk neared, I noticed the first tiny sprouts poking up from the freshly planted alchemy plots. The seeds were already starting to germinate thanks to my nurturing spirits. I watched with a sense of pride as the domesticants watered gently before I headed inside to wash up before dinner.

That evening we enjoyed a delicious meal of small game made with an abundance of vegetables freshly picked from our garden. Over the meal, our conversation turned again to the troll quest. Anticipation and excitement were palpable. Though we would be ready when the day came to set out, I knew we would remember to appreciate our time at the homestead as well.

After dinner, Leigh challenged me to a few rounds of cards by the fire, while Diane read peacefully on the sofa. Soon enough, the card game escalated, and Leigh and I got into a wrestling match instead. Diane joined in, and before I knew it, we were all panting on the floor, naked and satisfied.

The next morning dawned clear and mild after a night of gentle rain. The grass glittered with dewdrops in the warm sunrise. Birds twittered cheerily from the branches overhead, their chorus a natural fanfare welcoming the new day.

It was a perfect morning for patrolling the homestead environs and making sure that everything was safe before we would set out for Gladdenfield tomorrow.

After breakfast, I readied my equipment and stepped outside, eager to roam the forest. I began by summoning Mr. Drizzles, my storm elemental familiar. With a crackle, his amorphous cloud-like form materialized before me, energy arcing across his misty body.

Together, we ventured into the surrounding woods to patrol the perimeter, remaining alert for any signs of intruders or threats. Cautiously, I attuned my senses, listening for unnatural sounds amidst the forest’s natural rhythm. Mr. Drizzles floated beside me, lightning occasionally rippling outward to scan the area.

By late morning, after thoroughly combing the western and northern section of the woods, I felt satisfied that there were no immediate dangers in that area or traces or trails we should be mindful of. I would take a break and continue later.

As Mr. Drizzles continued his tireless patrol, I headed back inside for a break, breathing deep the crisp autumn air redolent of woodsmoke. The patrolling contributed to the peace of our simple homestead life.

After washing up, I joined Diane and Leigh to catch up, recounting the uneventful but productive patrol. We enjoyed a simple but hearty meal together, talking lightly before I headed back out with Mr. Drizzles.

The rest of the day passed swiftly as I walked the bounds of our land, keeping vigilant watch. Though no threats emerged, patrolling strengthened my woodcraft skills, attuning me to the wilderness. Before long, dusk fell, and I turned my feet homeward for dinner and rest. Tomorrow’s adventure awaited.

The next day, I spent some time assisting Leigh with various chores around the farm before we broke for lunch. Together with Diane, we talked and laughed as we ate. Of course, we were excited as well, knowing that we would head out there again tomorrow.

Before long, evening had fallen once more. After dinner, Leigh, Diane, and I relaxed by the fire with music, books, and card games. Tomorrow we would head to Gladdenfield to finalize plans with Celeste before setting out on our subterranean adventure. But tonight, we simply enjoyed the gift of a peaceful evening together.

As we prepared for a little time in the bedroom together, I felt contentment and readiness in equal measure. We had used these three days wisely, preparing both practically and spiritually. Though challenges awaited, our shared strength and devotion would surely carry us through. What lay ahead, we would face together.

Cleansed by restful sleep, the dawn of our adventure greeted us with crisp, invigorating air. Today our fellowship would venture forth, spirits united against whatever darkness awaited beneath the earth. But come what may in the caverns ahead, our homestead would be waiting for our return, safely guarded by my storm elemental.


Chapter 17

Morning light stirred me from a deep sleep guided by the gentle babble of the Silverthread nearby. Dreams had been pleasant and abundant, and the crisp scent of my sheets, mixed with the delicious scent of my women, made its way into my nostrils.

I blinked awake, immediately filled with anticipation. My girls were already up and — judging by the sounds — bustling about downstairs. I understood their excitement; today was the day Leigh, Diane, and I would journey to Gladdenfield to prepare for our expedition to the troll cave.

I rose and dressed swiftly before heading downstairs. In the kitchen, Diane was packing our provisions into rucksacks while Leigh double-checked our equipment. Their efficiency brought a proud smile to my face.

Diane’s face lit up when she saw me. “Good morning, my love. Ready for our adventure?” Her eyes shone with excitement. Beside her, Leigh grinned at me, hefting her pack.

“You know I am,” I chuckled, giving Diane a quick kiss. “How are the preparations coming along?”

“We’re just about finished,” Diane said happily, cinching a bag closed.

Leigh hoisted another stuffed rucksack over her shoulder. “All set here too. That troll had better watch out ‘cause we’re coming!”

I laughed, thrilled to be embarking on this quest with my two capable partners. “Then let’s have a quick breakfast, and we’ll be on our way.”

Over a breakfast of porridge, we did a final review of the journey ahead. Our first stop would be Gladdenfield to meet up with Celeste and finalize plans. Afterwards, we’d venture into the wilderness and locate the hidden troll cave, which we would be able to find thanks to Grimfast’s instructions and Diane’s skills as a Scout.

Bellies full, we carried our gear outside and loaded up my Jeep. After a final check that all was in order around the homestead, we set off down the forest trail leading towards town.

The larroling was hanging on the back; it didn’t like it, but it was the fastest way for us to travel right now so we wouldn’t lose too much daylight. After all, it was our plan to set out immediately after we met up with Celeste.

Diane rolled down her window, sighing happily as the morning breeze ruffled her raven hair. Leigh whistled a cheerful tune from the backseat. Their high spirits were contagious.

The vivid emerald and gold of the changing leaves rushed by outside as we drove. The crisp air of early autumn invigorated me. We had had some good days at the homestead, and it was nice to now be on our way again.

We joined on the main road at the old cottonwood. There were several other vehicles and beasts of burden heading into town. Travelers greeted each other and us with friendly words.

Before long, the timber palisade walls of Gladdenfield came into view. I steered us through the open gates as we entered the lively frontier town. We parked and left the larroling in the stables as required. Then, we made our way to the Wild Outrider Citizens waved in greeting as we passed, but we did not stop to chat. I knew that if we hurried, we would make it to the site of the troll cave by evening.

We made straight for the Wild Outrider Inn where Celeste awaited us. Soon, I would look upon her graceful form and intelligent emerald eyes again. It pleased me that we would venture forth together into peril, because it would strengthen our bond even more. Moreover, it would strengthen the bond between her and her future harem sisters as well.

The interior of the tavern was dim and smoky, crowded with patrons getting their breakfast before labor in town called. My eyes scanned the rustic taproom and quickly alighted on Celeste seated alone at a corner table.

She looked up, and her delicate features blossomed into a radiant smile when she saw me. My heart quickened as I strode over to greet her.

“David, you’ve arrived!” Celeste exclaimed, rising swiftly to embrace me. Her lithe form pressed close, igniting my desire.

“Good to see you too,” I said, holding her tight.

Diane and Leigh greeted Celeste warmly, clearly pleased to have her along. Together we sat and discussed final details over mugs of coffee that Darny cheerily brought us.

I unfurled my map, tapping the marked location. “This is where we’ll find the cave entrance. We should be able to reach it by nightfall if we leave soon. However, I’d rather not enter the place at night. We should camp at a safe distance and enter in the morning with renewed energy.”

Diane traced possible routes with her finger. “I can take point and scout the path ahead once we near the area. I should be able to find us a sheltered location to camp. The area is heavily forested, which will shield us from hostile eyes.” Her abilities would be vital.

“Sounds perfect, ladies,” I said decisively. “We’ve got a solid plan, it seems. We should gather any final supplies and be on our way while there’s still ample daylight.”

They nodded, finishing their drinks before rising to gather their things. Together we headed back out into the crisp morning air, spirits united in common cause. The future teemed with promise and peril.

Our first quest together had culminated in victory against the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope. Now, with our expanded fellowship, I was confident we could vanquish this troll and claim its legendary treasure.

As we made final preparations and purchases — including health potions — before heading out to the gate, gathering up the larroling, Darny came after us to present us a packet of chocolate chip cookies, compliments of his wife, as well as a bottle of honeyed mead to drink by the fire. We thanked him profusely for his support and kindness.

At last, all was ready. We performed a final check if all our packs were comfortable and all the gear stowed away securely. It would be quite the march, so making sure we were off to a good start was vital. The larroling carried a pack as well, although it did so with an annoyed snort.

And with that, the time had come. With a grin, I led my women through the gates, and we immediately turned off the path — no roads led to where we were headed. Our adventure into the unknown began now.


Chapter 18

The palisade wall of Gladdenfield faded behind us as we set off into the surrounding forest, leaving the frontier town behind. Our journey to the hidden troll cave had begun. For now, I took point, leading us southwest, following Diane’s directions.

As we moved, we brushed aside low-hanging pine branches. The crisp afternoon air carried the scent of woodsmoke from the town, but that faded soon enough. The woods were thick here. Only overgrown stumps hinted at human activity.

Our boots crunched on the carpet of dried leaves and needles blanketing the forest floor. Diane walked beside me, one hand resting lightly on the hilt of her crossbow, her sapphire eyes alert as she scanned our surroundings. Leigh and Celeste followed several paces back, engrossed in lively conversation, their laughter drifting up to us occasionally, with the larroling bringing up the rear.

Overhead, birds flitted from tree to tree, singing out cheerful calls to one another. Squirrels chittered as they darted around, busy gathering nuts for the coming winter months. The woods seemed peaceful, showing no signs of threats, but we remained watchful nonetheless.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Diane in a low voice as we hiked over the gently rolling land, keeping a brisk pace. “Looking forward to this adventure?”

Diane gifted me with a radiant smile, her fox ears twitching. “I feel wonderful,” she assured me, giving my hand a grateful squeeze. “The fresh air and exercise will do me good.”

I returned her smile, cheered by her energy and positive attitude. My earlier worries about bringing her along in her condition had vanished. Diane was resilient and more capable than most. It gladdened my heart that she was with child, and it reinforced my desire to protect her and shield her from harm.

A little past noon, we took a brief break, eating some of our rations. Normally, I would have stopped a little longer, but we were on a tight schedule, wanting to scout the troll’s location and find a safe place to camp before nightfall.

As the afternoon wore on, the sun sank towards the horizon at our backs, casting long shadows before us. The larroling trailed behind, its huge form casting an especially elongated shadow. Its snuffling grunts and heavy footfalls followed our passage.

Gradually, the landscape began to change as we journeyed deeper into unsettled lands. The terrain grew rockier, and the trees thinner. Craggy outcroppings broke up the forest floor, tangling exposed roots. The going slowed as we picked our way over the uneven ground.

The sun continued its way as we pushed on, the shadows around us deepening. The tiredness in my limbs reminded me we would need to stop and make camp soon, but I wanted to cover as much ground as we could before night fell.

Ahead, the land sloped upward, blanketed in places by great boulders and outcroppings. Diane led the way nimbly up the incline, the larroling huffing behind her. Its bulky frame made the ascent more laborious.

At the crest, we paused to catch our breath and take stock of our surroundings as the light bathed the rugged wilderness. The towering pines and jagged rocks took on an almost sinister cast in the gathering dusk. Somewhere ahead, amid this trackless land, lay the hidden entrance to the troll’s lair.

Pressing forward once more, our voices dropped to hushed tones. Our eyes scanned warily for any sign of threats as we picked our way down the far side of the ridge. Then I spotted it — a massive print sunk deep into the muddy earth lining a tiny stream.

Kneeling to inspect it, I splayed my hand over the track. The print was easily twice the size of my palm. Unease prickled my spine. Our quarry was nearby.

“Troll,” Diane confirmed grimly when I waved her over. Leigh and Celeste gathered round, peering down at the discovery.

“And not long ago, either,” Diane added. She pointed out indentations still brimming with water. This beast was close, though likely now safely in its lair. It would emerge when darkness fell, which was the reason we needed to find a safe place to camp.

Pressing on with heightened caution, we came across more signs over the next hour — trampled vegetation, claw marks gouged into tree bark, remains of local wildlife that had been cruelly eviscerated, and of course, copious heaps of stinking troll dung.

Each grim discovery affirmed we closed in on our destination. The troll’s territory was now all around us. We needed to find a suitable place to shelter before full darkness set in. But first, it made sense to send out a scout while we still had a little daylight left.

“Diane, can you scout ahead quietly and try to locate the cave entrance?” I asked. “Don’t get too close but see if you can spot it from a hidden vantage point before it gets fully dark.”

Diane nodded, sapphire eyes glinting with determination. “You got it,” she said before melting silently into the shadows, her lithe form disappearing swiftly between the trees thanks to her high Scout skill.

While we awaited Diane’s return, the rest of us located an ideal secluded spot to make camp, a tiny cave tucked into a rocky bluff and screened by thorny brush. Leigh and I swiftly camouflaged the entrance with dead branches and pine boughs while Celeste began preparing a cold campfire-less meal. We wouldn’t make a fire tonight to avoid drawing the troll to us. The larroling hunkered down moodily at the cave mouth.

Before long, Diane returned from her little scouting foray. She materialized out of the darkness as I kept watch at the perimeter of our camp with the flashlight while Leigh and Celeste were busy preparing the food.

“Find anything?” I asked quietly as she slipped back into camp.

“I did,” Diane confirmed, her eyes bright. “I found a sheer rock face at the base of a hill up ahead. It’s concealed by a thick wall of undergrowth and tangled vines, easy to miss if you didn’t know what to look for.”

She went on animatedly, “There are narrow cracks and openings in the stone that definitely lead into some kind of cave system. And that’s not all — animal bones and carcasses were strewn about all around the entrance. Looked like the leftovers from meals.”

Diane wrinkled her nose in distaste. “The whole area reeked of troll, too. You couldn’t miss that stench once you got close. So, I’m feeling very confident that’s where the beast makes its lair.”

I nodded along as she described her findings. “That does sound exactly like what we’re looking for. Excellent scouting, Diane!” I said approvingly.

Diane smiled happily at the praise. “Just doing my part,” she said modestly.

We gathered close and spoke in hushed voices. Our cautious whispers echoed faintly off the cave walls in the deepening gloom. Our quest’s objective was now within reach.

With Diane’s valuable intel secured, we quickly finished up our cold camp rations before settling down to try and rest. No fire would be lit tonight, so we huddled close for warmth as we attempted to build our strength for the confrontation ahead.

Taking the first watch, I listened intently to the night sounds, ready to raise the alarm at any sign of approaching danger. But all remained quiet. As I stood watch, I summoned a guardian and bound it as a familiar. Doing so would save mana for tomorrow, and I could dismiss it when the encounter was completed.

Tomorrow, we would venture into the heart of the troll’s domain and face the beast on its own turf. But for now, we had done all we could to prepare. Sleep would be elusive, but resting as best we could was vital. The decisive battle was nearly upon us.
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As night deepened around our hidden cave camp, I alone kept vigil while my companions tried to rest. We had pushed hard to reach the troll’s lair before dusk, guided unerringly by Diane’s peerless scouting. Now, beneath the star-studded sky, we sheltered but a stone’s throw from our foe’s domain.

Perched atop a flat boulder at the edge of our camp, I strained my senses and listened, relying on a little moonlight and keeping my flashlight close in case I heard something. We had spread dry twigs and branches and anything that would make sound when stepped on by a troll around the camp, although Leigh and Diane had assured me that trolls were bad at sneaking anyway; we would hear it coming.

My eyes scanned the dark forest ceaselessly, probing the shadows for any glimmer of movement. One finger rested on the trigger guard of my rifle, and I was ready to rouse the others at the first sign of approaching peril. We were anxious to confront the beast, but the troll held the advantage at night as it was active and hunting.

My sharp ears picked up the occasional snap of a breaking branch or rustle of disturbed foliage as small creatures went about their nocturnal business. Once, faint but unmistakable, a distant howl echoed through the woods — likely a prowling wolf or wild dog. But nothing indicated the troll stirred abroad. Not yet.

When the moon at last peaked overhead, that quiet period where night seems to hold its breath, I climbed carefully down from my rocky vantage point. Moving stealthily, I made my way over to rouse Leigh for the next watch. She lay curled on her side, blonde hair mussed. I almost hated to wake her, but we all needed to share the burden tonight.

At my gentle shaking, Leigh woke with the instant alertness of one used to wilderness living. When she saw it was only me, she relaxed and nodded, rising without complaint to take over the watch. I flashed her a grateful smile before settling down to claim what rest I could. I left the guardian with her.

Despite my bone-weariness, sleep eluded me. I shifted endlessly atop the hard ground, mind churning with thoughts of the day ahead. Would we be able to field the might needed to vanquish the troll? So much depended on my mystical abilities, but I had a deep reserve of confidence thanks to our ample experience as adventurers.

Seeking to calm my racing thoughts, I did my best to match my breathing to the slow rhythms of slumbering Diane and Celeste. In and out, deep and steady. Gradually, some of the tension gripping me unwound. My eyelids grew heavy, my head pillowed on my pack.

Just as sleep was finally claiming me, a faint but chilling sound in the distance jarred me awake. I bolted upright, senses straining. Had that been a roar? Straining my ears, I caught the faint echoes of... something. An unearthly cry, twisted with rage.

Moving swiftly, I scrambled from my bedroll and hurried to where Leigh kept watch. She turned sharply at my approach; her revolver already drawn. From her expression, I knew she had heard it too. The guardian stood beside her, shield raised and ready to defend her.

“The troll,” I whispered urgently. “It must be leaving its lair to hunt.”

Leigh’s face was grim, her jaw set stubbornly. “Reckon you’re right. Whatever that was, sure weren’t no night critter.” Her knuckles whitened on the grip of her revolver. Any beast that crossed our path tonight would regret it.

Together, we listened intently as the strange wailing faded, moving farther into the distance. The troll was on the prowl, but its objective seemed elsewhere tonight. Likely it was already well past our position.

With the larroling and Leigh on guard, I returned to bed, where I slept uneasily until the pale light of dawn at last filtered through the trees.

The morning chorus of birdsong was a welcome relief after the unsettling howls that had shattered the night’s tranquility. But we could not relax entirely. The coming battle waited.

Rousing the others, we ate a quick, cold breakfast before finalizing plans to assault the troll’s lair. Everyone showed signs of weariness, but an undercurrent of determination charged the air. This was the purpose of our quest: not just treasure but putting an end to the beast’s depredations.

Gathering our weapons and gear, we set off in single file. Moving stealthily, we circled wide around to approach the cave entrance from the west. The concealing screen of underbrush came into view ahead.

Gesturing for the others to hold back, I crept forward alone through the brush. Holding my breath, I eased slowly up to the wall of stone Diane had discovered last night on her scouting foray.

Ancient, weathered granite rose steeply before me, disappearing into vine-shrouded overhangs overhead. The heavy scent of brine and mold emanated from fissures in the rock. Unsavory stains surrounded the openings — reminders of the gruesome means by which the troll sustained itself. Bones lay scattered about, cracked and gnawed.

I took a step closer, and the overwhelming stink of troll dung hit my nose. I almost gagged, but I remained there in silence, letting my senses adapt. The interior of the cave would smell no better, and we would need to fight in there.

As I waited, I saw clearly a trail of fresh blood and prints. The monster had feasted last night, and it would now be slumbering in its lair, waiting for night again.

I withdrew quietly to rejoin my companions. Diane’s information had been accurate. Hopefully that boded well for our success today. Together, we would see this horror wiped from the land.

Beckoning the others close, we moved a safe distance away and formed a tight huddle to finalize our strategy; voices hushed. We all readied our weapons — Celeste her two-handed sword, Diane her crossbow, and Leigh her revolver. Taking a deep breath, I steadied the grip on my rifle. The larroling and the guardian stood ready, too.

Our fellowship was prepared for combat, silent and focused beneath the sheltering trees. For a moment, we simply looked at one another, taking solace in each other’s presence before the coming trial. Then, as one, we turned and began creeping back toward the lair. My pulse thundered; senses heightened. Our assault was moments away.

When the cave entrance came back into view through the concealing brush, I motioned my allies to halt and hang back. Steeling myself, I edged forward and peered into the gloom-shrouded aperture. The foul air rushing out made me recoil, but the effect was less than it had been the first time around.

Beckoning the others forward, we agreed that Diane would go in first stealthily and get the lay of the place while the rest of us waited outside. As always, I disliked sending her ahead alone, but I knew by now my Diane was stealthier than any of us and always managed to stay out of trouble.

Soon enough, she returned from the shadows, announcing that the cave was small — just one chamber at the end of a long tunnel. The chamber was large enough to let us all fight, and by the heavy breathing she had heard, the troll had to be inside. She doubted it was sleeping because it was grunting to itself.

“Trolls rarely sleep,” Leigh said. “Their nature doesn’t require it. But they hate the daylight, and they will wait it out.”

“No sense hanging around until it falls asleep, then,” I said. “We follow the plan. I take the lead with the guardian, and it will tank for us. I’ll summon another if necessary. The moment combat is joined, Celeste and the larroling move up to join the melee, while Diane, Leigh, and I will lay down fire.”

Firm nods from the others. Weapons ready, we moved. This was it. Side by side, we strode resolutely into the cavern entrance, our footsteps echoing on the damp stone floor despite our best attempts to remain silent.

Ahead waited the looming confrontation we’d come here seeking. Together, we faced the darkness.


Chapter 19

Grim purpose propelling our steps, we ventured into the yawning cavern mouth. The tainted air rushing out was like a physical blow, fetid and rank. I summoned my willpower, forcing myself not to retch. We had to push forward.

The rough-hewn passage sloped gently downward; the way ahead lost in inky gloom. Diane took point, picking her way over the uneven floor with preternatural grace. We kept our flashlights low, trying not to alert the troll to our presence prematurely, our senses primed to have the advantage of the first strike.

The trickle of unseen moisture dripping echoed around us, underscoring the oppressive silence. The fetor thickened with each step as we descended into the dank warren of the beast’s domain. Ahead, the tunnel opened into a larger cavern as Diane had described it would.

At the threshold, Diane halted, raising a clenched fist. We froze, scarcely daring to breathe. Her fox ears swiveled, testing the stagnant air before she beckoned us onward.

We crept into a vast chamber, pillars of natural stone soaring up into shadowed recesses overhead. Scattered bones lay underfoot, and we avoided them to the best of our ability, not wanting to make a sound. Across the room hulked a mound of boulders and deadwood — the troll’s crude nest.

A guttural snort issued from the piled debris, followed by the scrape of claws.

Muscles tensing, I moved to summon another guardian for 7 mana, leaving me with 48, when an earsplitting roar shattered the silence.

Lumbering upright from its nest stood the troll, a hulking abomination. Crusted with filth, its slab-like head swiveled toward us, piggish eyes smoldering with malice. Nostrils flaring, it inhaled our scent and bellowed fury.

“Steady...” I cautioned as the troll stomped closer, each thunderous footfall reverberating through the stone floor.

My allies arrayed in formation — guardians fore, spellcasters and ranged behind. The beast’s fetid breath washed over us as it loomed near.

When the troll lurched within striking distance, massive fists swinging, the dual guardians surged to meet its charge. Their shield absorbed the first blow as they pushed back, driving the monster back a pace with a surprised grunt.

“Aquana’s avatar!” I called out, expending 10 mana to summon my most powerful minion to join Celeste and the larroling when they would engage the troll in melee. I quickly followed up with my Aura of Protection spell, and a shimmering glow surrounded my summons, the larroling, and Celeste.

And just in time! Snarling, the troll lashed out again, but the guardians held firm thanks to the aura, denying it entry to our ranks.

As Celeste and the larroling moved in to engage the troll up close alongside my summons, I quickly summoned a storm elemental to join them. I was now at 24 mana, with a significant force of summons afield.

Aquana’s avatar called down blasts of water to smite the fiend, while the storm elemental unleashed jagged forks of lightning. The troll reeled under their mystical barrage. At the same time, the guardians, Celeste, and the larroling distracted it, landing blows and avoiding its lumbering counterattacks.

From behind this frontline, Diane marked the troll as her foe with her ability, then began picking it off with expertly aimed piercing shots from her crossbow. Each bolt found a vulnerable joint or gap in the beast’s hide, eliciting howls of outrage.

Meanwhile, Leigh circled at a distance, unleashing precise revolver rounds at the fiend. Wherever she spotted an opening in its defenses, a blast of fire would explode against its thick skin. As she did so, she commanded and bolstered the larroling, increasing its power and inciting it to great combat skill!

Under our coordinated assault from all sides, the troll grew increasingly frantic, its attacks losing precision. Still, its constitution was formidable. The beast refused to fall, continuing its relentless efforts to smash through my creatures’ guard.

A maddened swipe from the troll disintegrated one guardian, but I called forth a replacement without missing a beat, leaving me at 17 mana. Even as Celeste’s blade whirled into the troll’s side, drawing a deep gash, the creature bellowed with fury as it smashed Aquana’s avatar into a puddle with a rock.

Grimly, I re-summoned the avatar. Sure, the mana cost was staggering, but my summons were doing just what they needed to — they were keeping the beast away from the allies that could actually perish from its strikes. I quickly drank a mana potion after the water elemental joined the melee.

Leigh and Diane kept up their withering ranged fire, coordinating smoothly to exploit every opportunity. Bolts and bullets peppered the troll’s body in a nonstop barrage, but incredibly, it continued its assault without faltering.

Despite its numerous grievous wounds, the fiend seemed energized by little more than furious determination and innate violence. It crashed against our formation like a battering ram, heedless of its own torn flesh or shattered bones.

But so too did we press on, resolute in our shared purpose. My summons, though flagging, continued their valiant resistance against the beast’s onslaught. Together with my allies, we would see our grim work through to the end.

And gradually, the furious exchanges began taking their toll. Though the troll still stood, its movements turned sluggish and clumsy because of the blood it had lost. Sensing a possible turning point, my comrades and I redoubled their efforts, determined to capitalize.

“Keep it up!” I called out after firing a round with my rifle. “It’s going down!”

Leigh’s revolver clicked empty, and she was out for a bit as she reloaded the weapon. Beside her, Diane continued peppering the fiend with a nonstop stream of bolts, using all of her Scout combat abilities to drive each quarrel home.

But then, the troll let out a mighty bellow, and red fire raged in its eyes. With a sweep of its fists, it destroyed two guardians and smashed my storm elemental. Celeste only just managed to dodge the mighty attack in time, with Aquana’s avatar absorbing the remainder of the attack.

And as we stood there, the red fire in the troll’s eyes seemed to light up the cave. It grew, muscles bulging as it increased in size, wounds closing even as we stood there. From its neck, forearms, and knuckles grew deadly spines.

I blinked, surprised.

“It’s a two-stage enemy!” Leigh, most experienced of us in adventuring, called out. “Brace yourselves for the second stage! It will be even more powerful!”

I swallowed, then quickly downed a potion as the troll completed its stage evolution, putting me at 27 mana. My women braced themselves as well, with Leigh snapping the chamber of her revolver shut, Diane placing another bolt in the groove of her crossbow, and Celeste flourishing her two-handed blade.

It was time for the true test!
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The troll let loose another ear-splitting roar as it completed its transformation, emerging larger and more fearsome than before. Spiked protrusions jutted from its limbs and head, and a red glow like flames licked around its body.

“Steady, it’s just another beast to be slain!” I rallied my companions, summoning two fresh guardians to flank the monstrosity.

Together with Celeste, the larroling, and Aquana’s avatar, they surged forward to re-engage the troll as it roared defiance. I instructed them to guard Celeste’s flanks and keep her safe from harm.

The beast swung its spiked arms in wide arcs, forcing my summons to raise their shields. Celeste nimbly rolled beneath the attacks, bringing her sword up in an uppercut that drew a steaming line across the troll’s thigh.

As the melee recommenced, I quickly downed another mana potion. The second phase of this fight would be brutal. Behind the frontline, Leigh and Diane took aim once more.

With a squeeze of the trigger, Diane sent a bolt sailing straight into the troll’s left eye. It reared back with a scream of agony, clawed hands clutching its face. In that moment of distraction, the larroling lunged forward and clamped its powerful jaws around the troll’s ankle.

Howling, the beast slammed its spiked forearms down toward the tenacious pet. It slammed into the larroling, and the wild beast howled with pain as the furious attack drew blood.

Sensing the impending defeat of her pet, Leigh called out, “Disengage!”

Her command made the larroling release its grip and limp back just in time. It drew a trail of blood as it moved, and I could tell that it was seriously wounded.

“Feed it a healing potion!” I called out to Leigh before focusing my fire on the troll again.

Enraged beyond reason, the severely wounded troll swept its arms in a wide arc, shattering one guardian completely. I quickly summoned a replacement, keeping our frontline intact. It was vital that we fielded enough guardians to keep the troll away from Celeste and ourselves.

Aquana’s avatar peppered the fiend with punches that packed the power of the sea while Celeste’s sword sang its song of blood and death. Though slowed, the frenzied troll was far from finished. A red glow still suffused it as it raged and roared with fury.

It stomped forward, spikes bristling, and unleashed a furious barrage of pounding blows against the surviving guardian. The stalwart summon barely weathered the assault, but the troll’s attack left its flanks open. I popped another potion and summoned a storm elemental to reinforce the melee.

“Keep it up!” Diane called.

Meanwhile, Leigh had fed the larroling a potion, and it rejoined the melee as Leigh fired her revolver at the troll again. The troll cried out in pain as claw, bullet, and blade rent its skin.

Sensing victory close at hand, we pushed harder. A hail of bullets and bolts pelted the severely wounded troll. It staggered under the relentless assault, movements slowing.

With a wild cry, Celeste ducked beneath the troll’s reach and hamstrung it from behind with a mighty sweep of her blade. The beast’s leg gave way, and it toppled forward with a ground-shaking crash.

In a flash, all my summons piled on top of the fallen monster, hammering it relentlessly with fists, water, and even the guardians’ shield. Leigh circled closer, revolver leveled unwaveringly, still commanding the larroling into the fray.

From her hidden vantage, Diane continued sniping the prone troll’s most vulnerable spots with ruthless precision. Each bolt found its mark unerringly, guided by her preternatural Scout senses.

Thrashing in violent death throes, the gravely wounded troll managed to throw off my creatures with its spasming bulk, destroying Aquana’s avatar and one guardian in the process.

But they did not need replacing. The troll struggled to rise, and the red glow that had surrounded it was fading.

Seeing it mustering its last defiant stand, Celeste pointed her blade tip-down and uttered a fierce cry. Before the troll could regain its footing, she lunged forward and plunged her sword straight through its skull up to the hilt.

A violent tremor shook the beast’s body. Then, slowly, it toppled back to the cavern floor and lay still, impaled by Celeste’s blade. A final sparkle of its second-stage red glow flickered and died.

For several heartbeats, we simply stood catching our breath, eyes fixed on the fallen foe as if expecting it to rise again. But the troll remained motionless. As we waited, a notification flashed at me, informing me that I had attained level 9.

At last, Leigh loosed a whoop of victory that echoed off the soaring cavern walls.

Lowering my rifle, I approached to inspect the gigantic carcass. “Incredible work, all of you,” I declared, meeting each of their exhilarated gazes in turn.

Though taxed, none seemed seriously wounded. The larroling had suffered a wound, but the health potion had helped. Still, it would need some tending.

“Any of you girls level too?” I asked.

“Sure did, baby!” Leigh hummed. “Level 6! Never would’ve thought I’d get that high!”

“I’ve reached level 6 too,” Diane said, beaming with pride.

“Level 4 for me,” Celeste confirmed, obviously somewhat surprised. “I… I didn’t think such swift advancement was possible! If this is truly the effect of your Bloodline, David, then it is nothing short of miraculous!”

I smiled broadly. “I hope it is,” I said. “We’ll find out more about that later, though. Let’s have a look around…”

Kneeling, I carefully searched the troll’s crude nest. Scattered amid gnawed bones and grisly remains lay items the fiend had pilfered from past victims and had kept because it liked shiny things. Coins of gold and silver lay there, as well as a few items of jewelry that might fetch a good price. I stowed away everything of value in my pack.

While I searched, Leigh moved to stand beside Celeste. “That was some mighty fine swordsmanship back there,” she said admiringly, shooting the elven maiden an appreciative look. “Remind me not to get on your bad side!”

Diane laughed in agreement. “No beast stands a chance against the four of us together!” Her fox ears were held high, tail swishing proudly.

I was excited to hear those words, realizing that through the hardships of adventure, we had all grown even closer still. Their high spirits lifted my heart. Working in unison, we had felled a formidable foe.

And of course, there was now the deposit of shimmerstone. I couldn’t see it — likely, it lay under the rock and would need some digging to reach. But I wasn’t going to tell my women about that. After all, the rings that Grimfast would craft for me would be a surprise.

“Let’s keep searching this chamber,” I suggested, rising and scooping up my pack. “We’ll make sure we have everything of value before we leave.”

“After that,” Leigh said, “we gotta get rid of the remains. Trolls are territorial, and the stink of a troll corpse is likely to draw in another, thinking it can claim its territory.”

I nodded. “That sounds wise. It’ll take some time, though, to drag this thing outside and burn it.”

“Perhaps afterwards, we might spend the rest of the day at the camp back at the cave?” Celeste suggested. “To unwind and recover our strength.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said. “We can travel back tomorrow as we have plenty of supplies.” I glanced at Diane. “But maybe Diane can find us a location to camp that’s a little more charming?”

She chuckled and nodded. “Plenty of time for that!”

I nodded. “Alright,” I said. “First things first. Let’s make sure we have everything.”

Reenergized by our victory, we fanned out through the expansive cavern to make sure the cave was clear.


Chapter 20

After thoroughly searching the troll’s lair and gathering anything of value, we turned our attention to the gruesome task of disposing of the massive corpse. While a new troll could roam into the territory at any time, disposing of this corpse would at least make that a little less likely.

Working together and with a few summoned domesticants, we managed to haul and drag the enormous carcass out of the cave and a good distance away. The troll had been over ten feet tall, so transporting it was no easy feat even with magical aid. By the time we reached a suitable clearing, we were sweating.

Gathering dry brush, twigs, and any burnable material we could find, we piled it high over and around the troll’s body. I then used a small amount of lamp oil from our supplies to accelerate the blaze once it caught. Stepping back, we watched the pyre.

Within moments, flames sprang up and began rapidly engulfing the grisly remains. A pillar of greasy black smoke billowed up through the trees as the fire grew. Of course, such a pyre risked drawing attention, so we would make our new camp at some distance from this location.

But before we left, we watched in satisfaction as the roaring blaze consumed all traces of the vile beast we had slain. The clearing reeked of burning hair, flesh, and fat, but it was a smell of victory. Before long, all that remained were ashes and charred bones.

“Well, that’s the last we’ll see of that ugly brute,” Leigh proclaimed with satisfaction. “Good riddance!”

We all nodded our agreement before making sure that the remains of the pyre wouldn’t reignite and light up the forest in our absence. When we were sure that the fire was thoroughly extinguished, we left the site of the pyre.

With the gory remains disposed of, finding an idyllic site to make camp and recuperate was next on the agenda. Diane set out to scout the surrounding wilderness, eager to locate an ideal sheltered spot near fresh water where we could recover our strength in comfort and solitude.

While we awaited Diane’s return, I decided to forage for wild edible plants, herbs, nuts, and berries that might supplement our rations, while Leigh set about tending to the larroling’s wounds. I asked Celeste if she would join me, thinking it would be a good opportunity for her to learn more about identifying edibles in the wilderness. She readily agreed.

Of course, I had an ulterior motive. During our previous battles, it had appeared that Celeste relived some of the traumatic experiences induced when her uncle, who had a Changeling Class, attacked her in an attempt to absorb her powers. The attack had been her first real combat, and although she had defeated him, she had fallen into the comatose slumber from which her other uncle, Waelin, would save her with my assistance.

I wanted to know how she was doing because I saw the same troubled look in her eyes now as I had back then. But we would ease into the conversation, and I decided to show her a little bit of wilderness lore first.

As we searched, I began pointing out which plants were safe to harvest. “See these leaves here with the purple veins? That’s called miner’s lettuce. And these little ruffled greens are wild arugula, also edible.”

Celeste listened intently, committed to expanding her knowledge. As we slowly amassed ingredients for a wilderness salad, I glanced over at her. Despite her graceful composure, there was a shadow in her emerald eyes that gave me pause.

“Is everything alright?” I probed gently. “You seem very quiet since the battle.”

Celeste turned to me; her expression conflicted. “I suppose I have a lot on my mind. That fight — it brought back some difficult memories.”

I halted our foraging and guided Celeste to sit beside me on a fallen log. Taking her hand in mine, I prompted softly, “Talk to me, please. I want to know what you’re feeling.”

She took a steadying breath. “Seeing that troll’s madness and violence... it reminded me of the evil I saw in my uncle’s eyes when he attacked me. I’ve tried not to dwell on that traumatic time, but the old fear rose up again unbidden.”

I gave her hand a supportive squeeze. “That’s completely understandable. You faced real darkness that day. But you summoned incredible courage and strength to defeat him.”

Celeste managed a small smile at the reassurance, but melancholy still lingered in her expression. “Afterwards, I never wanted to take up arms again,” she confessed. “The violence sickened me. But now...”

She trailed off uncertainly. I nodded encouragement for her to continue unburdening her heart.

“Continue,” I said. “Please. I want to hear more.”

“Something has changed in me,” she admitted with a smile. “Your presence… I’m not so sickened or scared by it anymore. And… well, I feel it is thanks to you.”

I squeezed her soft hand. “That sounds like a breakthrough,” I said.

She nodded. “With you, fighting side by side against that troll, I felt no fear or hesitation,” Celeste said, wonder dawning in her eyes. “Only resolve. With you near, the darkness cannot touch me.”

Her admission brought a rush of emotion. “I’m honored you feel that way,” I said earnestly. “And I swear to you, I will never let any harm come to you. And don’t feel ashamed if those feelings resurface, Celeste. We all have wounds — no one gets through life unharmed. The true art is learning to live with the scars, rather than trying to hide them.”

Celeste squeezed my hand, her features softening. “I know, my love. I will try.” She turned her face up to the sunlight through the leaves, some inner burden lifted.

After that, her emerald eyes fell on me again, and she smiled, the burden slipping away. I could not resist, and so I kissed her, drinking of her sweet lips once more.

If it had been any other woman, I would have begun undressing her then and there, but I knew Celeste needed to wait until she was bound to me by marriage. Such were the customs of her people, and I would respect them.

After our talk, I showed her that the forest teemed with bounty if you knew where to look. Soon enough, we were joking around and laughing as squirrels peeked at us curiously from the branches.

Before long, we had gathered a respectable haul of nourishment. But more importantly, Celeste and I had spoken of her trauma. Hand in hand, we returned to Leigh closer than ever.

Leigh had bound the larroling’s wounds by now, and the creature seemed happy once again. Leigh shot Celeste and me an appreciative look as we showcased our findings, which made Celeste beam with pride.

“That’ll help with the stew I’m planning to make,” Leigh said.

Eventually, Diane emerged from the leafy undergrowth, an excited smile on her lovely face. “I’ve found the perfect spot!” she announced. “Follow me, it’s not far.”

Grabbing our gear, we eagerly trailed after her, hungry for rest and refuge. Diane led us along a winding deer trail to a secluded glen nestled between towering pines. A sparkling stream babbled through, spanned by a fallen mossy log. The clearing was carpeted with soft grass and clover, sprinkled with wildflowers. Soft sunlight spoked down through the fragrant needled branches overhead.

“Oh, it’s absolutely perfect!” Celeste exclaimed, turning slowly to take in the woodland sanctuary Diane had discovered for us. Leigh gave an approving whistle.

“You’ve outdone yourself, Diane,” I said, pulling her into an appreciative one-armed hug. Her fox ears twitched happily at the praise. This glen appeared custom-made for resting and recovery.
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We quickly set about establishing camp, unfurling bedrolls and unpacking cooking utensils. Leigh started a fire and soon had her stew bubbling merrily. The boughs of surrounding evergreens provided shelter should rain fall, although the skies were very blue with just a few snow-white clouds.

While Leigh tended to the food, I made sure to gather plenty of firewood to last us through the rest of the day and the night. As the stew bubbled, Diane returned from refilling our waterskins in the stream.

Celeste and I worked together to pitch the tents. After that, we ate a light lunch of our provisions and lounged comfortably on our bedrolls, reflecting on the harrowing fight and reveling in our victory.

Leigh regaled us with colorful retellings of past exploits from her adventuring days. Eventually, the conversation lapsed into tranquil silence, accompanied only by the soft babble of the brook and the bubbling of the stew. The afternoon drew on, but we would relax here for the remainder of the day.

Taking the moment as it came, I focused on leveling up. Having reached level 9 awarded me with another familiar slot, as well as 10 health and 5 mana. In addition, I would be allowed to choose one spell from three.

The selection was hardly interesting, because a single spell took the stage — an Evolve Summon spell. That spell allowed me to upgrade any summon in the field — including a familiar — for a limited amount of time. Upgraded summons would be much more powerful and efficient, dealing up to twice as much damage and having up to twice as much health. Utility minions like the domesticants would work faster and quicker. At a cost of 5 mana, it was a pretty good deal.

The other two spells were Summon Frakay, which was a wispy fire elemental, and Call Lightning. Sure, they were useful, but I did not focus on direct-damage spells, and I already had a damage-dealing elemental — two, in fact. Reasoning thus, I chose the Evolve Summon spell.

Satisfied with my choices, I reviewed my character sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 9
Health: 100/100
Mana: 50/50 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 21 (3 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 20 (5 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 21 (7 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 15 (9 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 13 (10 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 5 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 3 (4 mana)
Banish — Level 1 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 1 (4 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 16 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 18 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 18 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 22 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 9 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 1 (1 mana)

Things were looking good! And through achieving level 15 in my Summon Aquana’s Avatar spell, the mana cost had also been lowered by 1. This was good, as I used Aquana’s avatar fairly often.

Drowsy from physical exertion and satisfied, I lay back on the plush grass and watched cottony clouds drift lazily across the azure sky overhead. Nearby, Celeste leaned silently against the trunk of a mighty pine, eyes closed as she listened to the whisper of the breeze stirring the needled branches.

The fair elf maiden seemed utterly at peace here amidst the ancient trees. Seeing her serene expression, I felt a powerful swell of emotion. I longed to always provide her sanctuary and respite from whatever storms she had weathered. Soon, with the engagement ring from Grimfast, I could make that dream reality.

As I began drifting into a comfortable nap, Diane rested with her head pillowed comfortably in my lap. Leigh, seeing we were all resting, rose and began patrolling the camp so we could rest. The blonde frontierswoman was an image of beauty and strength as she rolled her shoulders and began her patrol.

Drowsiness overtook me, and I drifted into a light slumber lulled by birdsong and the gentle gurgle of the stream.


Chapter 21

I was gently roused from my nap by the smell of simmering stew wafting through camp. Blinking awake, I sat up carefully so as not to disturb Diane, who was still dozing with her head in my lap.

Across the campfire, Leigh bent over a bubbling pot suspended over the flames, wooden spoon in hand. She looked up and flashed me a grin when she saw I was awake.

“Rise and shine, sleepyhead!” she said. “Stew’s just about ready. Why don’t you go wake the other two?”

I nodded and blinked myself a little more awake. We were still in the beautiful glade, but the sun had proceeded along its path. At the edge of our camp, the larroling was patrolling. I looked down, savoring Diane’s beauty as she idly napped in my lap for a moment before I gently shook her shoulder.

She stirred, yawning, her fox ears twitching. “Something smells delicious,” she murmured appreciatively.

Together we went over to rouse Celeste, who had drifted off beneath the pine tree, arms wrapped around her knees. She looked so peaceful that I almost hated to disturb her, but the scent of the hearty stew beckoned.

Celeste’s emerald eyes fluttered open, and she gifted me with a sleepy smile. “Is it time to eat?” she inquired. When I nodded, she allowed me to help her gracefully to her feet.

The four of us gathered around the flickering campfire as Leigh ladled out generous portions of chunky stew into our bowls. She had crafted it from the meat we had brought with us, and the wild vegetables Celeste and I had foraged earlier, producing a mouthwatering wilderness meal.

We ate hungrily, exclaiming over the delicious flavor. We opened the bottle that Darny had gifted us before we departed from Gladdenfield Outpost, and it was a fine mead indeed!

Life was good as we sat there, ate, and drank. The sun had begun its descent, bathing the forest in warm amber light. A peacefulness descended over the sheltered glen as we enjoyed the meal together. We all ate our fill, happy to be together and well and enjoy another great meal.

Bellies full, we lounged contentedly around the fire, watching the flames dance and snap. Somewhere nearby, an owl began calling out its lonesome nightly serenade. The larroling snuffled and grunted in its sleep. It would nap now, Leigh had said, and patrol later.

As twilight deepened, a chill crept into the night air. By unspoken consent, we shifted closer together seeking warmth and comfort. I slipped an arm around Diane, and she nestled against me contentedly. Celeste had her head in my lap.

Leigh poked at the fire, sending sparks swirling upward. “Can’t believe we actually took down that ugly troll,” she remarked with a satisfied grin. “We’re a force to be reckoned with.”

Diane and Celeste voiced their agreement. I smiled, reflecting that it was not only their formidable combat skills that made them so valuable but their indomitable spirits. Each was remarkable in her own way.

We enjoyed a comfortable silence for a time, lulled by the hypnotic dance of the flames. An occasional pop or crackle punctuated the stillness. Overhead, the emerging stars glittered like diamonds against velvet.

Leigh sidled a little closer to me, nudging my foot playfully with hers. “With you leadin’ us, that beast didn’t stand a chance,” she said, blue eyes dancing. “Gotta say, you takin’ charge like that gets my heart racin’, sugar.”

The naughty blaze in her eyes lit up the fire in me, and it sure didn’t help that Celeste’s delicious and soft body pushed up against mine. The elven maiden gave a coy little giggle at Leigh’s remark, her cheeks flushing.

Diane hummed in agreement, lightly tracing her fingers along my arm. “Watching David in action is the best thing there is,” she purred, fox ears twitching.

I chuckled at their antics, giving Leigh’s delicious, soft thigh a light squeeze in return. She gave a playful yelp and licked her lips in a way that told me she wanted more.

“Well, I can’t take all the credit. You ladies leave me speechless with your skills.”

“Now don’t go gettin’ shy on us,” Leigh teased. “You know we love showerin’ our big strong man with a little admiration.” She nuzzled against my shoulder affectionately. “Plus, I don’t mind you speechless… If you ain’t talking, that tongue of yours is free for… other stuff.”

Celeste turned red at that and covered her mouth, but I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Diane giggled, nestling closer on my other side. Her hand traced delicate circles on my chest.

I slipped an arm around each of their waists, drawing them near. “This tongue is always at your service, ladies,” I joked, planting a tender kiss on Leigh’s golden head.

As I did so, Celeste squirmed in my lap, feeling something harden. I could see a light haze of lust in those big green eyes. Part of me supposed it was a little unfair that Diane and Leigh were teasing me so.

“Why don’t the two of us go wash up, hm?” Leigh purred at Diane. “Girls gotta be clean before they get dirty.”

Diane giggled and followed her harem sister. Leigh shot me a meaningful look before she sashayed off, those hips sending my mind straight to the gutter.

I felt Celeste stir slightly, her slender frame pressing a shade closer as she shifted her weight. Turning my head, I realized she was studying my face quietly, an unreadable expression in her luminous eyes.

“What is it?” I asked softly, intrigued by her pensive mood.

Celeste hesitated, glancing down almost shyly before meeting my gaze again. “I… I feel a little… Well…” A blush tinted her fair cheeks.

I sensed this was an important moment. Gently, I ran my hand through her amber locks, giving her my full attention. “You can speak your mind,” I said. “Just like we discussed.”

Celeste took a small breath before continuing quietly. “I… I care deeply for you, David. But there are certain... needs. I’ve been trying to push them back. But…” Her blush deepened, but her eyes never left mine. “There’s nothing we can do about it, I guess. Not until we complete our… our courtship.”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what she wanted. The gentle glow on her cheeks, the hazy bedroom quality of her eyes, the way she squirmed in my lap. Of course, elven custom required that we wouldn’t make love until we were married.

But there had to be something we could do.

“There’s really nothing?” I asked. “I mean, I’m patient, but if I can help you, Celeste, I will.”

She looked a little confused. “I’m… Is there… I have little experience…”

I grinned, enjoying the way her full bosom heaved as her breath quickened. “Come on, Celeste,” I said. “I know you watched us.”

“W-watched you?”

“Yes,” I said. “On our way to Hrothgar’s Hope at night. You watched me and Diane.”

She bit her bottom lip and shot me the cutest look, although I could tell the shame just made her want to disappear. “I’m… I’m so sorry… I’ll apologize to Diane, too… I never meant to… Maybe I should just leave.”

I grabbed her hand and smiled at her. “Leave? Why would you leave? We like you. You have needs too, Celeste. What point is there in denying those? And we don’t mind it when you watch. Soon enough, you’ll be a member of our family.”

“You… You don’t mind?”

“Of course not.”

She took a deep breath and smiled at me, her chest still heaving. “It’s all so exciting to me,” she purred. “I… I just never… Well…”

I shushed her. In the distance, I could hear the soft laughter of Diane and Leigh, and my eyes were burning when they rested on Celeste again. “I know we cannot share the deepest pleasure until we are wed,” I said. “But if I know my girls, Diane and Leigh are in the mood for a little tumble tonight.”

Celeste giggled and bit her lip again, looking at me with those big, green eyes full of expectation.

“So, what do you say you watch us again?” I suggested, letting my hungry gaze roam down her elegant curves. “Only this time, you don’t hide…”


Chapter 22

The crackling of the fire accompanied the soft giggles of Diane and Leigh as they joined us and turned to Celeste, excited by my suggestion they’d overheard. Celeste’s gaze lingered on them before returning to me, and a blush spread across her cheeks.

“Come, sit with us, Celeste,” Leigh beckoned, her tone light and teasing as she settled onto a thick bed of moss, patting the space beside her.

Diane joined her as she spoke, their bodies close. The heat between them was palpable even from a distance, and my lust to claim them stirred.

Celeste hesitated, her eyes flitting between the two women and me. The air was thick with anticipation, a palpable electricity that seemed to draw her in despite her shyness.

I stood, extending my hand to her. “It’s okay,” I reassured, my voice low and steady. “We want you here with us.” She placed her trembling hand in mine, and I led her to the inviting spot beside the fire.

Diane and Leigh began teasingly undressing one another, their eyes always on me, full of desire and need as their hands roamed each other’s bodies, deftly unbuttoning shirts and unlacing bodices. The sound of their deepening breaths mixed with the rustle of fabric falling to the ground.

Celeste watched, her breathing shallow, as Diane’s and Leigh’s bare skin was revealed to the flickering flames. Diane’s athletic curves and the soft swell of her breasts contrasted with Leigh’s voluptuous form, her ample bosom and the freckles dusting her skin like a constellation of desire.

Standing over them, I, too, undressed, baring myself to Celeste for the first time. I felt the weight of Celeste’s gaze upon me, lustful despite her shyness. My muscles flexed and relaxed with each movement, and I could feel her eyes tracing the contours of my body as my clothes joined the growing pile on the forest floor.

Diane and Leigh turned their attention to me and came over on their knees. Soft hands explored my bare chest, tracing the lines of my body before venturing lower. Their touches were like fire on my skin, igniting a primal need within me.

“Your turn to undress, Celeste,” Leigh whispered, her voice thick with lust as she and Diane, now completely naked, beckoned to the elven maiden.

Celeste’s hands trembled as she began to shed her clothing, but she did not hesitate as she revealed to my lustful eye the perfection of her own body. Her amber hair cascaded over her pale shoulders, framing full breasts that rose and fell with each nervous breath, the perky nipples hard. Her waist tapered into the curve of her hips, and the sight of her green eyes, wide and filled with a mix of fear and longing, captivated my soul.

As Celeste’s last garment fell away, the beauty of her nakedness was laid bare before us. Her skin glowed in the firelight, a spectacle of smooth curves and delicate lines that spoke of her elven heritage. Her pussy was soft and pink, with a cute little tuft of amber pubic hair, and I felt almost physical pain at the desire to enter her and claim her as my own.

But not yet…

“She’s beautiful,” Leigh purred as she studied the elven maiden.

“Truly,” Diane agreed.

Celeste blushed and bit her plump lip as she turned her gaze to the ground for a moment. But soon enough, she raised her gaze once more and watched us as she sat down to look at us, her hand idly tracing her own body.

With Celeste now as bare as the rest of us, Diane lay back, parting her thighs in a silent invitation. I knelt between them; my gaze locked with hers as I lowered my mouth to the warmth of her sex, needing to taste her and show Celeste how I pleased her future harem sisters.

Diane gasped, her hands finding their way to my hair, guiding me closer. I tasted her, the sweetness of her arousal mingling with the smoky air. My tongue danced over her delicate folds, eliciting moans that echoed through the glen.

Leigh and Celeste watched with rapt attention, their own hands wandering over their bodies. Leigh’s fingers dipped between her legs, while Celeste, cheeks flushed with a rosy hue, delicately touched her inner thighs, her movements hesitant but filled with curiosity as her slender fingers teased her wet pussy lips.

“Oh, David,” Diane moaned.

She writhed beneath me, her breath coming in short gasps as I brought her closer to the edge. Her scent enveloped me, a heady mix of lavender and arousal that drove me to lavish her with more fervent attention.

The sound of Leigh’s soft moans intermingled with Diane’s as she watched us, her own pleasure building. Celeste’s eyes were wide, her hand moving with more purpose as she witnessed the passion unfolding before her, and she mewled with lust as she began teasing her little clit.

“D-David…” Diane purred. “Oh, it’s so good… You’re… Oh, I’m cumming, David!”

Diane’s body tensed, her back arching off the mossy bed as she reached her climax. I gave no quarter, taking great joy in her pleasure as I kept lapping at her little nub. Her cry of release was a sweet symphony to my ears, evidence of the pleasure that coursed through her.

As Diane’s shudders subsided, I rose to my knees, her taste still lingering on my lips. Leigh and Celeste’s gazes were heated, their bodies flushed with the heat of their own arousal.

“You are both so beautiful,” I murmured, my voice husky with desire as I took in the sight of their naked forms, the way the firelight danced over their skin, highlighting each curve and valley.

Leigh chuckled, a sultry sound that sent shivers down my spine. “Come here, you,” she said, reaching for me with a glint in her eye.

Celeste still watched, her breath hitching as she realized the night’s show was far from over.

I moved to join Leigh, my cock hard and ready. I hovered over her, the heat of her body calling to me, promising untold delights. Celeste’s hand stilled between her thighs, her eyes locked on the scene, captivated by the raw passion. Her cheeks were red as she watched how this would unfold.

“I’m going to fuck you,” I said to Leigh, my voice a hungry growl. “And Celeste and Diane will watch.”

Leigh met my gaze unflinchingly, her own desire unabated. There was a wildness in her eyes that matched mine, a primal need that sought to be sated. “Yes,” she purred. “Do it, baby. Show her how you fuck me.”

Celeste and Diane looked on, their eyes hazy and full of fire as I stepped up to claim Leigh and show them how I would do it.
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Slowly, teasingly, Leigh got down on her hands and knees; her big, freckled ass jiggling invitingly. Diane, still flushed from her orgasm, gave a purr of appreciation, and Celeste turned positively red, spreading her legs to show her delicious pussy as she played with it.

I swallowed hard, the sight of Leigh’s curves and Celeste’s sweet flower and heaving chest sending a surge of heat straight to my groin.

Moving into position behind Leigh, I ran my hands over the smooth expanse of her back, savoring the warmth of her skin against my palms. She was a delight, as always, pure pleasure and perfection, with her blonde hair spread over her shoulders.

Leigh let out a soft moan, her hips pushing back against me as if urging me to take her right then and there.

“Are you ready for me?” I asked, my voice thick with arousal.

“God, yes, David,” Leigh drawled. “Fuck me hard, make me scream for you.”

I positioned my throbbing cock at her entrance, teasing her with the head before sliding in with one smooth thrust. The delicious warmth of Leigh’s body enveloped me, her slick walls clenching around me like velvet.

And as I entered her, I kept my eyes on Celeste. The elven maiden gave a yelp of delight, slipping a slender finger into her tight little pussy at the same time as I entered Leigh.

“Oh fuck, yes!” Leigh cried out as I began to move, setting a rhythm that had her soft flesh rippling with each powerful stroke. Her dirty talk only spurred me on, my thrusts growing more fervent.

Diane and Celeste sat close to the fire; their eyes locked on our coupling. Diane’s hand had found its way between her thighs as well, despite her earlier orgasm, and her fingers worked in small, deliberate circles over her clit as she watched us with rapt attention.

Celeste, her cheeks flushed with a rosy hue, bit her lip as her own hand mirrored Diane’s movements, slipping a finger in and out of her tight womanhood as well. Though she watched us, I could tell she was lost in her own pleasure, exploring the depths of her desire.

The sight of Celeste touching herself while she watched me fuck Leigh only added fuel to the fire raging within me. “Do you like watching us, Celeste?” I grunted, my pace relentless as I drove into Leigh, making our skin slap together.

Celeste’s nod was timid, but her arousal was palpable, her hand moving with more conviction as her breaths grew shallow and rapid.

Leigh’s voice was a sultry purr that filled the night air. “Tell him how much you love it, Celeste. Tell him how wet watching us makes you.”

Celeste’s voice was barely a whisper, but it carried clearly to my ears. “It’s so... beautiful. I love it, David.”

Leigh’s moans grew louder, her body quivering with each thrust. “That’s it, baby, give it to me. I want you to fill me up! Please cum inside me,” she begged, her words dripping with lust.

I felt the familiar coil of pleasure tightening in my lower belly, the pressure building to an almost unbearable intensity. “You’re going to get it, Leigh. I’m going to fill you up just like you want,” I promised through gritted teeth.

Leigh’s cries reached a crescendo, her back arching as her orgasm overtook her. “David! I’m cumming!” she screamed, her pussy clenching around me in powerful spasms.

The sight of Leigh’s ecstasy, the tightness of her around me, and the lustful gazes of Diane and Celeste watching us were all it took to send me over the edge.

With a guttural growl, I released deep inside Leigh, my hips bucking as I filled her with my cum. Leigh’s body milked me for every last drop, her satisfied moans filling the glen.

Celeste’s eyes never left mine as she witnessed the raw, primal act. Her hand moved frantically now, her own climax building at the sight of our union.

“Yes, David... yes...” Celeste panted, her body tensing as her pleasure peaked. With a sharp cry, she shuddered, her orgasm washing over her as she watched me spill inside Leigh.

Seeing Celeste cum made me growl with need and slam into Leigh again, shooting my last rope of hot cum inside her and making her squeal with pleasure. The sight of Celeste’s perfect body shuddering and shaking made my mind spin with the possibilities of the future when I would finally get to claim her and fill her with my seed.

With a growl, I collapsed onto Leigh, both of us panting and slick with sweat. Diane crawled over to us; her own pleasure evident on her flushed face as she kissed me deeply.

Celeste, still trembling from her release, joined our embrace, her arms wrapping around us in a tender gesture that spoke of her deep affection. Their scents filled my nostrils, firing my desire even more, and I doubted that we would be done for the night.

But for now, we lay there together, a tangle of limbs and satisfied sighs, the fire’s glow painting us in warm light. The night wrapped around us like a blanket, and for a moment, everything was perfect.

Diane nuzzled against my neck; her breath warm against my skin. “That was incredible,” she murmured.

Leigh chuckled, her voice husky. “We put on quite the show, didn’t we?”

Celeste’s soft voice was the last thing I heard before drifting into a contented doze. “How much I loved watching you...” she said, her words a gentle benediction as we all hugged and collapsed together, her confession sealing the bond between us.


Chapter 23

The next morning, I awoke to beams of golden sunlight filtering through the pine boughs sheltering our camp. Blinking awake, I smiled at the sight of Leigh, Diane, and Celeste still sleeping peacefully.

Last night had been intensely passionate, and I was really happy that I had finally gotten a deeper glimpse of Celeste’s more... well, carnal side. Even though she had only watched, I knew she was ready. All that remained was for us to wed, and we would do that after the families had met.

I stretched leisurely beneath the blankets, but then I rose to prepare breakfast. Our little camp in this glade had been a slice of heaven, but we would soon have to return to Gladdenfield. I would turn in the quest with Grimfast, and we would return to the homestead.

Before long, the alluring aroma of freshly brewed coffee roused the others awake. They rubbed the sleep from their eyes and gifted me with soft smiles as their supple bodies joined me around the fire.

Leigh yawned and sidled over next to me, slipping an arm casually around my waist. “Morning, handsome,” she purred, nuzzling my neck. “Ready for round two?”

I chuckled at her insatiability, giving her a playful swat on her curvy rear. “Let me get some coffee in me first, you little vixen.”

Leigh just laughed, clearly still reveling in the decadent memories of last night.

Diane laughed along with her harem sister as she wagged her finger. “No round two until we’re back home!” she said. “If it were up to Leigh, we’d grow old here doing nothing but making love and sleeping.”

“Don’t sound like too bad a fate to me,” Leigh teased before sticking her tongue out at Diane.

Celeste joined us, blushing, although she giggled a little at the quips of the other girls. She seemed a little abashed, but not ill at ease, and I was happy to see that.

I smiled warmly at her. “Good morning, Celeste. I hope you slept well.” A pretty blush graced her cheeks at my words.

“Good morning,” she returned softly. “I slept very soundly, thank you.” Her luminous gaze lingered on me a beat longer than necessary, no doubt conjuring vivid images of what she had witnessed between us under the stars.

Once we were all up, we gathered around the crackling fire to enjoy breakfast — simple fare of porridge, bread, and sausage.

We ate with vigor, fueling up for the journey back to Gladdenfield ahead of us today. Though yesterday’s battle had been taxing, the time recuperating in this tranquil glade had refreshed our spirits. We were ready to return home.

Over breakfast, we happily rehashed highlights from the troll fight, from the initial clash and the surprise of it revealing its second stage to the climactic final moments of its defeat. Though intense in the moment, we were all proud of our achievements.

Leigh playfully elbowed Celeste. “That finisher you pulled off was epic! Burying your sword in the beast’s skull like that? Badass.”

Celeste laughed, clearly delighted at having impressed the experienced frontierswoman.

As we conversed, I surreptitiously studied Celeste, watching for any hint that she felt awkward around us following last night. But if anything, witnessing our intimacy seemed to have brought her even closer into our circle and increased her desire to fully join us.

When breakfast concluded, we set about breaking camp and readying our gear to depart this tranquil sanctuary and return to civilization. Though the serene camp had served its purpose, I knew we all looked forward to sleeping in real beds again soon.

While the girls finished up taking down the tents and kicking dirt over the fire, making sure every cinder was doused, I went to refill our waterskins in the creek one last time. The sun was warming the air considerably. It would be a pleasant hike back, but autumn was set to begin.

Waterskins replenished, I returned to find the others waiting expectantly, packs slung over their shoulders. Celeste had brushed out her amber hair and neatly braided it. The larroling snorted happily as we were all united. Seeing them ready to embark, I felt a swell of fondness for my brave and capable companions.

“All set to head out?” I checked. At their confirming nods, I smiled and hoisted my own pack. “Then let’s be off. If we keep a good pace, we should reach Gladdenfield before dusk.” My words were met with eager agreement. Home beckoned.

Filing out of the serene glade, we took one last lingering look at the idyllic glen that had sheltered us, committing its beauty to memory. Then, spirits high, we struck out along the trail leading back toward civilization. The morning breeze carried the promise of home.

Our journey passed enjoyably, the bonds between us evident in our easy banter and companionable silence. We paused only briefly to eat a light lunch of leftovers from yesterday’s stew.

The larroling, too, seemed in good spirits after a full day’s rest and followed at an ambling pace, snuffling at the foliage curiously. Leigh kept one hand on its back, communing with her loyal pet through their mystical bond. Its wounds from the troll fight continued to heal.

By late afternoon, familiar landmarks heralding Gladdenfield’s outskirts came into view through the trees up ahead. Smoke rose from chimneys, and we could hear the distant sounds of livestock and people busy with evening chores.

Emerging from the forest, we beheld the timber palisade walls of Gladdenfield directly ahead. The sight made us speed up a little, and we covered the final stretch in good time. There was only a little activity at the gates. The guards hailed us in recognition and allowed us to pass.

Crossing the threshold back into town’s hustle and bustle, we were greeted by the open market where local homesteaders and craftsmen were selling their wares. Many a soul offered us a friendly greeting as we stabled the tuckered-out larroling in the livery. Leigh fussed over her pet, making sure it had plenty of feed and a cozy stall bedded with fresh hay.

“What about drinks and dinner at the Wild Outrider?” I asked the girls once the larroling was stabled. “I think we earned ourselves a treat. And besides, there’s a certain dwarf I need to talk to.”

“Oh?” Leigh hummed, perking an eyebrow. “That sounds mysterious!”

The other girls purred agreement and watched me with big eyes, but I wagged my finger and laughed. “I’ll tell you girls later. Come on, let’s go!”

With that, we made for the Wild Outrider Inn.


Chapter 24

The warmth and liveliness of the Wild Outrider Inn enveloped us as we stepped through the doors. Lantern light flickered over the familiar rustic interior crowded with frontier folk settling in for dinner and drinks after a long day’s work.

Darny’s broad grin greeted us from behind the bar. “Well, look who it is! Back from another successful adventure by the looks of ya,” he exclaimed. “Go on and get yourselves a table. I’ll send a girl over with menus.”

We claimed a table near the back and sank gratefully onto the wooden chairs. It felt good to be back amidst the comforts of civilization.

Before long, a cheery barmaid arrived bearing four leather-bound menus along with a round of complimentary honey mead from Darny. We each took a grateful sip of the sweet, heady beverage before perusing our options.

Everything sounded delicious. In the end, I opted for the burger — Darny’s wife made the best in town. Leigh chose the smoked trout, while Diane selected roasted quail. Celeste decided on the vegetable medley. We were ravenous after our long journey.

While we waited for our food, we chatted amiably about nothing in particular, simply enjoying the chance to fully relax. The inn’s din of conversation and clatter of dishes enveloped us pleasantly.

It was good to be back at the Wild Outrider among friends. Our adventure with the troll had been a tough one, especially considering the troll’s unexpected second stage transformation.

But seeing the good folk of Gladdenfield unwind after a long day of work made me realize that any of them might have been the troll’s next victim, should they wander from the road. Perhaps we saved one of them from such a fate, and that was heartening knowledge.

Our heaping plates arrived steaming hot, and we dug in with gusto. Everything was cooked to perfection. Diane even snatched a couple of my fries, which I playfully pretended to guard. Laughter and good-natured bickering flowed freely.

Over the course of the meal, curious patrons and a few new adventurers stopped by our table to ask about the plume of smoke they had spotted in the forest yesterday and if our heading in that direction with laden packs and weapons the morning before might have had something to do with that. Laughing, we gave them a basic rundown of our troll slaying feat, leaving out the finer details.

Leigh eagerly reenacted the killing blow, jabbing her fork dramatically into a piece of smoked trout. Celeste blushed at the attention but looked pleased. It felt good to finally relate the full tale of our harrowing victory against the vile beast.

As we neared the end of our satisfying dinner, I scanned the boisterous taproom but saw no sign yet of the dwarven jeweler, Grimfast. I supposed he must be busy this evening, but like all dwarves, he would finish the day at the tavern.

For now, I was content to relax here with my ladies, full and warm and safe. This inn had been the site of so many memories on the frontier. I leaned back contentedly in my chair and let the convivial atmosphere wash over me.

Leigh ordered us a round of Darny’s finest whiskey to cap off our feast. The smooth, smoky spirit tasted like triumph. We tapped our glasses together in a wordless toast, our eyes conveying everything.

Diane nestled against my shoulder. “It’s so nice to be back,” she said softly.

I wrapped an arm around her and pressed a kiss to her raven hair. After a couple of days of sleeping rough, the comforts of civilization were a balm.

The whiskey left us all feeling warm, relaxed, and perhaps a little sleepy. But there were still a few hours left until bedtime, so we lingered, enjoying the inn’s lively ambiance.

Our table was near the center of the action. All around us, patrons were drinking, gaming, and breaking into lively frontier songs. An atmosphere of camaraderie filled the air.

From across the room, Darny spotted us and came over to chat. “Good to see you folks relaxing after your latest exploit,” he said jovially. “Why don’t you have the ladies sing us a tune about your victory over the troll?”

His suggestion was met with enthusiastic agreement from the nearby patrons who had overheard. Diane and Celeste looked at each other shyly at first but then nodded.

“Alright, one song coming up!” Diane laughed. She and Celeste made their way up to the stage, heads bent together as they decided what to perform.

A hush fell over the crowd as Celeste’s fingers expertly teased out a rollicking melody from the harp. Then she and Diane began to sing in gentle harmony, their voices blending beautifully together.

[Celeste:]
“Come gather close and hear our song,
Of a quest we four set out upon.”

[Diane:]
“To find a troll and win renown,
We left our city, ventured out of town.”

[Celeste:]
“We journeyed far through the frontier wild,
And so we traveled many a mile.
O’er streams and glens till we drew near,
The distant mountains tall did appear.”

[Diane:]
“And in their foothills, overgrown in murk,
A cavern waited filled with riches stark.
Bones lay scattered round its stony girth,
This was the troll’s accursed berth.”

[Celeste:]
“Steeling our courage, weapons drawn,
Into the gloom ahead we marched on.
There came a roar to shake the stones,
The fiend erupted from its bone-strewn home!”

[Diane:]
“It stomped the earth and flailed its arms,
Each fist a cudgel that could kill or harm.
But arrows flew to pierce its side,
Our brave companions would not hide.”

[Celeste:]
“The battle raged, blows hammered down,
Still we did not waver or turn around.
At last, my sword pierced its vile head,
The troll crashed down, defeated.”

[Diane:]
“Victorious, treasures claimed in heap,
Of friendship, courage, our ballad will speak!
Our quest ahead has only begun,
Under the stars our tales live on.”

[Both:]
“So drink a toast to bonds anew,
Tempered and strengthened brave and true.
Four hearts now bound in fellowship fast,
Destinies entwined to last!”

When the last triumphant note faded, the room erupted into thunderous applause and raucous shouts for an encore. Blushing, Diane and Celeste complied, launching into a lively drinking song that soon had the whole establishment boisterously singing along.

As the rowdy musical number reached its crescendo, I spotted a new arrival pushing his way through the crowded room — none other than Grimfast! The dwarven jeweler had come in unnoticed during Diane and Celeste’s performance.

He saw us, and hope shimmered in his eyes, his lips forming into a smile as he realized what our appearance here meant. I gave him a nod, which he answered before beckoning me to follow. I excused myself to Leigh, then followed Grimfast to an empty table near the back.


Chapter 25

I followed Grimfast through the crowded tavern to a small table tucked away in a quiet corner. The sturdy dwarf sank down onto the bench with a weary sigh, looking at me expectantly.

“I take it you bring good tidings, lad?” he asked without preamble, his gravelly voice barely audible over the noise. “You’ve got a look of success about you since last we spoke.”

I slid onto the bench across from him and nodded. “We cleared out the troll’s lair as discussed,” I confirmed. “It put up a vicious fight, but we emerged triumphant in the end.”

Grimfast’s craggy face split into a broad grin beneath his fiery beard. He reached across to clasp my hand in his calloused grip. “Well done, laddie! I can’t thank you enough for taking on that quest. My livelihood might have been saved by your brave deeds.”

“It was our pleasure to help,” I said sincerely. “And we did manage to recover some valuables from the creature’s hoard.” I placed a bulging coin purse on the table and slid it towards him.

The dwarf picked it up almost reverently, his eyes widening as he hefted its considerable weight. “By my great-granddad’s braided beard,” he muttered in awe. “This is a kingly sum!”

“I’d like to invest it in your business,” I said with a smile. We didn’t need the money right now, and I expected that a stake in Grimfast’s shop might yield more in the long run.

Grimfast quickly tucked the purse away and nodded. “Aye, an investment that shall reap rich rewards, that I promise!” he declared fervently. “I’ll draw up the paperwork, but you’ll have a stake of one half with a sum like this! It’ll allow me to expand my inventory.”

“Good,” I said with a nod. “I trust you’ll invest it well!”

“Oh, I will, laddie!” His expressive brows furrowed slightly in thought before he continued. “Now then, you’ll be wanting those rings crafted as swift as can be, I imagine?”

“Yes, that would be ideal,” I confirmed.

The dwarf nodded. “I’ll need to secure the shimmerstone, but I can do that meself now that the troll is gone. Perhaps a sturdy kinsman or two will help me out. Give me a day or three, laddie, and I’ll have three rings for ye. For starters.”

I nodded, offering a smile to the earnest craftsman. “That sounds good. Please don’t rush the process on my account. I know how seriously dwarves take their craftsmanship. I’d rather wait longer for flawless work.”

“Worry not, my friend!” Grimfast exclaimed. “I’ll have yer rings, and the stars will envy their shimmering, aye! Rings fit for three queens! We dwarves are stubborn as stone when we put our minds to it, and I’ll make ye what ye need!”

I gave him a pleased nod. “Excellent. May your will shape steel, my friend.”

“Spoken like a true friend to our folk,” Grimfast said approvingly. “Trust that I’ll deliver three masterpieces worthy of your bonnie lasses. The shimmerstone deposit holds more than enough. You have me oath on it.”

“Thank you for understanding,” I said sincerely. “I’ll come back to Gladdenfield in a day or three to recover the rings. Might be a day later.”

The timing was perfect. By then, I should have been able to take Celeste, Diane, and Leigh with me to New Springfield and arrange a meeting between Waelin and my grandparents in the well-protected warren of Louisville.

Grimfast nodded gratefully. “Worry not, friend,” he said. “The rings will be waiting for ye!” With that, Grimfast grinned and gave my shoulder an appreciative pat. He raised his flagon enthusiastically for a toast. “To new friends and business partners, aye?”

I smiled and raised my flagon. “To new friends and business partners,” I agreed.

As we drank to our burgeoning alliance, my eyes drifted to my women once more. Their conversation had hushed for a moment, and all three of them were looking over at me, smiling.

“Time to go back to yer bonnie lasses, methinks!” Grimfast joked.

I chuckled, then gave him a nod. “We’ll be leaving Gladdenfield tomorrow, but I’ll be back in a day or three. Or I’ll send someone else to pick up the package.”

Bidding the amiable dwarf a good night, I returned to the table where my three lovely companions awaited me. Their eyes lit up as I sank back down onto the bench beside them.

“There you are!” Diane exclaimed. “We were wondering what business called you away so suddenly.” Her fox ears twitched curiously. “And to a dwarf, no less!”

“Top secret men’s talk,” Leigh said knowingly, shooting me a playful wink.

I just laughed. “All I’ll say is that it was productive. But that’s all you nosy girls need to know for now.” I slipped an arm around Leigh and Diane’s shoulders, drawing them close as I smiled warmly at Celeste.

“Ooh, so mysterious,” Leigh purred, nuzzling against me.

Celeste watched our interplay, her eyes dancing merrily. “I do wonder what you would need a dwarf for,” she mused.

“Ale, I’d wager,” Diane teased.

I just grinned and tapped my nose ambiguously. We passed a few more minutes in lively banter as I dodged their inquisitive queries with humorous evasiveness.

As the hour grew late, I stifled a yawn and suggested we head upstairs to bed. It had been an eventful day, and I was pleasantly exhausted.

Leigh twined her arm through mine as we stood. “Sleep sounds mighty fine,” she agreed, “though I got some other ideas about how we might pass the time first.” A suggestive smile curved her lips.

I grinned and shot a look at Celeste. “Would you like to join us tonight?”

“Hm,” Leigh hummed. “You might learn a thing or two watching.”

Celeste turned beet red, but then she giggled and nodded. Laughing, I gathered my enthusiastic ladies, and together we headed out to Leigh’s old place above the general store.


Chapter 26

The next morning, we all woke up refreshed in Leigh’s cozy apartment above the general store. After quick breakfast together downstairs, we began preparing for the journey back to the homestead. There was still work to be done securing the place for autumn.

Once breakfast was finished, I said goodbye to Celeste, promising her that I would set up a meeting between our families once I had made my affairs at the homestead in order. She clapped her hands excitedly and gave me a big kiss goodbye before heading back to the Wild Outrider.

Loading up the Jeep, we headed to the livery to pick up Leigh’s recuperated larroling. The beast snorted happily at seeing its mistress again. Leigh stroked its snout affectionately before helping it into onto the back for the ride home.

The drive was peaceful, with the sunlight raining down on us through the vibrant canopy overhead. Leaves were already turning color, and the beauty of autumn would soon be upon us.

Chatting amiably, we reached the old cottonwood and turned down the road to the homestead. Soon enough, the homestead came into view on the banks of the Silverthread. Seeing its sturdy log walls nestled amidst the trees filled me with warmth. Mr. Drizzles was patrolling the grounds, and the domesticants were zipping happily about.

Parking in front, we unpacked our gear from the trip. The larroling bounded over to inspect the homestead — which it regarded as its territory — and the domesticants happily bustled about, pleased with our return.

Unloading the supplies, we stepped inside the house. The cozy interior smelled of hearth smoke and lavender. Ghostie and Sir Boozles zipped over to twirl happily around us, chirping endless greetings.

“It’s good to be home,” Diane sighed contentedly, glancing around our snug abode. I slipped an arm around her shoulders in agreement, breathing deep the familiar, comforting scent.

“Alright, let’s talk about what needs doing today,” I said briskly. There were always tasks to be seen to after returning from a trip away.

Together we took a walk around outside to inspect the buildings and lands. I decided the smokehouse roof needed patching before the autumn rains set in. The garden plot also required care, and some of the crops would soon be ready for harvest.

Diane would check on the traps and do some foraging. Leigh volunteered to focus on the crops. Meanwhile, I would patch the smokehouse roof and spend any spare time getting some more firewood for the hearth and smokehouse.

I smiled approvingly at my capable companions. “Sounds like we’ve got a solid plan. Let’s get to work.”

The early autumn air felt invigorating as we split up to tackle our chosen tasks. Soon I was clambering onto the roof of the smokehouse with my toolkit, ready to seal any gaps. The methodical work absorbed me pleasantly.

Nearby, Leigh was busy working on the crops, caring for them and making sure they had the nutrients they needed as they were slowly ready for harvest. I had summoned and bound a woodland and earth spirit to assist her. Meanwhile, Diane hummed softly to herself as she set off to inspect the traps and forage some extra food for this evening.

We broke for a delicious lunch of vegetable soup with bread prepared by Diane and Leigh using what they had foraged. The hot meal fortified us for the afternoon’s tasks ahead. Laughter and conversation flowed easily around the wooden table as we took our repast.

After eating, we continued our work. Having patched up the roof, I shifted to chopping wood so that our supply would be greater. We would go through much as the days grew colder.

By late afternoon, gray clouds rolled in, and a steady rain began pattering down. But we had accomplished much, thanks to our combined efforts. We all reunited at the house before the downpour hit.

As evening came and the rain pattered merrily outside, we gathered around the fire in the living room. The rain drummed soothingly on the roof, and we prepared our evening meal together, laughing and talking, with the girls often singing. Ghostie and Sir Boozles assisted and, before long, we had a delicious meal of quail and potatoes with the leftover soup as the first course.

Once the hot meal was ready, we crowded around the worn wooden table, hungry after our productive day. Hearty conversation and laughter filled the cozy room as we ate and drank. Everyone seemed in high spirits.

As we finished up, I decided the peaceful atmosphere was perfect for sharing my news. Clearing my throat, I began, “So I have something to mention about tomorrow...”

Two pairs of curious eyes settled on me. I smiled mysteriously. “How do you ladies feel about a little trip to New Springfield in the morning?”

Leigh’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Well dang, you coulda knocked me over with a feather, hun. What’s the occasion?”

Diane wore a similar expression of intrigued anticipation. I chuckled at their reactions.

“I have some business to take care of there. And I was hoping you two would join me.” I let my words hang tantalizingly. They exchanged excited glances, immediately intrigued.

“A trip to the city sounds wonderful!” Diane exclaimed. “I haven’t been to New Springfield yet. What sort of business?”

“All in due time,” I said mysteriously. “For now, just be prepared bright and early tomorrow. It should be a memorable trip.”


Chapter 27

The next morning, I rose early, eager to get on the road to New Springfield. Downstairs, I brewed coffee and prepared a quick breakfast.

Soon, I heard Leigh and Diane stirring upstairs. They came down smiling, albeit still sleepy-eyed.

Leigh gave me a peck on the cheek before pouring some coffee. “Mornin’ handsome,” she said. “Ready to hit the trail?”

“I am,” I admitted with a smile while Diane kissed my other cheek. “Can’t wait to spend the day on the road with you two.”

Diane giggled and took a piece of toast and nibbled it daintily. “I’m pretty excited,” she said. “I’ve not been to a big city in a long time. Are they… accepting of foxkin?”

“They’re pretty rare in the city,” I said. “But the Coalition welcomes all. You might get a funny look or two, but that’s all.”

Over breakfast, I outlined the two-hour drive ahead until we’d hit the city. It was a safe, well-traveled route with few monsters or threats thanks to frequent Coalition patrols. It was still not allowed to travel that stretch unless you had a Class, but it was probably the safest stretch in the entire area.

After eating, we loaded up the Jeep and set off down the long dirt driveway, leaving the homestead in the care of the domesticants, the larroling, and Mr. Drizzles. I didn’t expect us to be gone for more than a single night. The morning air was fresh and cool with a hint of autumn.

At the main road, we turned in the direction of the city. More traffic joined as we left the wilderness behind. Merchants, adventurers, and pilgrims traveled to and from the great city, which served as a hub for many of the outposts.

As we bounced along, memories flooded my mind of the first time I’d come this way — the day I left New Springfield to live as a Frontier Summoner on my own homestead. I’d been so full of hope and ambition to make my mark.

While the road was familiar, everything else had changed. Back then, I was alone. Now I journeyed with two amazing women at my side — soon to be three, or so I hoped. My skills had grown tremendously since that moment I left the city with Caldwell. I didn’t even have a Class back then.

I looked at the pretty women at my side. Leigh gazed out her window, enjoying the ride, while Diane hummed to herself, fox tail swishing contentedly. I reveled in their presence, feeling profoundly grateful for having these two lovely girls in my life.

As we approached the city, more vehicles appeared. Most of the traffic on the frontier was on foot or with beasts of burden, but closer to the city, one would see more cars and trucks. Many were traders, but several bore the insignia of the Coalition as well.

And there were a lot of fresh faces — people who looked like they did not know the hardships of frontier life. As I studied a few of them, I realized that I must have looked that way as well when I first made my way into Gladdenfield.

Seeing them made me think how much my frontier life had taught me. I could identify plants, track animals, forecast the weather from subtle signs. And my homestead gave me such pride and purpose. It had changed me — from a man just going through the motions to someone in control.

I was thankful for that. Life was better this way.

As New Springfield drew closer, nostalgia washed over me. I had been so naive leaving home that first time. In the wilderness, I’d faced tests of courage and grit I never imagined. But I persevered.

Now I had love, a Class, a home, and resources earned through determination. Adversity had honed me. While I began this path alone, now I had my ladies along with my powers and skills to keep us safe. I felt blessed.

“Penny for your thoughts, baby,” Leigh hummed beside me; her big blue eyes fixed on me. Diane listened in as well.

I chuckled. In my deep thoughts, I hadn’t even noticed that the girls had been watching me intently.

“Well,” I began, “I was thinking about how much has changed since I was last here. A season passed, but it feels like years.”

“Good years, I hope?” Diane ventured.

I looked at her. “The very best,” I said before turning my attention back to the road.

Both girls smiled at that, and nothing more needed to be said.

Approaching the city, traffic thickened. Wagons and beasts hauled goods destined for frontier shops. New Springfield fed the outposts, yet they provided raw materials in return. A mutually beneficial relationship.

At last, the city wall and guard towers came into view ahead. The scale and grandeur of the city awed me. In the past, it had just seemed normal to me, but now, with the knowledge and experience of a true frontiersman, I understood the momentous effort it took to keep a place like this running in the frontier.

“There it is,” Leigh hummed.

I nodded as I joined us in the queue of vehicles and travelers trying to get into the city. “Here we are indeed…”
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After waiting in the queue, we finally passed through the imposing gates into New Springfield. The sprawling city unfurled before us, its scale and clamor of activity dizzying after life in the quiet woods.

Crowds of people — mainly humans and elves — hurried along the cobblestone streets lined with shops and vendors loudly hawking their wares. Omnibuses rumbled past, along with delivery wagons and official vehicles marked with the Coalition’s insignia.

After passing through the weathered stone gates, we entered New Springfield proper. Compared to the rustic environs of Gladdenfield Outpost, the orderly streets and multistory buildings felt dizzyingly urban. But despite the greater scale and crowds, New Springfield retained a quaint, provincial charm.

Instead of towering skyscrapers, the city center was comprised of orderly rows of two- and three-story brick buildings with peaked roofs. Flower boxes adorned many windowsills, splashing the streets below with vivid color. The paved roads bustled with wagons, beasts of burden, and pedestrians rather than being crammed with vehicles.

We drove along at a crawl, navigating around handcarts laden with goods and townspeople chatting on corners. The crowds seemed dense after the wide-open frontier, but the pace was unhurried. Up ahead, the central plaza housed the imposing marble edifice of Coalition headquarters.

“Well, don’t this beat all,” Leigh exclaimed, twisting in her seat to gawk at the orderly streets and quaint buildings scrolling past. “Sure is busier than I’m used to! What do you make of it, Diane?”

Diane’s fox ears twitched as she took in the relatively urban environment. “It’s all a little overwhelming,” she admitted with a shy smile. “But the energy is exhilarating in its own way. And the smells are amazing!”

I had to agree with her as the scent of baked goods and sizzling meats wafted in through the windows. “Just wait until you taste the food here,” I told them. “City folks may not have all our wilderness skills, but they’ve perfected the culinary arts.”

Leigh nodded approvingly. “If it tastes half as good as it smells, I reckon I’m in for a treat!”

After locating parking space for the Jeep, we ventured forth on foot to properly explore the city center. The web of narrow streets teemed with activity. Bakers balanced trays of fresh loaves while arranging artful displays. Shop clerks enthusiastically hawked wares from windows decorated with flowering vines. The smells of roasting chestnuts and grilled sausages made my mouth water.

I smiled at my companions’ undisguised wonder as we strolled. “Go on, take a look around,” I encouraged. “We’ve got time.”

Leigh wasted no time ducking into the nearest mercantile, exclaiming over the colorful bolts of fabric and exotic wares. Meanwhile, the enticing aroma wafting from a bakery lured Diane inside. I followed, chuckling as her fox ears pricked up excitedly while examining the rolls and cakes on display.

When Leigh rejoined us, I bought us all a glazed donut from the friendly baker. After that, I ushered my women back outside and handed each of them one of the treats.

“Oh, it’s all so incredible!” Diane hummed enthusiastically as she nibbled on the treat. “I can’t wait to explore more.”

I gave her delicious hip a pleased squeeze. “Good! It brings me joy to show you and Leigh the city. Back when I still lived here, I could never have hoped to visit the place with company like you two!”

Many locals tipped their hats or nodded as we passed. We paused to observe a trio of street musicians joyfully performing a jaunty folk song on their fiddles and hand drum. An infant giggled and clapped from his mother’s arms.

I fished a coin from my pocket and flipped it into the musicians’ open instrument case. They nodded thanks without missing a beat. Diane sighed happily.

“Everyone just seems so joyful,” she remarked.

“It’s a great place for those who feel no need to explore the wild frontier,” I explained. “Most people here are happy. There are, however, a few like me who dream of what lies beyond the walls. For those, it can be hard.”

Leigh looped her arm through mine, and Diane gave me a kiss as we set off again through the lively streets. Despite New Springfield having never been my favorite place, their enthusiasm unlocked something nostalgic in me, letting me see my old town through fresh eyes.

When we passed a confectioner’s shop, the sugary aroma drew us inside. Glass jars brimmed with rainbows of candy, chocolate truffles dusted in cocoa, sugared almonds, and dozens more tantalizing treats. I purchased a mixed sack of sweets, laughing as Leigh and Diane’s faces lit up like children’s.

We strolled leisurely toward the central plaza, nibbling candies as we drank in the provincial charms. The pale stone facades of the two- and three-story brick buildings were quaint compared to the mammoth structures of true metropolises. Flowering vines scaled many walls, and window boxes burst with blossoms.

The plaza opened up before us, paved in weathered cobblestones surrounding the grand marble edifice of Coalition headquarters. Its imposing colonnaded facade looked slightly incongruous amidst the more modest architecture around it. Pigeons fluttered and cooed around a simple stone fountain.

We took seats on the fountain’s edge, enjoying the spray’s misty chill. Diane trailed her fingers through the burbling water while Leigh tossed crumbs she had saved from the candies to the delight of the pigeons flocking nearer. Watching my companions, I felt profoundly content.

Soon enough, we began the gradual ascent up the wide marble stairs leading to the imposing bronze doors of the Coalition headquarters.

The stern-faced guard scrutinized us before allowing us to pass into the expansive lobby. Our footsteps echoed off the polished marble floors and towering ceilings arched high overhead. People in fine suits hurried purposefully about, contrasting oddly with the dusty, trail-worn field agents and adventurers also waiting their turn.

I led Leigh and Diane over to the large reception desk at the back of the lobby. Behind it sat a polite elf woman with her golden hair in an elegant twist. Her eyes widened slightly at the sight of Diane’s fox ears, but she quickly smoothed her features.

“Welcome to Coalition headquarters. How may I assist you today?” she inquired pleasantly.

“Yes, hello,” I began. “My name is David Wilson. I’m here to request a meeting with Agent Caldwell, if he’s available. I’m a former pupil of his.”

“Oooh,” Diane hummed softly. “So that’s why we’re here…”

The receptionist nodded. “Let me just verify that with him. One moment please.” She disappeared through a door behind the desk.

Leigh and Diane shot me intrigued looks. “It’s always nice to see Caldwell,” Diane said. “But is there any particular reason?”

I grinned. “You’ll find out.”

Soon the receptionist reappeared. “You’re in luck. Agent Caldwell will be right down to greet you himself,” she informed me with a smile. “You can have a seat while you wait.”

I thanked her before leading Leigh and Diane over to the plush waiting area. Settling onto an embroidered sofa beside them, I let out a breath.


Chapter 28

We did not have to wait long before I saw a familiar figure emerge from a side door and stride across the polished marble floor toward us. Caldwell looked just as I remembered, clad in his neat dark suit with his hair combed precisely into place. His usually serious face broke into a rare broad smile when he saw me.

“David Wilson, as I live and breathe!” he exclaimed, extending his hand which I stood to shake warmly. “What a pleasant surprise. It’s good to see you, my friend.”

“You too, Caldwell,” I replied sincerely, a warm smile surfacing.

Caldwell had been the one to scout me as a potential mage for the Frontier Division of the Coalition. Without him and the resources he had extended to me, my Class might have awakened much later — perhaps not at all. But besides helping me out, he was a stand-up guy, friendly and generous, and I sincerely liked him.

Caldwell’s gaze moved to Leigh and Diane, who had also risen respectfully. “And Leigh and Diane — lovely to see you both looking so well.” He shook their hands in turn. “Welcome to New Springfield,” he finally added.

“We appreciate you taking the time to meet with us,” Diane said politely with a dip of her head.

“For David and his friends, anytime,” Caldwell assured her. He turned back to me, appraising me keenly. “Frontier living seems to agree with you. You’re looking fit.”

I grinned. “Can’t argue with that. Level 9.”

He narrowed his eyes, then blinked and shook his head. “You’re joking, right?”

“Most definitely not.”

He was silent for another second, then broke out laughing before heartily shaking my hand again. “My friend, you are just full of surprises! You almost have me beat! This has to be your Bloodline.”

I grinned. “Well, I like to think you had a hand in it, too. If it weren’t for you…”

Caldwell waved off my praise modestly. “You have the right spirit for it. I merely gave you a nudge out the door. Your ascension to a Class would have happened anyway.” His tone turned more serious. “Now then, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

I glanced around the bustling lobby. “Perhaps we could speak somewhere more private?”

“Of course.” He smiled at me and my women. “Just follow me.”

We followed as Caldwell led us through the side door and up a flight of marble steps. We emerged in a spacious office decorated in dark wood and emerald green upholstery, with a large oak desk stacked neatly with files and papers.

Caldwell gestured for us to take seats on a leather sofa along the wall as he sank into the chair behind his desk. Lacing his fingers, he regarded me expectantly. “Now then, what’s on your mind?”

I cleared my throat, deciding not to mince words. “Well, I’ll get right to the point — I’m courting an elf maiden named Celeste, and I’d like to arrange a formal introduction between her uncle and guardian, Waelin, and my grandmother and grandfather. Since Waelin works for you now, I decided you were the best person to approach to establish contact.”

“Ah-ha!” Diane and Leigh exclaimed at the same time, exchanging meaningful looks. “So, that’s why we’re here…”

Caldwell’s eyebrows shot up in surprise before his expression morphed into one of dawning comprehension. “I see!” he exclaimed. “Well, indeed, he works for the Frontier Division now, although his job will soon be finished.” He thought for a moment. “I suppose we can spare his magical talents for a few days…”

“Thank you, Caldwell,” I said sincerely. “There’s still much to be done, but Celeste and I both wish to move forward. All that remains is to give my grandparents a call. Since phones don’t work out in the frontier, I thought I’d do it here as well.”

Caldwell listened attentively. “Of course,” he remarked when I had finished. “And if I recall, your grandparents reside primarily in Louisville, correct?”

“That’s right,” I confirmed.

“Very good. Then I will arrange for permission to use Coalition resources to teleport your grandparents here.” Caldwell rose and went to his desk, rifling through some papers.

I blinked, utterly surprised at this. Teleportation was extremely costly as it could only be done by high-level mages, and only of a very restricted number of Classes. To the world’s frustration, no magical items existed that could open permanent gateways.

I exchanged a look with my girls, who were basically brimming with excitement, before I turned back to Caldwell. “That is a really grand gesture,” I said.

He smiled at me over his shoulder. “Ah, and easily justified. We don’t want to waste an asset like Waelin by having him travel for several days. Using teleportation magic, we can have him back to work in no time!” He winked at me. “At times, the Coalition is a stifling bureaucracy, but I’ve been around for a while, and I know the tunes to play to do a favor to a good friend.”

I smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Caldwell. I really appreciate that.”

“Make no mention of it,” he said. “Now, as luck would have it, Waelin is expected here later today to provide a report. You can meet with him then, if you’d like.”

“That would be ideal, thank you,” I said.

Beside me, Leigh and Diane exchanged pleased glances at how smoothly this was unfolding.

“I can take my grandparents and Waelin from here to the homestead,” I suggested to Caldwell. “Since that is where I intend to hold the ceremony.”

“We’ll arrange transportation for both,” Caldwell said. “You needn’t worry about it or their security. We’ll transport them by separate vehicles so as not to accidentally introduce them on the ride in. I don’t know too much about elves, but they dislike it when custom is not honored. I will arrange transportation back as well in the following morning, assuming they will lodge at your homestead?”

“Caldwell, that’s really great,” I said. “I won’t forget this. And yes, we’ll make bedrooms in order for them.”

Caldwell nodded, looking satisfied. “It is my pleasure! And consider it done. I will send word to Waelin as soon as he arrives that David Wilson requests an audience regarding his niece Celeste.”

The way he spoke made it clear that Waelin could not refuse such a summons. “Why don’t you and your girls go to the Mestoque?” Caldwell continued. “Have them give you the suite. Just mention my name, and all will be arranged. I will send Waelin there. And you may place your call to your grandparents there as well.”

“The suite!” Leigh breathed. “Oh wow!”

“Well, a little luxury from time to time for the people doing the hard work out there is more than just,” Caldwell said. “You are my friends, and I want you to feel welcome.”

I stood and enthusiastically shook Caldwell’s hand again. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

Caldwell waved aside my effusive thanks. “Think nothing of it. Your family has done much for the Coalition. It is only right that I return the favor.” The warmth in his usually stern gaze spoke volumes.

Diane stood as well, smiling brightly. “We are so grateful for your assistance.” Leigh vigorously nodded her agreement.

Caldwell gave a single nod of acknowledgment. “Again, it is my pleasure! Now, why don’t you three go enjoy the Mestoque? I will send Waelin your way when he returns.”

“We will,” I said. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “Oh,” he quickly added. “I also wanted to send you a letter soon regarding the Bloodline matter.”

I perked an eyebrow. “You have news?”

“I have found a Bloodmage who can help divine the properties of your Bloodline. They are quite rare, as you know, and this one is a regular caller at Ironfast.”

“Yeska of the Wildclaws?” I asked, remembering Lord Vartlebeck’s promise to send her my way when next he met her.

Caldwell blinked. “Indeed… But how…”

I chuckled. “I met Lord Vartlebeck, and he promised he’d send her my way.”

Caldwell grinned, shaking his head again. “I swear, David,” he muttered, “you’re making friends and allies wherever you go.” He clapped his hands. “Well, perfect! Then that’s settled as well. I’ve worked with Yeska before. She’s a bit feisty, but I’m sure you’ll manage. Now, off with you! Go enjoy!”

Thanking him again profusely, I said goodbye to Caldwell before leading Leigh and Diane back out into the sunlight-washed streets.

A weight fell from my shoulders as we stepped outside. The first necessary step to unite Celeste and me had been accomplished far more smoothly than I could have hoped thanks to Caldwell’s intervention.


Chapter 29

Leigh, Diane, and I leisurely strolled down the bustling city streets, spirits high after the productive meeting with Agent Caldwell. His generosity in arranging everything had lifted a huge burden from my shoulders.

“Well, wasn’t that just the bee’s knees,” Leigh exclaimed, looping her arm through mine happily as we set off down the cobblestone street. “Thanks to Caldwell, this trip’s shapin’ up even better than I imagined!” She whistled appreciatively. “The Mestoque! Now that’s luxury!”

Diane nodded eagerly, slipping her arm through my other one. “It was so kind of him to set all this in motion for us. And staying at such a fine place!” Her fox ears twitched excitedly. “I’ve heard it’s the finest inn around.”

I smiled at their enthusiasm, giving each of their hands an affectionate squeeze. “Only the best for my ladies. Caldwell’s really gone above and beyond. I owe him for this one.”

“Nonsense!” Diane hummed. “You’ve done so much for him, too. Enjoy the favor freely given. It creates no debt.”

“I agree with Diane,” Leigh said. “You worked hard, baby. Enjoy the little extra!”

Following the directions Caldwell had provided, we made our way along quaint, tree-lined lanes towards the promised luxurious accommodation. Shopkeepers smiled and nodded politely as we passed, and I found myself straightening with pride to have Leigh and Diane on my arms.

Before long, an elegant three-story brick building came into view, with a polished brass sign over the door identifying it as The Mestoque Hotel and Inn. Flowering ivy climbed the pale stone facade, accented by rows of gleaming windows.

Ascending the steps, I held the etched glass door for Leigh and Diane before following them into a lavish lobby decorated in jewel-toned fabrics and dark, gleaming wood. A crystal chandelier cast a warm, inviting glow over the rich furnishings. Soft lute music drifted from concealed speakers.

Leigh let out an impressed whistle as we crossed the plush carpeting to the reception desk. There, an impeccably dressed elf woman stood ready to assist us. She gave our traveling outfits a look before she smiled at me. “May I help you, sir?”

I informed her that Caldwell of the Coalition’s Frontier Division had arranged the suite for us. Her eyes widened briefly in surprise before she schooled her features into a polite smile. “But of course, sir,” she said smoothly. “May I please have your name?”

“David Wilson,” I replied.

The elf woman nodded, glancing down to scan the ledger on the polished reception desk. After a thorough perusal of the registrations, she glanced up again and offered a hospitable smile. “Indeed, Mr. Wilson. The penthouse Grandeluxe Suite is indeed booked under Caldwell’s name for your party.”

She lifted an ornate brass key from its hook behind the desk. “The Grandeluxe Suite is our finest and comes with much comfort. I will show you myself if you’d like.”

I nodded graciously. “Thanks,” I said. “We appreciate you accommodating us on such short notice.”

The receptionist smiled politely. “Of course, sir. Right this way, please.”

She stepped smoothly out from behind the large reception desk and led us toward the sweeping grand staircase in the back of the elegant lobby.

We followed her up the staircase and down a long hallway before stopping at an ornately carved wooden door. Unlocking it with a heavy brass key, she ushered us inside the palatial accommodations.

The suite was even more sumptuous than the lobby, adorned in velvets and silks of deepest emerald green. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the central plaza. Fresh roses sat arranged artfully on an inlaid sideboard.

Leigh let out a low whistle as she ventured farther inside to inspect the plush furnishings. “David, this is fancier than a royal palace!”

“Especially Lord Vartlebeck’s palace,” I quipped, referring to the crude but defensible stone fort at Ironfast. My joke won a laugh from both of my girls and even a smile from the professional and straight-faced elven receptionist.

“It’s beautiful,” Diane hummed. Her eyes were round with awe as she trailed a hand over the smooth cherry wood furniture.

I smiled, gratified by their delight. “Only the best for you ladies. Why don’t you relax while I go call my grandparents?” With that, I turned to the receptionist. “Is there a phone I can use?”

“Indeed, there is, sir,” she replied. “The suite comes with its own telephone in the bedroom.” She gestured at the majestic door that led to the master bedroom. “Before I leave, is there anything else I may do for you?”

“Someone will drop by to visit me,” I said. “An elf named Waelin. When he arrives, could you arrange a room for us where we can speak in private?”

“But of course, sir. Anything else?”

“No, that’s it,” I said. “Thank you very much.”

“No trouble at all, sir.” With those words, she bowed and turned with a smile.

Diane and Leigh were already exploring the grand suite, talking in excited voices about the luxury and the comfort, throwing big eyes at the Jacuzzi in the middle of the suite. I smiled at that, happy that they were getting a taste of the princess’s life.

Of course, they were both women of the frontier, and they’d get bored with luxury like this soon enough. Still, it was nice to revel in it every once in a while.

Leaving them to their antics, I headed into the bedroom to place a call...


Chapter 30

I entered the lavish master bedroom of the suite, admiring the plush furnishings and tasteful decor. Across the room sat an elegant desk and chair, upon which rested a glossy black telephone.

Crossing over, I sank down into the plush chair and picked up the receiver. After providing the operator with my grandparents’ number in Louisville, I leaned back and waited as the call was connected.

Soon enough, I heard my grandfather’s gravelly voice on the other end. “Hello, who’s calling?” he inquired.

“Hey Grandpa, it’s me, David!” I said warmly.

“David!” he exclaimed happily. “How are you, my boy? It’s been too long since we talked.” In the background, I could hear my grandmother asking excitedly if it was me.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah!” Grandpa replied impatiently, his voice muffled because he had his hand over the receiver. “How’s your grand adventure?” he asked me, his voice loud again.

I smiled, picturing their faces. I had missed them. “I’m doing really great, Grandpa. Sorry it’s been a while. I’ve been so busy out on the frontier that I haven’t made it back to the city to visit or give you guys a call until today.”

“Oh?” Grandpa queried. “Do tell! What have you been up to out there?” My grandmother’s voice chimed in, urging him to put me on speakerphone so she could hear.

After some fumbling, Grandma’s voice came through clear as well. “David, sweetheart, it’s Grandma! Tell us all about life on the frontier. Have you met someone special yet? You mentioned some girls in your letter, now. Tell us about them, sweetie!”

I chuckled. “I sure have, Grandma. Let me tell you all about it.” I then launched into describing my homestead by the Silverthread River, the cozy cabin I had built and expanded. I told them about clearing the land, building fences, establishing a garden and smokehouse.

I had sent them two letters over the past few weeks, but those had been pretty succinct. As their only living grandchild, I knew they thought of me daily, and I was happy I could finally give them some details in person.

“It’s a great feeling being self-sufficient out here,” I said. “Hard work, but very rewarding.”

I then started telling them about Diane and how we had met in Gladdenfield when I first arrived. “She’s amazing — smart, tough, and very beautiful. I honestly couldn’t manage all the homestead tasks without her help. She’s been with me since the beginning, and…”

I stopped myself short, not wanting to reveal that she was also pregnant with my child. That would be news I would share in person since I would be seeing them soon. “Well, I can’t wait to introduce her to you!” I added.

Grandpa chuckled knowingly. “Sounds like quite the special gal.”

“Oh, she is,” I agreed. “And there’s another wonderful woman in my life too.” I proceeded to tell them about meeting Leigh, the sweet frontier girl who I’d fallen for just as hard as Diane. I described her kindness, her positive outlook on life, and her skill as a shopkeeper and Beastmaster.

Grandma sounded amazed. “Two lovely ladies? My oh my!”

Grandpa guffawed. “I always knew you were a charmer, my boy. Following those old elven customs, eh?”

I laughed sheepishly. “I suppose I am. They truly make me happy, Grandpa. I can’t imagine life without them now.”

“It sounds blissful!” Grandma chimed in.

“There’s one more lovely lady I should mention,” I continued. “Recently, I met an elf maiden named Celeste. She has the most enchanting musical voice and such a courageous spirit.”

Grandma gasped excitedly. “An elf?”

“That’s right,” I confirmed with a smile. “With long flowing hair the color of amber and eyes that shine like emeralds. I swear, when she sings, it’s the sweetest sound you’ve ever heard.”

“Oh my, she sounds divine!” Grandma exclaimed.

Grandpa let out an amused huff. “Our boy does have quite an eye for beauty.”

I chuckled. “Anyway, Celeste and I have grown very close. I want to court her properly, as the elves do. So that’s why I was hoping you could come out here — to meet her family and make our union official.”

Grandma clapped her hands together loud enough for me to hear through the phone. “Of course, we’ll come! Anything to help our darling boy win his fair elf maiden.”

My heart swelled with gratitude at their support. “You’re the best. I can’t wait for you to meet her!”

Grandma sounded utterly delighted. “Oh, oh, oh! Our boy! Three beautiful brides! You have been busy out there!”

“He’s still got a way to go to catch up with old human legends like King Solomon,” Grandpa joked. “Keep him on the frontier a little longer and who knows!”

We all shared a merry laugh before Grandma said sincerely, “We’re just pleased as punch you’ve found so much happiness, sweetheart.”

I smiled affectionately at their support. “It means the world to me, and that’s why I’m hoping you’ll come visit us out here...”

“It’s gonna be quite the journey, my boy,” Grandpa chimed in. “Now, your Grandma and I are a couple of sprightly old-timers, but don’t expect us there by breakfast tomorrow!”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry,” I said, “The Coalition will provide transportation through a secure teleportation circle to get you here safely.”

My grandparents gasped in surprise. “Teleportation?” Grandpa echoed. “Now that’s something!”

“Mighty expensive!” Grandma chirped.

“The Coalition pays for it, Grandma,” I said. “We don’t need to worry about anything.”

Grandpa chuckled. “Sounds like you’re becoming quite the bigshot! Well, we’re thrilled for you, son. Just say when, and your Grandma and I will be there.”

“Well, I still have to talk to Celeste’s next-of-kin, but I was hoping the day after tomorrow? I’ll let you know.” After all, I still needed to pick up Celeste in Gladdenfield, too, once we’d settled on a date.

I heard pages flipping as my grandparents checked their calendar. After conferring briefly, Grandpa came back on. “That should work just fine. We can’t wait to see you and meet this young Celeste.”

“Wonderful!” I said. “I’ll make all the arrangements on this end. I will let you know the final date, and the Coalition will send an escort to bring you to the teleportation circle. I’ll fill you in on all the details when you get here.”

“We’ll be ready!” Grandma confirmed eagerly. “Oh, I can hardly wait! Our little David’s found love.” I could hear the proud tears in her voice.

I chuckled, suddenly feeling a little choked up myself. “Thanks, Grandma. It means a lot that you’re willing to do this.”

“Of course, sweetheart!” Grandma replied. “Why, your grandfather and I still remember clear as day when your mom and dad first started courting. They had stars in their eyes for each other just like you sound now over this Celeste.”

Grandpa jumped in amusedly. “That’s right, their meet-the-family dinner was a real hullabaloo if I recall. Your father was so nervous he spilled red wine all over your mother’s nice white dress!”

My grandparents shared a fond chuckle over the memory. “But it all worked out in the end, as true love tends to,” Grandma said softly. “I just know your Celeste must be very special if she’s captured your heart this way.”

“She is, Grandma. I can’t wait for you to meet her. I think you’ll see the same magic between us that you did with Mom and Dad.”

We spoke for a while longer, reminiscing about my parents’ happy early days and them speculating excitedly about what Celeste would be like and trying to get more details from me. I promised to regale them with the full story of how we met and fell in love when they arrived.

Before long, I bid my grandparents a warm goodbye with promises to see them soon. Setting the receiver down, I took a deep breath, relief and happiness washing over me. It had been good to hear their voices again.
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After hanging up with my grandparents, I stepped back out into the luxurious sitting room of the suite where Diane and Leigh were relaxing on a plush sofa. They looked up eagerly when they saw me enter.

“How did the call go?” Diane asked, her blue eyes bright with curiosity. “Were your grandparents excited to hear from you?”

I settled onto the sofa between them, smiling broadly. “They were thrilled. I told them all about life on the frontier and you two lovely ladies.” I gave them each an affectionate squeeze. “And of course, about my courtship with Celeste.”

“What did they have to say about all of us?” Leigh inquired, sidling closer to nuzzle my shoulder.

“Oh, they were over the moon,” I assured her. “My grandpa said I was carrying on the old human legends like King Solomon.” We all shared an amused laugh at that.

“They’re both eager to meet you two,” I said. “And I’m really eager to introduce you to them. They mean a lot to me, and so do you. I’ll be having most of my favorite people in a single room.”

“Most?” Leigh asked, raising her eyebrow teasingly.

I laughed. “Well, I’m not inviting Darny! No matter how good his wife’s burgers are!”

Diane and Leigh laughed at that, and I squeezed both their thighs. “They’re also eager to meet Celeste,” I went on. “I explained I wanted to introduce them to Waelin as part of the formal elven courtship ritual. Luckily, they were happy to drop everything and come to the city to make that happen.”

Diane smiled warmly. “How wonderful that they’re so supportive of you finding love.”

I nodded, taking her hand and giving it an affectionate squeeze. “They just want me to be happy. And of course, they can’t wait to meet the special women in my life.” I winked at Leigh too, making her grin.

Then, Leigh gave me a playful poke. “And what a schemin’ man you are, by the way!” she exclaimed, feigning outrage. “You had us come out here bein’ all mysterious and whatnot!”

I laughed, giving her a playful nudge back. “Well, let a man have his fun every now and then.”

Leigh’s eyes turned hazy as she bit her lip for a moment. “Baby, we let you have plenty of fun.”

I chuckled while Diane’s cheeks flushed a little. “Well, I wanted to keep it a surprise,” I said, “but ta-da! This is it; you’re meeting my grandparents. Waelin will be there too, but hopefully a little wine will help him loosen up.”

The girls giggled and exchanged excited glances, knowing full well how much my grandparents meant to me.

“Did you settle on a date for them to come?” Leigh asked curiously, absently playing with a strand of her golden hair.

“Not yet,” I replied. “First I need to meet with Waelin this afternoon and find out when he can do the introduction ceremony. After that, I’ll coordinate my grandparents’ arrival.”

Diane nodded thoughtfully. “Do you have any idea what the ceremony will entail?”

I considered for a moment before responding. “Brynneth gave me an overview. The families need to meet in a way that allows them both to prepare food for the other. Baked goods are common, but she also told me the ritual is relatively freeform. So, I imagine we’ll all share a meal where our families can get to know one another. There will likely be some formal words spoken to signify approval of the match.”

“Gosh, it all sounds so official,” Leigh said, eyes wide. Then she grinned and elbowed me playfully. “Don’t you go gettin’ cold feet now, honey.”

I laughed. “No chance of that. I intend to do this right. Once I have a date set, I’ll go back to Gladdenfield to pick up Celeste, and I intend to host the meeting at the homestead.”

“That sounds lovely,” Diane hummed. “They could see our home. That’s always the best way to get to know someone — by seeing their territory.”

“Exactly,” I agreed and rose from the plush sofa, stretching a bit. “Well, Waelin should be here soon. I’m going to speak to the innkeeper about reserving a private dining room where we can all share a meal after the ceremony.”

“Ooh, smart thinking!” Leigh said approvingly.

Diane nodded her agreement. “Yes! I can’t wait to see what kind of food they serve here!”

“Me too,” I agreed. I leaned down to give them both a quick kiss. “Wish me luck with Waelin.”

“Oh, you’ll be fine,” Diane assured me sweetly, caressing my cheek.

“You got this, baby,” Leigh added with a confident wink. “We’ll just be in here explorin’ the place. You know there’s a Jacuzzi?” She winked at me. “We might try that one out later, too!”

I laughed, heart swelling with gratitude and love for my two amazing women. With their staunch support behind me, I felt ready to take this next big step and unite Celeste and me.

With a final smile, I headed out the door of the lavish suite to go speak with the innkeeper about booking a private dining room.


Chapter 31

I awaited Waelin’s arrival with both anticipation and nerves. Though we were already acquainted from working together to save Celeste, I knew her uncle remained wary of humans. In addition, he had that typical elven haughtiness that hampered a deeper connection.

Still, I hoped emphasizing our successful prior cooperation would help sway him. And he must at least trust and appreciate me because he had asked me to check in on Celeste regularly prior to his moving to New Springfield to help the Frontier Division.

For the meeting, the staff had arranged a private room for me, and I was waiting there for him now. Soon enough, a brisk knock heralded the elf’s arrival. I opened the door to find Waelin looking much the same — tall and thin with sharp features and long gray hair. His piercing eyes regarded me intently.

“Mr. David Wilson,” he said. “Greetings.”

“Greetings, Waelin,” I said. “Thank you for coming. Please come in.” I stepped back and gestured him inside cordially.

Waelin strode past me into the lavish meeting room. “Your message stated you wished to discuss my niece,” he said without preamble. His posture was stiff, hands clasped neatly behind his back. “I trust she is well? If she was not, you would’ve sent a more urgent missive, I hope?”

“She is well,” I said. “Better than ever, in fact, so no need to worry.”

Some concern fell away from him, but it made place for curiosity and a hint of suspicion. “Indeed? Well, what is this about, then?”

“Please have a seat,” I offered as I poured us both a goblet of wine from the fine vintage that the Mestoque had provided. I offered Waelin the drink, and he accepted it, taking a little swig before fixing his eyes on me.

I could tell this wasn’t going to be easy.

We both sat facing each other. I met his gaze directly. “Celeste and I have grown quite close since we last spoke. I won’t bandy words — I know you’re not the type for small talk.”

“Indeed,” Waelin hummed.

“I am courting Celeste formally,” I said, dropping the bomb.

Waelin’s eyebrows shot up in evident surprise. “You and Celeste?” he echoed incredulously. “You must be joking?”

“I’m not,” I said, repressing the slight pang of anger I felt at his outrage. He was an elf, and one of the old school too, and he would respond this way. “She and I have spent much time together. We have shared an alath-manae, and she…”

“An alath-manae!” he exclaimed, turning a little red. “What? You just skipped the tulanei? What have you done to her! She is a virtuous woman!”

I made a pacifying gesture. “Calm down, Waelin,” I said. “She is virtuous. We haven’t done anything that elven custom prohibits.”

“Pah!” he scoffed. “And what do you know — a vagabond of the frontier — of our customs?”

I swallowed that pang of anger again. “Last time I checked, Waelin,” I said, voice calm, “you were just as much a ‘vagabond of the frontier’ as I am. You roam from town to town, selling potions. I, at least, have a home.”

His teeth ground together. “I will not be spoken to in such…”

“Now listen,” I said, silencing him. “I care deeply for Celeste. We found happiness together. I believe we could build a good life together. I have a home that she will join, loving companions she holds in her heart in friendship. I am a Frontier Summoner, and I have achieved level 9. Few outmatch me now, and soon, none will. In addition, Celeste has advanced by my side as well. Now, before you start spewing anger, you should think.”

I could see his mind working.

“What do you want for her, Waelin?” I asked. “To be happy with a man she chose herself? Or to live alone in Gladdenfield, waiting for you to return and then joining you on the road? To roam from place to place with no company but you, peddling potions and never staying long enough to grow attached to anything? Is that a life for her?”

He licked his lips, his eyes still shooting fire, but there was more sense in them now.

“You know me, Waelin. I am honorable. And she is full of life, love, and laughter. Even after suffering so horribly at her other uncle’s violence, she is still vibrant and full of goodness. I know you see this too. This is why you love her. With me and my other women, that good and happy side of her will flourish. On the road, who knows what will happen? I know you want the best for her.”

Waelin looked thoughtful now. My words had diminished his anger, and he knew they were sensible. At length, he reached for his goblet and took a much less civilized swig of wine before fixing his gaze on me.

“You are not wrong, David Wilson,” he muttered. “Even though I want you to be.”

I nodded slowly. “You see sense, Waelin. You asked me to look after her, to see to her wellbeing, and I will tell you that she wants to be with me. She wants to stay.”

He drew a deep breath. “I promised her mother, my sister, that I would never let anything bad happen to her.” His eyes took on a hard light. “I failed that promise once, when her father’s brother tried to consume her power and thrust her into a coma from which she barely recovered. I will not fail again.”

“And you are not failing,” I said. “I will make you that very same promise to keep her safe. But you cannot latch onto her and keep her in your shadow for all days to come. She needs to live and to love.”

“It… It is difficult for me. My judgment is clouded by past failures.”

“Then let me show you. Come meet my family. See where I come from. See who raised me. You will know what stock I came from, and you will see the happiness Celeste and I share. See with your own eyes how things are.”

He looked up at me, and the fierce sternness in his iron gaze was now broken. In its place was left a man who grieved over the loss of his family and clung hard to the one person that remained to him.

I could understand — I had lost people too. From experience, I knew we would find no salvation in clinging desperately to what still remained. The right way goes ever forward.

“Very well,” he breathed, his voice almost a whisper. “I shall come.”


Chapter 32

The lavish dining room of the Mestoque Hotel glittered around me and my girls as we were seated at an intimate table tucked away in a quiet corner. Crystal chandeliers cast a warm glow over the elegant surroundings.

At first, Diane, Leigh, and I had felt out of place in all this luxury. We had brought clean sets of clothes, but we had packed them with an eye for activity and travel. So, we weren’t exactly in fine attire.

However, the staff solved that problem by simply seating us in a corner behind a divider where we wouldn’t feel out of place. Soon enough, we were joking and laughing, actually quite happy that we weren’t seated close to the stuffier people that visited an establishment such as the Mestoque.

A smartly dressed waiter arrived with leather-bound menus and offered us a selection of vintage wines to begin our meal. I deferred to Diane and Leigh’s tastes, allowing them to select a delicate elven white wine which arrived chilled in a sweating silver bucket.

As the waiter poured our wine, soft strains of classical music from a live string quartet drifted through the opulent space. The conversations of other diners beyond the divider drifted our way in hushed tones, but my focus rested solely on my two lovely companions.

“Well, you two look as pretty as a picture tonight,” I remarked, smiling at Diane and Leigh over my wineglass. Both girls wore pants that hugged their delicious bodies, and Leigh wore a blouse over it — the poor buttons straining to contain the blonde’s ample bosom — and Diane wore a shirt that was a little more rugged, befitting the foxkin beauty.

Diane blushed prettily at the compliment while Leigh winked and blew me a kiss. “Not as dashing as you, handsome,” Leigh returned with an admiring glance at my physique.

I wore neat jeans and a button-up shirt. We were hardly in formal garb, but we were in good shape, beaming with health.

We clinked our wine glasses together in a wordless toast before sampling the delicate elven vintage. Its crisp minerality complemented the luxurious atmosphere perfectly.

As we awaited our appetizers, soft candlelight played over Diane and Leigh’s smiling faces. Their eyes shone with excitement over this small taste of civilization and refinement. It gladdened my heart to give them this experience.

Our conversation meandered pleasantly over shared memories and amusing anecdotes from our time together.

“Y’know, I’ll never forget the day you first came into my little shop asking about foxkin courtin’ rituals,” Leigh said, turning to me with a playful grin.

I chuckled at that, remembering well my early days at the homestead. My relationship with Diane — now a trusted fact, almost a force of nature — had been budding back then, and I had been eager to navigate the cultural maze that separated us.

Diane’s eyes widened and a pretty blush graced her cheeks. “Oh, that’s right! Tell me again, David.” She regarded me tenderly.

I returned her smile. “Well, after we first met, I wanted to learn how to properly court you,” I explained to Diane. “But I knew foxkin ways were different, so I asked Leigh for advice.”

“And I sure was tickled,” Leigh said with a wink at Diane. “I could tell right off this one had fallen head over heels for you.” She then smiled at me with her bedroom eyes. “And at the same time, I was hopin’ he’d one day be as smitten with me as he was with you.”

I grinned and gave her a pat on her shapely thigh. “And I am.”

Diane smiled, squeezing my hand. “I appreciate you going to such effort just for me,” she said earnestly. “It shows how deeply you cared, even then.”

“Of course. You were special from the moment we met,” I replied honestly. “I wanted to do things right.”

Leigh’s eyes twinkled knowingly. “And now you got poor Celeste recitin’ poetry by moonlight and all the rest of it!”

We shared a laugh, and I felt warmed knowing my willingness to bridge cultural divides had touched Diane’s heart.

When our starters arrived, we temporarily shifted our focus to the culinary delights presented before us. The hotel’s chefs certainly lived up to their vaunted reputation. Each artfully plated dish elicited murmurs of appreciation at its refined flavors. I loved good frontier food, but it was nice to change things up a little.

Between indulgent bites, Leigh and Diane pestered me playfully for more hints about my mysterious business with the dwarven jeweler Grimfast. But I remained coyly evasive, assuring them it would be revealed soon. Their persistence left us all laughing.

As the waiter whisked away our empty plates, I reached across the table to take Diane and Leigh’s hands in mine. “Have I told you both lately how grateful I am to have you in my life?” I said earnestly.

Diane’s eyes misted and she turned her palm up to intertwine her fingers with mine. “Every day we feel how cherished we are,” she said softly.

Leigh gave my hand a tender squeeze. “Anyone can see how much you love us, baby,” she said, with her honey-sweet drawl. “And the feelin’s mutual.”

I smiled, emotions welling powerfully within me. With all my heart, I was thankful fate had brought me and my amazing women together. Each day with them was a gift.

The main course arrived shortly after, interrupting the poignant moment. We settled in to feast on braised lamb shanks, butternut squash risotto, and seasonal vegetables prepared to absolute perfection. Rich flavors burst over my tongue with each bite.

As we savored the delectable, braised lamb, talk at our table naturally turned to the impending meeting between my grandparents and Celeste’s uncle Waelin.

“So what do y’all reckon?” Leigh asked curiously. “Think your grandparents and that stuffy elf will hit it off?”

I considered for a moment before responding. “Well, they’re definitely starting from very different places. But I’m confident they’ll find common ground before long.”

“I imagine your grandparents are a rather... exuberant duo?” Diane ventured delicately.

I chuckled at that diplomatic phrasing. “You could certainly say that! Especially Grandpa. He’s got quite the personality.”

Leigh’s eyes danced impishly. “Let me guess — the life of the party type?”

“Pretty much,” I confirmed in amusement. “And Grandma’s no wilting flower either. She’ll talk your ears off once she gets going.”

“They sound lovely,” Diane remarked sincerely.

“Oh, they’re the best,” I said fondly. “Only family I’ve got left. But I know they’ll adore you both.”

“Won’t Waelin find them a bit... overwhelming?” Diane asked.

I considered for a moment. “Perhaps at first. He’s rather reserved. But he’s got a good heart under all that elf stuffiness. He wants what’s right for Celeste, and he will go to great lengths to achieve it.”

Leigh nodded thoughtfully while cutting her lamb. “Opposites attract, as they say. I bet by the end of the night they’ll be thick as thieves.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” I agreed. “Waelin will loosen up with some good food and wine in him. And I know my grandparents will talk enough for the whole table!”

We all shared an amused chuckle at that prospect. The meeting was sure to be lively, but I felt certain the initial awkwardness would transform into friendship given time.

As the last morsels disappeared from our plates, I ordered a decadent chocolate torte to share for dessert. Its rich sweetness provided the perfect indulgent finale to our meal. Diane and Leigh’s expressions were positively rapturous.

At last, replete with sumptuous fare and fine wine, we lingered over fragrant cups of tea brought by our waiter. A deep sense of fulfillment suffused our intimate table. For these precious hours, our stress had melted away entirely.

My eyes drank in every elegant detail, determined to etch this memory forever in my mind — the glittering crystal, the flickering candles, the beautiful women gazing back at me. I wished to seal this exquisite moment in time.

As the hour grew late, other diners gradually drifted out until we had the palatial space nearly to ourselves. We tarried over the remainder of our tea; none of us eager for the night to end.
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After our extravagant dinner, Diane, Leigh, and I headed back upstairs, happily stuffed and in a fine mood. Looping their arms through mine, we strolled leisurely down the plushily carpeted hallway.

“Now that was a fancy feast!” Leigh exclaimed. “They sure know how to cook here in the city!”

Diane nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes, everything was prepared to absolute perfection, don’t you think?” She sighed dreamily. “And the music and candlelight made it all so romantic.”

I smiled, giving them both an affectionate squeeze. “I’m glad you both enjoyed yourselves. It’s not often we get to indulge in that level of refinement out on the frontier.”

“You got that right!” Leigh laughed. “I sure would love to meet the chef that cooked up that fancy food and shake their hand. And the fellow who picked the wine — he knew his stuff too. Smooth as silk, that vintage!”

We continued exchanging lively commentary about the highlights of our luxurious dinner as we strolled upstairs to the lavish penthouse suite that was our temporary abode.

Unlocking the ornately carved wooden door, I held it open gallantly for Leigh and Diane. “After you, ladies,” I said with an exaggerated bow and flourish.

They both giggled at my antics, sauntering past into the suite.

“Weeelll, I don’t know about y’all,” Leigh drawled, “but I’m fixin’ to take me a nice long soak in that Jacuzzi tub right this second. Wouldn’t that be the perfect conclusion to a perfect day?”

With that, she headed over to the low stairs that led to an elevation in the suite where the Jacuzzi was built. It was a circular hot tub built right into the middle of the floor.

Diane and I watched as Leigh ran the faucets and let the bath fill up. We both smiled as wisps of steam curled invitingly off the gently churning water, which was lit from within by soft-colored lights that shifted hypnotically. It was situated next to a floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the mountains and the forest.

Diane clasped her hands together, sapphire eyes dancing with excitement. “It does look so lovely!” She turned her luminous gaze my way. “Don’t you think so, David?”

I chuckled knowingly, having a strong suspicion about what was coming next. Right on cue, Leigh sidled up next to me, an impish grin playing about her full lips as she began slowly unbuttoning her blouse while the tub filled up.

Then, she gave me a peck on the cheek before she shimmied playfully out of the garment, showcasing her generous cleavage spilling over the cups of a lacy black bra. I felt a familiar stir of desire just from the little preview.

Diane colored prettily as she watched Leigh disrobe without an ounce of self-consciousness. I could tell the idea intrigued her too, but she was hesitant to be the first to suggest it.

“Am I gonna hop in alone?” Leigh teased.

“It does look simply blissful,” Diane murmured, her azure gaze fixed longingly on the gently churning water. She unconsciously wet her full lips with the tip of her tongue. “But... is there enough room?”

I hid an amused smile at Diane’s half-hearted protest, suspecting Leigh wouldn’t be dissuaded that easily once she got an idea in her head. As predicted, the voluptuous blonde was already shimmying out of her pants, clearly eager to slip into the Jacuzzi’s steamy embrace.

“Aw, don’t be such a stick in the mud,” Leigh cajoled, giving her hips an enticing wiggle as she kicked the jeans aside, leaving her clad in just a lacy black bra and a matching thong that cupped her beautiful pussy in a delicious camel-toe that made my mouth water.

“The whole point of a Jacuzzi,” she continued, “is that there ain’t enough room so we all gotta huddle together all nice and cozy-like.”

Turning to me, Leigh fixed me with her most pleading doe-eyed expression, all fluttering lashes and pouting rosebud lips. Her freckled cleavage jiggled enticingly as she gave me that look.

“C’mon now, baby,” she implored sweetly, “won’t you join me for a nice steamy soak?” She trailed a finger invitingly down the center of my chest.

I chuckled at her shameless antics, pretending to consider seriously for a moment before replying. Of course, my mind had already been made up from the moment she had suggested it, but I would play along for a bit.

“Well, I suppose a short relaxing dip couldn’t hurt...”


Chapter 33

Leigh let out a purr of triumph before nimbly stripping off her bra and panties. I drank in an eyeful of her exquisitely curvy figure as she sank into the Jacuzzi with a long, satisfied sigh, sending the water churning around her.

Now without clothes, she beckoned enticingly with one finger for me to join her. “The water sure feels real nice and hot! I know I’d enjoy it even more with some handsome company...” She winked playfully.

Turning her pleading gaze on Diane, Leigh implored, “Come on now! It’s big enough for all of us!”

Diane hesitated, nibbling her plump lower lip uncertainly even as her fingers toyed with the hem of her blouse. The flirtatious mood was infectious though, and I could tell she didn’t want to be left out.

“Oh...alright,” she relented at last with a shy smile. “I can’t resist either.”

Slowly and self-consciously, she began to disrobe for us, the firelight playing lovingly over every inch of her lithe curves as more and more tantalizing flesh was revealed. I felt a surge of desire watching her undress. Leigh let out an approving whistle.

“Atta girl! Now get that cute li’l tail of yours in this water,” Leigh encouraged affectionately. “It’s pure magic, I promise.”

With an uncertain laugh, Diane finished undressing down to her bra and panties — a matching set in a delicate blush pink that complemented her creamy complexion perfectly. Despite her initial shyness, I could tell she was secretly enjoying putting on this little show for us.

After a moment’s hesitation while we admired her nearly naked form as she stripped away her final garments, Diane slipped into the Jacuzzi with a contented moan, submerging herself up to her slender shoulders.

“Ooh yes, you were right Leigh,” she admitted blissfully, eyes closed. “This feels divine.”

“Told ya so!” Leigh said playfully, winking at me. “How about you get comfortable too, hot stuff.”

Happy to oblige, I quickly shed my own clothes. There wasn’t a shred of self-consciousness about it anymore, as I was utterly comfortable with my women.

Leigh whistled her approval, making an exaggerated show of checking out my physique as I eased into the wonderfully warm, effervescent water alongside my two lovely companions.

“Mm, now this is the life,” Leigh sighed, stretching luxuriously, sending ripples across the steaming surface of the frothing tub.

Playfully, she sent a splash my way. “Admit it, don’t this just hit the spot after that big fancy dinner?” Her eyes were sparkling impishly.

I laughed, using my hands to send a small splash her way in retaliation, making her yelp. “I have to agree. This Jacuzzi is pretty amazing.”

“Just look at that view too,” Diane chimed in dreamily, gazing out at the scenic mountains. The moon was peeking out from behind scudding clouds. “It’s so beautiful up here.”

“Not as beautiful as present company,” I replied, drawing a pleased blush from both women.

Leigh preened under the compliment, arching her back to thrust out her generous chest above the waterline. “Aw, ain’t you just the sweet talker.” She shot me a bold look that made me grin broadly.

Unable to resist, I reached underwater to squeeze her knee teasingly, making her jump.

“Cut that out now,” Leigh laughed, swatting playfully at my hand. “You’re gonna get me all worked up, baby.” She shot me a smoky look. “And you know what happens when I got worked up…”

Diane smiled at our silly antics, shifting position so she leaned comfortably against my shoulder. “This was a lovely idea,” she said appreciatively. “I’m so glad we decided to indulge ourselves tonight.”

“Me too,” I agreed, wrapping an arm around her slender shoulders and dropping a tender kiss on her head, mindful of her fox ears. “You girls deserve to be pampered.”

Leigh stretched languorously again, purposefully showcasing her generous curves breaking the waterline. “Pamper away, sugar. We could get used to this kind of high life.”

Leigh’s flirtatious mood was contagious. As we lounged in the steamy, bubbly water, she and I engaged in some silly splash fights and exchanges of light-hearted banter.

Diane looked on with amusement, contentedly cuddled against my shoulder. At one point when Leigh deliberately splashed water down the front of my chest, I grabbed the blonde minx around the waist and gave her a playful pull in retaliation, making her slip from her seat and squeal.

“No fair!” Leigh gasped. But her eyes danced with mirth. She attempted to splash me again, but I caught her wrist lightly and used the opportunity to pull her in close.

Keeping my grasp on her wrist, I tipped her chin up and kissed her full on the lips. Leigh readily melted against me, nibbling my lower lip sensuously. We indulged in the deep kiss for several heated moments before finally coming up for air.

“Mm, now that’s what I call an apology,” Leigh purred approvingly, a little breathless. Her generous chest heaved distractingly with each breath.

“But your apology needs a little more, baby,” Leigh said as she shot Diane a wink. The fox girl blushed, while Diane drifted closer to me, obviously up to no good…
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The swirling waters of the Jacuzzi caressed my skin as Leigh pressed her delicious and soft body up against mine and kissed me. I reveled in the feeling of her as the heat seeped into my muscles and eased the tension of the day.

Leigh’s playful splashing had ended with me pulling her close, our lips meeting in a kiss that sent currents of desire through the steamy water. As we parted, her blue eyes sparkled with mischief, and she turned to give me a view of her ample backside as she got onto hands and knees, her ass peeking out above the water’s surface.

It was a sight from heaven, and Diane giggled as Leigh got in her typical naughty mood.

“David, baby,” Leigh purred, looking back at me over her shoulder, her voice dripping with sultry power. “Why don’t you make it up by playing with me a little, hmm?”

Without needing further encouragement, I slid closer to her, my hand trailing through the warm water until it found the soft, wet heat between her thighs.

“Hmm,” she moaned. “That’s the spot, baby. I’ve been wantin’ you all day!”

My cock turned rock-hard at feeling her soft body at my command. I began to stroke her, my fingers slipping easily between her slick folds, finding the rhythm that made her back arch and a moan escape her lips.

Diane, drawn by the erotic display, waded closer, her sapphire eyes locked onto me with hunger that matched my own. She leaned in, pressing her lips to mine even as I fingered her harem sister’s tight pussy. Her kiss embodied a mixture of tenderness and raw need that stirred the water around us.

My free hand roamed over Diane’s curves, gliding over the smooth skin of her back before coming to rest on the swell of her breasts. I squeezed gently, eliciting a soft gasp from her as she deepened our kiss, her tongue tangling with mine.

But I didn’t stop fingering Leigh’s tight pussy — now slipping my finger inside her, then circling her swollen nub as she trembled beneath me. Leigh’s breathy moans filled the air, mixing with the sounds of the bubbling Jacuzzi and the distant hum of the city beyond the window.

“Yes... just like that, David,” she purred, her voice laced with desire. “Make me cum for you, baby. I want you to feel me unravel under your touch.”

The lust raging within me was overwhelming — the scent of lavender and the rich aroma of Leigh’s arousal, the sight of Diane’s naked body pressed against mine, and the sound of Leigh’s pleasure as my fingers worked their magic.

I doubled my efforts, my fingers curling inside Leigh to stroke the spot that made her gasp, her hips bucking against my hand as she chased the release that built within her. Diane’s breath hitched against my mouth, her nipples hardening under my touch as if in sympathy with Leigh’s mounting pleasure.

Leigh’s dirty talk spilled forth uninhibited. “Fuck, David, your fingers feel so damn good...filling me up...don’t stop,” she moaned, her words punctuated by the splash of water as she moved with my hand.

Diane, caught up in it all, began to mimic my movements on her own body, her hand slipping down to tease her clit as she rode the waves of passion emanating from our trio.

“Keep going, baby,” Leigh urged, her voice thick. “I’m so close... I can feel it building... I’m gonna cum all over your hand.”

And with a few more skilled strokes, Leigh’s body tensed. Her moans reached a crescendo with a high-pitched gasp as her orgasm crashed over her, the waves of pleasure rippling through the water and into my own body, heightening my arousal.

As Leigh’s body shuddered with the aftershocks of her climax, Diane’s movements grew more frantic, her breathing erratic. “David, please... touch me too,” she begged, her voice laced with desperation. “I want it, too!”

With Leigh still panting, I shifted my attention to Diane, my fingers tracing a path down to her warmth. I found her wet and ready, slipping my fingers into her as she gasped, her body welcoming me eagerly.

Diane’s response was immediate, her hips grinding against my hand as I matched the pace that had brought Leigh such ecstasy. Her soft whimpers and sharp intakes of breath told me she was teetering on the edge.

“That’s it, my sweet Diane,” I murmured against her lips, my voice low and encouraging. “Let go for me. I want to feel you cum for me.”

It didn’t take much. Poor Diane was aroused beyond imagination. I gave her what she wanted, delighting in how she trembled in my embrace.

Her hands gripped my shoulders as her movements grew more urgent. “David... I’m... oh God, yes!”

A moment later, Diane’s climax hit her hard, her body convulsing as waves of pleasure radiated from where we were joined. I took great pleasure in how she convulsed and shook, and how her orgasm shot delicious tremors down her body, making her beloved curves jiggle for me.

When she finally gasped for air, I held them both close, my arms around Diane as she quivered and shook while she recovered from her orgasm, and Leigh as she still struggled to catch her breath, the heat of their releases warming me more than the Jacuzzi ever could.

As the intensity of the moment subsided, we settled back into the water, our ragged breaths slowly evening out. Leigh leaned her head against my shoulder, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.

Diane, still nestled in my lap, looked up at me with eyes that glowed with love and contentment. I kissed her forehead tenderly, overwhelmed with affection for these incredible women in my life.

But they weren’t done yet… A moment later, soft fingers were playing with my hard cock, and hazy eyes were looking up at me, full of desire. They were ready for more, and so was I.

I nibbled Diane’s neck, unwilling to postpone my own pleasure any longer. “My sweet Diane,” I said to her in a low voice, “and ride my cock.” She gave me a wide-eyed look; excitement and anticipation clear in her gaze as she moved to straddle me.
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Diane’s shy hesitation melted away under the steamy spell of the water and her pleasure, and with an encouraging nod from me, she slipped onto my lap, her soft body pressing against mine.

Leigh’s sultry voice filled the air, spurring us on with her tantalizing dirty talk. “Ride him just like that, Diane, let him feel how tight and wet you are for him,” she coaxed, her gaze fixed on us with a lustful intensity that only magnified the heat of the moment.

My hands found Diane’s hips, guiding her as she lifted herself just enough to allow Leigh to reach down and position my aching cock at her slick entrance. The anticipation was a delicious torture, and when Diane finally sank down onto me, the sensation was nothing short of heavenly.

I groaned with delight as my cock slipped into her tight little pussy, and Leigh gave a deep moan of appreciation.

“Look at that,” she purred. “It looks so pretty!”

“Hnnnn,” Diane moaned. “Oh, David… I feel so full… Gods, I love it!”

“Bounce on him,” Leigh urged Diane. “Ride him!”

The water rippled around us as Diane began to do just that, her movements slow and deliberate at first, picking up speed as her confidence grew.

Leigh watched, a delighted glint in her eye, her words a constant stream of encouragement and praise. “That’s it, baby, take all of him,” she hummed, her voice a melody of arousal that seemed to vibrate through the water.

Diane’s breathing grew erratic, her chest heaving against mine as she impaled herself on my hardness again and again. Her arms were around my shoulder as we sloshed in the Jacuzzi, skin slapping together, and she gave a cute yelp every time I bottomed out inside her.

I could feel every contour of Diane’s inner walls, so warm and velvety, enveloping me in a rhythm as old as time. Her hands clung to my shoulders, her nails digging in slightly with each thrust, anchoring her as she sought her pleasure upon me.

The sight of Diane’s ecstasy, the way she threw her head back, exposing the elegant column of her throat, the soft mewls and gasps that escaped her lips, fueled my desire to new heights. I held her tight, my own grunts of pleasure mingling with hers.

Leigh’s hand slipped beneath the water, her fingers finding my full balls and softly kneading them to add to the symphony of sensation. Diane started reaching her summit, her climax building like a storm on the horizon, ready to break.

“Cum for me, Diane,” I urged, my voice rough with need. I thrust up into her with renewed vigor, determined to tip her over the edge into blissful oblivion.

Diane’s body tensed, her inner muscles clenching around me in a vice-like grip that threatened to undo me then and there. “David… I’m… oh God, David!” she cried out, her orgasm washing over her in waves that crashed against both our shores.

Her climax was a sight to behold, her body writhing in my lap. I held her through it all, my own pleasure spiraling upward as I reveled in the feel of her coming undone because of me.

Leigh’s voice coaxed me closer to my own edge. “Fill her up, David. Give her everything ya got. Make her feel you deep inside.”

With Diane still trembling from her orgasm, I gathered my strength and thrust into her with a fervor that matched the passion of the moment. I could feel it, the inevitable surge of my release approaching like a tidal wave. She yelped with delight, hanging from me with her tongue lolling out as she still rode her orgasm.

“I’m gonna cum!” I panted, my movements becoming more erratic as I chased the precipice of my own pleasure.

Leigh leaned in close, her lips brushing against my ear as she whispered, “Do it. Cum in her. Let me see you claim her as yours.”

Her words were the final spark that ignited the powder keg within me. With a grunt, I released deep within Diane, my seed spilling into her in hot, pulsing waves.

Diane gasped, feeling the heat of me filling her, her inner walls milking me for more as I emptied myself completely. The connection between us was electric, our gazes locked in a symphony of lust and fulfillment.

As the last tremors of my climax subsided, I held Diane close, our sweat-slicked bodies still joined as we caught our breath.

Leigh’s eyes were upon us, dark with desire and something akin to pride. “That was beautiful, you two,” she murmured, her voice husky with her own arousal. “But I think it’s my turn now, don’t you?”

Diane, spent and satisfied, rested against me in the Jacuzzi, her breathing still heavy. I gently lifted her and placed her next to me and turned my hungry gaze to Leigh, who rose to the challenge with a daring glint in her eye.

“Come on then, David,” Leigh taunted, her voice full of challenge. “Show me how you’re gonna fuck me. I wanna feel your cum in me.”

As she spoke, Leigh half-rose out of the water, positioning herself before me. Her voluptuous body glistening with droplets of water, her expression one of pure anticipation.

The sight of her kindled my arousal despite having just given Diane my seed. I was ready to go again and claim my voluptuous blonde.

I grasped Leigh by the hips, pulling her down to me with a possessive strength that matched the hunger in her eyes. Our bodies came together with a splash, the water churning as I placed her on my lap, feeling her delicious ass against my hardening cock as she braced against the side of the tub with her hands.

Leigh’s moans filled the air, her body moving with mine in perfect harmony. “That’s it, baby,” she gasped. “Fuck me. Make me yours. Bend me over and take me.”

The warm water surrounded us with a cocoon of delight as Leigh rose, presenting her ample, freckled backside to me. The steam rose around us, veiling her eyes as she looked over her shoulder with a naughty glint in her blue gaze.

“Show me how bad you want me, David,” Leigh’s voice was thick with lust, “I want to feel that big cock of yours pound me hard.”

I stood up behind her, the water cascading off my skin, and with a firm grip, I pulled her hips toward me. Her wet flesh glistened in the low light, and I couldn’t resist giving her a playful smack, watching her cheeks ripple with the impact.

She gasped, the sound turning into a sultry moan as I leaned over her, guiding my cock to her waiting heat. “That’s it, baby, get me ready for you,” she murmured, urging me on.

I slid into her with one smooth, powerful thrust, and her moan was drowned out by the sound of water splashing over the edge. Leigh’s warmth enveloped me completely, her inner muscles gripping me tightly, pulling me deeper.

Diane, who had been watching us with wide, sapphire eyes, now blushed a deep shade of red, her gaze fixed on the point where our bodies joined.

“You two are so beautiful together,” she whispered, her hand wandering to her own body, her touch light and exploratory.

With each thrust, Leigh’s dirty words fueled my desire even more. “Harder, David, fuck me harder,” she begged, “Make me feel it all the way to my core.”

I obliged, my hands gripping her hips as I set a punishing pace, the sound of our bodies slapping together mixed with the gasp that came from deep within Leigh every time I drove my cock into her.

Leigh’s head tilted back, her hair sticking to her wet skin as she pushed back against me, matching my every move. “Fill me up, baby, let me feel that hot cum inside me,” she moaned.

Her words struck a chord within me, my pleasure mounting with each stroke. I could feel her climax building, her body tensing and quivering as she approached the edge. With a growl, I grabbed a full ass cheek, my thumb close to her tight little pucker.

“Oh, yes! Touch me there, David... push it in,” Leigh pleaded, her voice barely above a whimper. “I need to feel you everywhere.”

I slipped my thumb into the hot, tight ring of her asshole, and she cried out as her softness gave way to me, her entire body shaking with the added sensation.

Diane’s voice joined the chorus, her encouragement laced with arousal. “Oh, yes, David!” she called out, her own fingers moving faster over her clit as she watched us.

I reveled in the sight of Diane as I fucked her harem sister and fingered her tight little asshole. I felt my orgasm approaching, my need to fill Leigh up with my cum rising.

Leigh’s moans grew louder, her body convulsing as she neared her peak. “I’m gonna cum, David, I’m gonna cum so fucking hard for you!”

Her words spurred me on. I increased my pace with a wordless grunt, driving into her relentlessly, determined to push her over the edge into ecstasy.

And then she was cumming, her orgasm ripping through her with a force that left her gasping and trembling. “David!” she screamed, her inner muscles clenching around me in waves, her tight little pucker almost pushing my thumb out.

Leigh’s release triggered my own, the pleasure coiling in my gut before exploding outward. I thrust deep inside her one last time, filling her with a rope of warm cum, my groans mingling with her cries.

“Hnn, yes!” she moaned. “Cum in me, baby! Fill me up!”

Her body continued to shake as she rode out the aftershocks of her orgasm, her breasts swaying with the force of my still-thrusting hips as I spurted rope after rope of seed into her.

Diane, too, reached her peak, her body arching beautifully as she came, her own cries of pleasure echoing off the walls of the suite. As she came, she kept her sapphire eyes on us, watching me fill her harem sister up with warm cum.

I held Leigh tight as she trembled, spent from the intensity of her orgasm. Her skin was flushed with the effort, her breathing ragged as she lay panting. Holding her tight, I pushed for the last time, and she gave a wordless, mindless moan as her pussy overflowed with my cum.

Then, with a grunt, I finally pulled out of Leigh, both of us panting heavily from the exertion. I sat down with a growl, and Diane moved closer, her eyes alight with admiration and a hint of mischief.

“That was incredible, David,” Diane sighed, leaning in to kiss me tenderly. “Gods, you gave it to us both so hard.”

Leigh chuckled, her arm draping around my shoulder as she settled in my lap and joined the kiss, her lips soft and inviting. “I’ll say,” she agreed. “You fucked us real good, baby!”

Smiling, I held them close, feeling a profound satisfaction coupled with fatigue after a long and eventful day. We settled back into the Jacuzzi, the girls giggling as they recovered, their laughter and warmth surrounding me like the steamy embrace of the water.


Chapter 34

The next morning, I awoke refreshed, ready to begin the journey back to the homestead. There were preparations to be made before the families could meet, and I was looking forward to getting things underway.

Still basking in the afterglow of last night’s events, we enjoyed a lavish breakfast at the restaurant before heading upstairs to pack up the last of our things.

Using the telephone in the bedroom, I let Caldwell know we would be departing shortly. He wished us well and confirmed he would handle all arrangements to bring Waelin and my grandparents to the homestead the following afternoon.

Before long, we had checked out of the lavish hotel suite and loaded our bags into the Jeep. While we had had our fun in the city, we were folk of the frontier now, and I was looking forward to returning home.

The drive out of New Springfield was slower than the journey in. More travelers crowded the roads heading to market this morning. But we were in no hurry, enjoying the vibrant sights of the awakening city.

At last, we passed beneath the weathered gates and onto the open road. I took a deep breath, savoring the crisp morning air. Though I’d always found refuge in cities, now the lush wilderness soothed my spirit.

Beside me, Leigh rolled down her window, letting the breeze tangle her golden hair as she craned her neck taking in the scenery. In the rearview mirror, I glimpsed Diane’s smile as she watched colorful birds flit overhead through the sun-dappled leaves.

Our conversation meandered from idle speculation about the upcoming dinner to funny anecdotes from our trip. Laughter came easily as the miles unwound behind us.

By early afternoon, we had reached the old cottonwood that marked the turn-off toward home. My pulse quickened at the thought of being back at the homestead. Our journey neared its end.

Before long, the winding dirt road delivered us from the shade of the forest. There, nestled amidst the trees and wildflowers beside the glittering thread of the Silverstream River, sat our beloved home.

I parked the Jeep out front and stepped out, inhaling the familiar mingled scents of pine and freshly worked wood that meant home. It felt sweeter than ever, knowing that I would soon bring Celeste to the threshold of my house and carry her in.

While I unloaded our bags, Leigh was already fussing over the snorting larroling as it greeted her. After it had greeted her fondly, it happily ambled off to patrol its territory.

Diane smiled softly, taking in the cozy cabin. “It’s so good to be back,” she sighed. I slipped an arm around her shoulders, giving her a welcoming squeeze.

“I’ve missed this place,” I admitted. Though our trip had been full of splendor, our simple home was where my heart resided.

Eager to settle back in, we carried our bags inside. The domesticants zipped over to greet us, chattering excitedly. Their enthusiasm brought smiles to our faces.

After unpacking, we enjoyed a simple lunch together at the wooden table. The familiar setting was comforting after our travels, and we were all eager to get to work making the place in order for the big event.

As we ate, our conversation turned to preparations for the upcoming dinner. It would be no easy feat to ready the place and provide a meal for our esteemed guests, as well as a place where they could present their own baked goods.

“Where do we even start?” Diane wondered.

“Cleaning every inch top to bottom’s first on the list,” Leigh said decisively. “Gotta make sure this place is spick and span. Reckon the domesticants kept it clean enough, but it might need some extra work!”

I nodded my agreement. “The place could definitely use a thorough scrubbing. And we’ll need to prepare a nice bedroom for my grandparents and for Waelin.”

“I can tidy things up and make it all inviting,” Diane offered brightly. Her artistic eye for detail would work wonders.

“And I’ll head into town to buy what we still need,” Leigh said confidently. “Just leave the food to me.”

“That’s perfect,” I said. “You can also hand Celeste a letter from me to invite her for tomorrow. She knows the ceremony is coming, but she’ll need a little heads-up that I’ll be picking her up tomorrow.”

“You got it, baby,” Leigh hummed. “I’ll take Colonel and be back before nightfall.”

Our path forward was decided. After eating, the domesticants cleared up the dishes while the rest of us got started. Soon, we were all hard at work making the homestead presentable for our important guests.

The hours passed swiftly. While I made minor repairs and furniture upgrades, Diane cleaned every corner until the entire place shone and made everything look extra cozy and comfy. By evening, Leigh returned, reporting that Celeste would be ready, and she filled up our pantry and larder with the supplies she had brought from Gladdenfield.

By nightfall, noticeable progress had been made, though there was still much to do. Luckily, we still had tomorrow morning. Weary but satisfied, we fixed a humble supper before enjoying a quiet evening of music and reading by the fire.

Tomorrow would be a busy day preparing the meal and final touches, but tonight was for rest. As we ascended the creaking stairs to bed, I felt confident that our efforts would ensure the dinner’s success.


Chapter 35

I awoke eager for the trip into Gladdenfield today to pick up the shimmerstone rings from Grimfast. I was keen to see what the dwarven craftsman had made of them, and I was also looking forward to seeing Celeste again.

If all went well, I would present the rings after the ceremony today. And I would ask all three of them to marry me. It would be a grand step in the progression of our relationship, and I would be lying if I claimed I wasn’t a little nervous for it...

After breakfast with Leigh and Diane, I soon departed down the forest trail leading to town. The girls promised to make the rest of the homestead in order so everything would be perfect once the guests would arrive.

The journey passed pleasantly before Gladdenfield’s gates appeared ahead. The guards recognized me and waved as I entered the lively frontier settlement. I drove slowly down the bustling main thoroughfare.

Parking near Grimfast’s modest jewelry shop, I stepped onto the packed dirt street. Townsfolk smiled and tipped their hats in greeting as they passed by on errands. My pulse quickened, aware of the purpose for my visit today.

Entering the shop, the bell over the door jingled merrily. Behind the counter sat Grimfast, inspecting a jewel through an eyepiece. He looked up and grinned broadly beneath his fiery braided beard upon seeing me.

“Right on time, laddie!” Grimfast rumbled jovially. He retrieved a polished wooden box from below the counter and slid it reverently toward me.

This was the moment I had been waiting for. Taking a deep breath, I unlatched the metal clasp and opened the hinged lid.

My jaw dropped.

Nestled inside gleamed three spectacular, golden rings, each set with a large, flawless prism-cut gemstone that seemed to glow from within with spectral fire. My breath caught at the incredible sight.

“Shimmerstone, the rarest gems about,” Grimfast pronounced proudly. “From that troll cave vein.”

Speechless for the moment, I carefully lifted one jewel, turning it to admire the dazzling play of rainbow hues in the crystalline depths. The delicate golden band was beautifully engraved with elven designs.

“These are true masterpieces, Grimfast,” I said sincerely when I found my voice again. “You have exceeded my expectations... greatly.”

The dwarf accepted my effusive awe with characteristic modesty, though pleasure shone in his eyes. “Happy ye like ‘em, lad!” he said.

I took time to properly admire each exquisite ring, picturing presenting these tokens of love to Diane, Leigh, and Celeste. So much care and skill had gone into crafting the flawless gems and delicate bands. The rings were utterly breathtaking.

“The gems are purest shimmerstone, lad,” Grimfast told me. “Had to dig deep to reach the vein, but it was well worth the effort! You’ll not find better specimens anywhere around these parts.” He looked immensely satisfied with the end result.

“Or a finer jeweler than you to cut them so expertly,” I added sincerely, lifting one ring again to appreciate how he had maximized the dazzling flashes of spectral color. Grimfast flushed with pleasure at my words, waving away the praise even as he stood a bit taller.

After I had thoroughly inspected each of the three stunning rings, I carefully closed the polished wooden box and reverently placed it inside my jacket, keeping it secure near my heart for safekeeping. The treasure these rings symbolized was beyond measure.

Grimfast beamed with satisfaction at the obvious delight I took in his handiwork. “I’ll not have ye pay, laddie. Bringin’ joy to young lovebirds is reward enough for me,” the kindly dwarf demurred gruffly. Yet I could tell my appreciation of his skill meant much.

“They will bring joy,” I assured him. “This means very much for me, Grimfast.”

“Ah, make no mention, laddie! Take ‘em! And know ye I can make more if the need arises, aye? I owe ye that much!”

“Thank you, my friend,” I said, giving him an appreciative nod before looking around at the shop. Things were looking better with more supplies and stock. It seemed Grimfast had used my investment well.

“So how are things shaping up here in your new shop?” I asked.

Grimfast launched eagerly into an update about his steadily growing inventory and clientele, made possible thanks to my investment. “Aye, business is booming now,” he said happily. “Word is spreading quick about quality dwarven craftsmanship in humble Gladdenfield. Mark my words, one day my jewelry will adorn the finest folk in these parts!”

I heartily approved of my friend’s ambition. “You have orders from some of the townsfolk?”

“Aye, aye,” he said. “Mayor Wilhelm was the first. Baubles for the wifey, eh!” He grinned broadly. “More followed, and I have no doubt the name Grimfast will spread.”

We conversed a while longer, and I was in no hurry, enjoying this opportunity to catch up with the kindly dwarf. To have a dwarven gem cutter and jeweler among my friends was valuable, but his company was enjoyable for its own sake as well.

However, I knew I couldn’t linger in his shop forever, no matter how pleasant the company. The day was getting on, and I was very eager to pick up Celeste and finally show her my homestead. And after that, the ceremony would follow.

I bid the fine jeweler a temporary farewell, sincerely thanking him again for crafting such exceptional betrothal rings. Grimfast clasped my hand warmly in his rough grip before I turned to leave.

It was time to go pick up Celeste...
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I made my way down the dusty street toward the familiar facade of the Wild Outrider Inn. My heart beat faster, knowing Celeste awaited me within. Soon I would bring her home with me to meet my family. And if all went well, she would become a part of that family.

Entering the cozy taproom, I immediately spotted Celeste seated alone at a corner table nursing a mug of tea. She looked up, and her delicate features lit up with a radiant smile. Rising gracefully, she crossed the room to meet me.

“David, you’ve arrived!” Celeste exclaimed. Before I could react, she had thrown her arms around me in an enthusiastic embrace.

I chuckled and returned the hug, breathing in her sweet floral scent. It had been only a few days, but I had missed her dearly. I wanted nothing more than to have her at my house and never miss her again.

“It’s good to see you too,” I said sincerely as we parted. Up close, she looked as beautiful as ever, eyes luminous and skin dewy. The inn’s lantern light cast a warm glow over her fine features.

“Please, come sit,” Celeste invited, taking my hand and leading me to her table.

I followed readily, unable to take my eyes off her graceful form. We settled across from one another and a barmaid brought me an ale.

“Did everything go well in the city?” Celeste asked eagerly. “Were you able to arrange the meeting between our families like we hoped?”

I smiled and nodded. “I was.. I spoke with your uncle Waelin, and he has agreed to participate in the ceremony.”

Celeste’s eyes lit up with joy. “Truly? Oh, I can hardly believe it! I know how difficult it must be for him to accept our relationship.” She clasped my hands happily across the table. “You have made me so very happy, my love.”

I squeezed her hands gently, warmed by her obvious delight. “All I want is your happiness, Celeste. I’m relieved Waelin was willing to meet my family.”

“As am I!” Celeste agreed fervently. “He can be stubborn when it comes to change, but deep down, he is a caring and loving man. Life has just… been unkind to him. I’m sure he’ll come to see how right we are for each other.”

We smiled softly at one another, still clasping hands. Celeste’s obvious excitement over the impending ceremony was a pleasure to see, and I shared it deeply. Our future would be bright — I knew it would be.

After a moment, Celeste gave my hands a final grateful squeeze before releasing them. “Well, shall we be off soon?” she asked, barely contained eagerness creeping into her dulcet voice. “I’m so excited to finally see your homestead and meet your grandparents!”

“Absolutely,” I agreed readily. I quickly downed the last of my ale as Celeste tidied away her half-finished tea. We were both eager to reach our destination.

Together, we stood and made our way outside into the bustling frontier town. Celeste slipped her arm through mine as we strolled down the dusty thoroughfare towards where I had parked.

Reaching the Jeep, I stowed Celeste’s travel bag and opened the passenger door for her. She leaned up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek tenderly before climbing in. I grinned and went around to the driver’s side.

Soon we were on our way, leaving Gladdenfield behind. As the vibrant forest scrolled by, Celeste chattered happily. “I can’t wait for the ceremony,” she confessed. “It means the world that Uncle Waelin is willing to give us his blessing.”

I smiled at her. “Well, we still have to take this final hurdle and get him to get along with my grandparents. If I understand elven culture well enough, this whole thing might still end in bloodshed.”

It was a joke, of course, but one with a seed of truth. According to elven custom, the whole thing could go wrong if the families did not approve of one another.

She chuckled. “Perhaps,” she hummed. “But I have a good feeling, David. It will be alright. And it will be special.”

I reached over to squeeze her hand, navigating the winding trail one-handed. “It’ll be a special moment for sure.” Up ahead, the cottonwood tree marking the turnoff to home came into view. We were close now.

Celeste fell silent, watching the forest go by. But her eyes were bright with anticipation. At the turnoff, I steered onto the narrow path leading the last stretch to the homestead.

Dappled sunlight filtered down through the leafy canopy shrouding the path as we neared the homestead. The aromatic scent of pine filled the air. My pulse quickened knowing our destination was near.

Then suddenly, there through the trees, the sunlit log walls of home emerged. Celeste gasped softly. We had arrived.

Bringing the Jeep to a halt by the front walkway, I switched off the rumbling engine and turned to my lovely passenger. “Welcome home,” I said warmly.

Celeste’s answering smile outshone the sun. In that moment, with joy lighting her exquisite features, she had never looked more beautiful. This remarkable woman would soon be mine. The future brimmed with promise.

Together, we stepped out of the Jeep, and I retrieved Celeste’s bag. As we started up the walkway, the front door burst open.

Diane and Leigh spilled out, joyful smiles on their friendly faces. “You’re here!” Diane exclaimed happily.

Celeste hurried forward to embrace them. The sound of their laughter carried on the crisp air, and by the looks of Celeste, it seemed like she was finally coming home...


Chapter 36

Arm in arm with Leigh and Diane, Celeste turned to me with an expression of pure delight as we approached the front steps of the homestead. “Oh, it’s absolutely wonderful!” she exclaimed, gazing at the cozy log cabin nestled amidst the vibrant trees. “You’ve created such a peaceful sanctuary here!”

“We’re so happy you could come see it at last,” Diane said warmly, giving Celeste’s hand an affectionate squeeze.

Leigh grinned and nodded her agreement. “We’ve been fixin’ the place up real nice, just for you!” She then grinned. “Well, and for the ceremony, of course. But mainly for you!”

I laughed, and the other girls joined in. It was great how Leigh always made someone else feel right at home with a joke and a little levity. I could tell Celeste appreciated it too as we all headed toward the house.

Ascending the creaking front steps, I held the door open gallantly. “Welcome to home,” I said as Celeste stepped over the threshold.

Her emerald eyes shone as she drank in every detail of the cozy interior. “It’s incredible,” she breathed. “I can feel so much love in these walls already.” She looked at me full of awe. “You built all of this yourself!?”

“Most of it, yeah,” I said. “The large living room is actually the cabin that was already on the property. Everything else, we added ourselves.”

While Celeste acquainted herself with the living room, Diane hurried to the kitchen. “Come see where I work my magic making meals for this crew,” she invited Celeste eagerly.

In the spacious farmhouse kitchen, delicious aromas filled the air from the meal preparations underway. Celeste admired the butcher block countertops and the rack hanging with seasoned cast-iron pans. She turned slowly, smiling. “What a wonderful space. I can’t wait to cook with you here, Diane.”

Leigh laughed good-naturedly. “You ladies and your fancy food! Now come on, let me show you where the real fun happens.”

Taking Celeste by the hand, she led the way through the back door and outside. There, she proudly demonstrated the smokehouse and showed off the plots for our crops.

I laughed at that, having fully expected Leigh to show her the bedroom instead. Leigh understood well enough why I was laughing, and she playfully stuck out her tongue at me.

As Leigh elaborated on the crops, Celeste listened attentively, amber hair lifting in the breeze. I stood watching them from the porch, and Diane joined me, leaning her pretty head on my shoulder as her harem sister initiated Celeste into the family. I was profoundly thankful — for their acceptance of each other and for their love. I couldn’t have found better women.

When we returned indoors, I gave Celeste a tour of the workshop where I practiced my alchemy. Her fingers trailed reverently over the leather-bound tomes as I told her of the hours spent honing my skill.

Upstairs, she admired the spacious bathroom before I showed her the master bedroom. “It’s so wonderful knowing I’ll share this space with you and Diane and Leigh,” she said softly, cheeks coloring. The emotion in her voice spoke volumes.

“We can’t wait to have you here,” I told her.

Back downstairs, we rejoined Leigh and Diane just as the tea kettle on the stove began whistling shrilly.

“Perfect timing!” Diane said brightly, moving to take the kettle off the heat.

Leigh fetched some mugs from the cabinet. “I hope y’all are in the mood for some tea,” she said. “Diane here bakes up the best tea cookies this side of the Shimmering Peaks.”

Diane blushed modestly. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“Hush now, no need for false modesty,” I teased lightly. I turned to Celeste with a grin. “Just wait until you try them — you’re in for a real treat.”

Celeste’s eyes lit up. “I can’t wait! I love a good tea cookie.”

Diane carefully arranged some plump, perfectly golden cookies on a plate and set them on the table just as Leigh finished pouring steaming tea into each of our mugs. The delicious aroma of black tea mingled tantalizingly with the cookies’ vanilla and cinnamon scent.

“Do your people have customs around sharing tea?” Diane asked Celeste curiously as we all settled in around the worn wooden table.

Celeste nodded, cradling her mug appreciatively to warm her hands. “Oh yes, tea-drinking ceremonies are very important in elven culture. Everything is done mindfully and with great ceremony. The teas are always exquisite blends and pairings.”

“Well, our tea tradition here on the homestead is probably a mite more casual,” Leigh said with a grin and a saucy wink. “We just brew up whatever tea bags we got lyin’ around and chat over a hot mug.”

Celeste laughed, a clear, musical sound. “That sounds lovely and cozy! I’m happy to take part in your way.”

Her obvious delight to share in this everyday custom of ours brought a smile to my face. I raised my mug. “To new friends and new traditions,” I proclaimed.

“Hear, hear!” Leigh readily agreed, raising her own mug. We all clinked our cups together and took grateful sips of the fragrant, perfectly brewed tea.

As we enjoyed our tea and cookies, conversation flowed comfortably. Celeste’s peals of laughter soon filled the cozy farmhouse kitchen as Leigh and Diane regaled her with humorous anecdotes of homestead life. In that cozy farmhouse kitchen, surrounded by the happy chatter and laughter of those most dear to me in the world, I felt truly blessed.

When the tea had been drained and the last cookie devoured, Leigh stretched and shot me a playful look. “Why don’t you take Celeste out for a nice stroll, show her the grounds?” she suggested with a wink.

I chuckled, reading her intent expression easily. “Good idea. I know Celeste is eager to see more of the homestead.” Taking Celeste’s hand, I led her toward the door. “Shall we continue the tour?”

Her answering smile outshone the sun. “I’d love nothing more.”

Outside, we strolled hand in hand along winding forest paths, listening to birdsong overhead. Sunlight filtered through the crimson and gold canopy. Celeste smiled serenely; face upturned to the sky.

By a babbling brook, we paused. I slipped my arms around Celeste’s slender waist, drawing her close. Tilting her chin up, I captured her lips in a tender kiss that conveyed all the love and promise harbored in my heart. She melted against me with a contented sigh.

When at last we parted, Celeste’s eyes shone like stars in the twilit woods. “How I’ve longed to see your home, the place you’ve poured so much dedication into,” she told me earnestly. “It’s everything I imagined and more. You’ve created such a welcoming sanctuary.”

I smiled, lightly caressing her cheek. “Only made possible by those who share it with me. Our home is yours now too, for as long as you’ll have us.”

Emotion swam in Celeste’s luminous gaze. She opened her mouth to reply when suddenly a distant rumble sounded. We exchanged a rueful smile.

“Come on, let’s head back,” I said, taking her hand again. “Sounds like our guests are arriving.”

Emerging from the trees, we saw two vehicles pulling up the drive, no doubt containing Waelin and my grandparents. Squeezing Celeste’s hand, I felt ready to take this momentous next step on our journey together.

Side by side, we started up the gravel path to greet our kin and unite our families as one.


Chapter 37

Celeste and I approached the two vehicles pulling up the driveway containing Waelin and my grandparents. As we walked, Leigh and Diane emerged from the house as well, exchanging excited looks. As the four of us neared the vehicles, my pulse quickened, knowing this introduction would be critical for our future together.

I wasn’t very concerned about my grandparents. I knew they loved me, and I knew they would do anything they could to help me achieve my happiness. Waelin, however, was a bit more of an uncertain factor. I knew he wanted the best for Celeste, but I was not sure if he would be able to overcome his own haughtiness.

The first car, a sleek black SUV bearing the Coalition’s insignia, parked. The rear door opened, and Waelin stepped out, dressed impeccably in a formal robe bearing the sigil of the magical academy he had attended in Thilduirne.

Great... He had come in full attire.

Waelin’s stern features were set in their usual dour expression as he waited there, and he showed no trace of the sensitivity he had displayed when we had spoken earlier. His sharp grey eyes scanned the homestead surroundings critically before settling on me.

Just then, the second vehicle, an identical black SUV, came rumbling up behind the town car in a cloud of dust. It skidded to a halt at an angle across the drive. The doors flung open, and out popped my grandparents — Grandpa in his best suit — which was a far cry from a fine suit — and Grandma in her Sunday dress.

“Well, here we are!” Grandpa hollered enthusiastically, looking around. Spotting me, his weathered face split into a huge grin.

“David, my boy!” Grandma cooed, hurrying over as fast as her arthritic knees allowed to sweep me into a big hug. I hugged her tightly back, a little choked up seeing her again after all this time. Back when I lived in New Springfield, I barely saw my grandparents since they lived in Louisville, and I saw them even less since moving to the frontier.

Releasing me from the hug, Grandma stepped back, looking me over fondly. “Let me get a good look at you,” she fussed, patting my cheek with wrinkled hands. “My, how you’ve grown into such a handsome, strong young man!”

As she spoke, her gaze drifted past me to the three lovely women waiting patiently on the porch steps. Grandma’s eyes widened in delighted surprise. “Oh, my word! Are these your lovely ladies?” she exclaimed.

Bustling over despite her arthritic knees, Grandma warmly embraced Diane first. “What a pretty young thing!” she declared. “David is so lucky to have found you.” She then looked over Diane’s foxkin features, but she didn’t care a bit. “So cute!” she just hummed again.

Diane flushed prettily at the praise. “Diane Whikksie, ma’am,” she said. “A pleasure to meet you.”

“And polite, too!” Grandma beamed, shooting me a wink. “Just call me Grandma, dear!” Turning, Grandma then engulfed Leigh in an effusive hug. “And you, my dear! Aren’t you just the prettiest.”

Leigh laughed good-naturedly as she hugged Grandma back. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance!” she said, then grinned as she shook Grandpa’s hand. “I see where David gets his looks,” she joked.

“Now this here’s a keeper!” Grandpa exclaimed, immediately charmed by my bubbly blonde.

Finally, Grandma came to Celeste, visibly awed by her delicate beauty. “You must be Celeste,” she breathed, taking the elf maiden’s hands in hers. “Why, you are fairer than any poem could describe!”

Celeste dipped her head graciously. “Thank you, madam. It is a pleasure to meet you. David has told me much about you and how much you mean to him.”

Meanwhile, Grandpa laughed heartily and slapped me on the shoulder. “You’ve got yourself quite the bevy of beauties here, my boy!” He winked knowingly. “Come on now, introduce us proper.”

With pride swelling in my chest, I formally introduced each of the ladies in turn. They exchanged warm handshakes and enthusiastic greetings, all smiles and laughter.

As my grandparents got acquainted with my women, I glanced back toward the driveway. Waelin still waited stiffly by the sleek town car, looking decidedly out of place and impatient. Celeste headed over to him with a warm smile to greet her uncle.

They spoke a few words as I reveled in my grandparents’ joy at meeting my women. Then, Celeste and Waelin came over, but the elder elf’s expression was not particularly warm…

Grandpa turned toward the driveway, spotting Waelin observing aloofly. “Say, who’s this fancy fella?” he said.

Waelin’s lip curled slightly in distaste at my grandparents’ exuberance. Stepping forward with Celeste at his side, he executed a perfunctory bow. “I am Waelin, uncle and caretaker to Celeste,” he introduced himself formally.

Grandma blinked uncertainly at the reserved elf before pasting on a friendly smile. “Well, hello there! Aren’t you dressed to the nines? We’re David’s grandparents, come to meet our future granddaughter-in-law!”

Waelin’s eyebrows rose at Grandma’s presumption. “Indeed,” was his only clipped response.

An awkward beat of silence followed, but Celeste quickly intervened. “I’m happy you’re here, Uncle,” she said. “It is an important day for me.”

He nodded, and Grandpa was the next to speak. “Say, I could sure use a drink after being cooped up in that car and getting teleported around. You got anything wet around here, David?”

Before I could respond, Grandma shot Grandpa a stern look. “Albert, mind your manners,” she admonished under her breath. Turning back to Waelin with an apologetic smile, she added, “Please excuse my husband’s bluster. It was a long drive out.”

Waelin gave a curt nod. “I, as well, have traveled far. Perhaps we could continue indoors?” His tone made it clear he considered their simple ways rather uncouth.

Biting back a frustrated sigh, I gestured toward the house. “Yes, let’s head inside and get comfortable.”

As we started walking, I gave Celeste’s hand a reassuring squeeze. Our families were certainly off to a rocky start, but we had a whole night ahead to make things better.

Entering the cozy living room, Grandma let out an appreciative gasp. “Oh my, just look at this place! You’ve done so well for yourself out here, sweetheart.” She turned to Diane and Leigh with a warm smile. “You girls must be so proud of him!”

“We sure are,” Leigh readily agreed, giving me a playful wink. “David’s built most of the place himself, too. He’s a real frontier man and a good homesteader.”

I smiled at her, certainly noticing how my grandparents beamed with pride at that. “Just like his parents,” Grandma hummed, a wistful touch to her voice.

Waelin’s sharp eyes cataloged the modest surroundings dispassionately. If he was impressed, he did not show it outwardly. “The ceremony requires tea before we may engage in casual conversation,” he pronounced. “It should be vae-thalam or winsumiel. Properly brewed, in the elven fashion.”

Before I could respond, Grandpa snorted in amusement. “Vay-tell-’em, you say? Elven tea? That’s some fancy stuff right there.” He shot Waelin a challenging look. “Just English Breakfast tea is fine for us simple folks.”

I suppressed another sigh. This was one thing I had feared. Grandpa wore his heart on his sleeve, and he didn’t care for fanciness. Waelin was at the other end of the spectrum.

“Albert,” Grandma pleaded, giving him a pointed look that told me they had discussed this behavior prior to their arrival.

Waelin drew himself up, bristling visibly. I jumped in before he could respond. “I’ll brew some tea for everyone,” I said diplomatically, then added for Waelin’s benefit, “With care for elven custom. I have winsumiel.” His approving nod relaxed me slightly.

While I prepared the tea in the kitchen, I could hear my grandparents’ lively barrage of questions, directed mainly at poor Celeste, whose soft replies were largely drowned out. Waelin sat rigidly, looking decidedly out of place amidst all the chaotic warmth.

Bringing the tea tray out to the living room, I poured carefully prepared cups for each person. Waelin accepted his with a gracious nod. Grandpa took a long slurp of his steaming cup, winning another annoyed look from Waelin.

I glanced at Diane and Leigh, whose expressions betrayed that they, too, were not really under the impression that this was going very well. Celeste, her cheeks already flustered, threw me a look that practically begged me to force everyone to get along.

Too bad I could do no such thing.

However, Grandma shot Grandpa a quelling look. “Mind your manners, Albert,” she said pointedly. To me, she added, “Everything is just lovely, David. Now come sit with us and tell us more about your life here!”

Settling onto the sofa between Celeste and Grandma, I began recounting the tale of my coming to the homestead, telling it for Waelin’s benefit as well. He seemed at least interested when alchemy came into play. When I came to my courtship of Celeste, she gazed at me tenderly as I described our deepening bond and the formal elven courtship rituals we had undertaken.

But my words seemed lost on dour Waelin, who showed little interest in any participation beyond simply attending. This was not going as smoothly as I had hoped. But the night was still young. I prayed that over a meal, our families might find some common ground.

[image: AOIcon]

After I had finished recounting my courtship with Celeste, an awkward silence descended over the room. Waelin sat ramrod straight in the armchair, occasionally taking small, precise sips of his tea. He looked decidedly out of place amidst the rustic surroundings.

My grandparents, seated together on the sofa, kept exchanging uncertain glances, as if unsure how to bridge the gap with the aloof elf. Grandma smoothed her floral dress over her knees while Grandpa tugged at his collar and cleared his throat.

Eager to break the uneasy tension, I decided to bring up the traditional baked goods each family was meant to contribute to the ceremony.

“So, if I understand elven custom correctly, both families should prepare a dish to share, is that right?” I began.

Waelin inclined his head slightly in confirmation. “That is correct,” he replied briskly. “For the ceremony, I shall prepare thalos — a traditional elven tea cake made with honey and edible rose petals. The recipe has been passed down through generations of our family.” He shot Celeste the first warm look of the evening.

Grandma’s eyes lit up at his description. “My, that sounds just lovely!” she exclaimed. Turning to Grandpa, she prompted brightly, “Doesn’t that sound delightful, Albert?”

“Hm, I suppose so,” Grandpa grunted noncommittally into his teacup. I suspected the dainty elven delicacies were not to his taste.

Undeterred by his lackluster response, Grandma flashed an encouraging smile at Waelin. “Well, for our part, I’ll be baking my famous snickerdoodles!” she informed him. “It’s an old family recipe too, you know. The cinnamon sugar coating perfectly complements a nice hot cup of tea.”

Despite Grandma’s friendly tone, Waelin remained impassive, merely inclining his head slightly again. His lack of enthusiasm was palpable.

“Well, proper tea cakes are very important,” Grandpa suddenly declared in an overloud voice, and I was pretty sure that he didn’t care about ‘proper tea cakes’ in the slightest. He was clearly trying to be loud and present, probably because Waelin made him uncomfortable. If it were any other occasion, I would have found it very funny.

Grandpa took another noisy slurp of tea before continuing. “Can’t say I have much taste for those fancy elf cakes with the flower petals and whatnot. A good old-fashioned snickerdoodle cookie suits me just fine.”

“Albert, mind your manners,” Grandma admonished again in an urgent undertone, casting an apologetic glance at Waelin.

I tried to smooth over the sudden spike in tension, forcing an upbeat tone. “I’m sure both the thalos and snickerdoodles will be absolutely delicious,” I said diplomatically. Under the table, Celeste squeezed my hand gratefully.

Waelin merely arched one thin eyebrow, looking decidedly unimpressed with my grandparents’ humble offering of homey cookies. “Indeed,” was his only flat response.

Desperate to change the subject to something less contentious, I turned to Celeste, hoping she could provide a positive redirection.

“Celeste, why don’t you tell everyone more about your singing at the Wild Outrider tavern?” I suggested encouragingly. “I’m sure they would all love to hear more about it.”

At my prompting, a pretty blush colored Celeste’s fair cheeks. She smiled shyly. “Oh, it is merely a small pastime of mine,” she demurred modestly. Before she could continue, Grandma jumped in eagerly.

“Oh yes, do tell us more about your singing!” she exclaimed. “David mentioned your lovely voice in his letters. You and Diane must put on quite the musical show!”

Diane flushed slightly, shaking her head. “We just try to liven things up a bit, is all,” she explained humbly from her perch on the nearby armchair. “Celeste is the real talent!”

“Oh, shush!” Celeste hummed, turning red. “I have never heard a voice quite like Diane’s.”

“You’re both great!” Leigh interjected with a good-natured grin. “Once word got out about Celeste’s heavenly singing at the Wild Outrider, we started getting folks traveling from all over the area just to have a listen.”

Celeste colored further, staring down at her lap. “You are all too kind with your praise,” she murmured, clearly self-conscious. “Music is simply a passion of mine which brings me joy.”

“Well, I for one would just love a private concert,” Grandma declared warmly. Turning her hopeful gaze to Celeste, she added, “Maybe we can convince you two songbirds to sing us all something a little later on?”

Celeste managed another shy smile. “If you wish it, I would be more than happy to oblige.”

At that moment, Waelin pointedly cleared his throat. “Perhaps we might return the conversation to the matter of the ceremony itself?” he suggested crisply.

Though framed as a polite request, his tone brooked no argument.

“Of course,” I said, wanting to satisfy him. “Let’s get to the baking, shall we?”


Chapter 38

Standing decisively, I suggested to everyone gathered, “Why don’t we start preparing our traditional dishes for the ceremony? I’m happy to offer the use of my kitchen to both parties.”

I forced an upbeat, rallying tone because I wasn’t going to let Waelin’s dour attitude ruin this. I would try my best to win him over. Failing that, I would convince him that — even though he had his reservations about me and my family — Celeste and I were a good match.

Waelin considered for a moment before inclining his head in consent. “Yes,” he pronounced judiciously. “Let us move on.”

“Excellent idea, David!” Grandma chimed in, though she kept darting uncertain glances at dour Waelin. With some effort, she struggled to her feet, leaning on her cane. “Come along then, Albert. Time’s a wastin’ - let’s get bakin’!”

As we all filed solemnly into the farmhouse kitchen, I exchanged an anxious look with Celeste. Though tensions still simmered right beneath the surface, perhaps sharing the workspace to prepare our ceremonial dishes would help thaw relations.

At least, I prayed fervently that having a task to focus on and channel their energies into might bring our disparate families a bit closer together. Only time would tell if my hopes bore fruit.

Upon entering the warm, inviting kitchen, Grandma made an approving sound. “What a wonderful space!” she exclaimed, hobbling over to inspect the butcher block countertops and racks of pots and pans appreciatively. “You’ve done so well for yourself out here, sweetheart.”

“All thanks to David,” Diane chimed in sincerely as she helped lay out ingredients and kitchen implements. “He works so hard to make this place everything we could need.” I flushed slightly under her effusive praise.

Waelin remained silent, keen eyes cataloguing the kitchen’s dimensions and layout with an inscrutable expression. I wondered if he was comparing the humble farmhouse kitchen unfavorably to the lavish accommodations elves maintained back on Tannoris. If so, he kept such opinions to himself for now.

Turning to our grandparents and Waelin, I invited them graciously, “Please make use of any equipment or space you need. And let me know if I can provide anything else.” I tried to play the proper host.

Waelin responded with a nod before he removed his ornate outer robes, fastidiously draping them over a chair. Underneath, he wore a simple but impeccably tailored tunic and trousers.

Moving with precision, he began laying out ingredients — honey, some Tannorian breed of rose petals, flour, sugars — and selected specific measuring tools. I recognized the items as those needed to craft the elven tea cakes he had mentioned.

Meanwhile, Grandma tied an apron around her waist before pulling her timeworn recipe card out of her handbag. “Get the oven ready for me, would you please, Albert?” she requested over her shoulder. Without a word, Grandpa got to work getting the oven ready.

As our families set about their tasks, the kitchen soon filled with purposeful activity and the mingling scents of baking. Grandma started measuring out flour, sugar, butter, eggs, cinnamon, and other ingredients into a large bowl. I recalled helping her make snickerdoodles as a child, bringing her measuring cups and stealing scraps of tasty dough.

With practiced motions, she worked the butter into the dry ingredients, then beat in the eggs and vanilla extract. As she mixed the cookie dough, the sweet scent of cinnamon wafted through the air. Beside her, Grandpa greased a baking sheet without being asked. They worked in easy tandem born of decades together.

At the other counter, Waelin worked with meticulous precision, combining the ingredients for the elven thalos cakes — honey, rose water, eggs, and more. Using an intricate copper measuring spoon, he carefully leveled off exact amounts of sugar and flour on the scale.

Moving gracefully between workspaces, he combined the ingredients in a glass mixing bowl, whisking smoothly without letting a single drop spill over the rim. The heady aroma of roses mingled with the vanilla and cinnamon smells as he folded in edible rose petals by hand. I could see the meticulous skills of an alchemist even in his cooking.

As our families set to work, the tension filling the warm kitchen air remained stubbornly intact. Waelin and my grandparents continued occupying their separate culinary islands, the only conversation terse requests to pass ingredients. In fact, it seemed to be turning into a competition more than anything else…

Measuring and mixing occupied all attention. The industrious sounds of wooden spoons beating batter and knives chopping nuts filled the silence between them. Watching anxiously, I clung to the frail, flickering hope that sharing this baking ritual might yet kindle some familial camaraderie.

Celeste stepped closer, slipping her hand quietly into mine and giving a supportive squeeze. I knew she shared my hopes for accord between our kin. The success of this ceremony held sway over our future together. We could only wait and pray the relations might gradually thaw.

Once her ingredients were thoroughly incorporated, Grandma scooped mounds of tan cookie dough onto the baking sheet in neat rows. Beside her, Grandpa opened the oven, releasing a puff of hot air, and slid the tray onto the center rack.

As the first batch baked, the cinnamon scent intensified until my mouth watered. It reminded me viscerally of childhood visits to their home, when the kitchen always smelled deliciously of baking. Grandma hummed tunelessly to herself as she portioned out more dough balls, and that simple act also kindled many childhood memories.

At his station, Waelin carefully spooned the thin rosewater batter into intricate tin molds etched with elven designs. The elegant shapes would imprint the cakes with flowers and leaves. His brow furrowed in concentration as he filled each mold, taking care not to spill a single drop.

Once finished, he opened the upper oven and slid the molds onto the rack with steady hands. The sweet floral aroma grew stronger as the small cakes started baking, mingling with the nostalgic scents of cinnamon and vanilla in an aromatic dance.

Despite the industriousness, both parties maintained their separation, interacting only when briefly required by the confines of the kitchen. But perhaps time and shared purpose might gradually chip away at the icy divide.

I could only hope.
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Before long, the kitchen was filled with the warm, delicious scents of freshly baked goods. Grandma’s snickerdoodles emerged from the oven golden brown and liberally coated with fragrant cinnamon sugar. She transferred them onto a pretty floral platter to cool.

At the same time, Waelin carefully removed the ornate tin molds from the upper oven, revealing a tray of perfectly formed elven tea cakes. Their flowery shapes had imprinted flawlessly. As the cakes cooled, their sweet rose perfume perfumed the air.

“The snickerdoodles sure smell divine,” Grandpa remarked, eyeing the platter hungrily. Turning to Waelin, he added bluntly, “Can’t say much for the scent of them fancy elf cakes though.”

“Albert!” Grandma admonished, mortified.

But Waelin merely arched an eyebrow. “Yes, edible roses can be an... acquired taste,” he acknowledged mildly.

I blinked at that — it had been the first somewhat human admission from his side, and I was more than pleased to hear it. Perhaps Waelin was warming up a little?

An awkward beat of silence followed before I jumped in. “Why don’t we adjourn to the dining room to sample everything?” I suggested briskly.

There were murmurs of assent, and our odd assortment filed into the cozy farmhouse dining area. I set out plates, napkins, and teacups while Grandma arranged the platter of snickerdoodles in the center of the table.

With great pomp, Waelin bore in the tray of ornate little rose cakes, setting it down beside the homey cookies with a gracious dip of his head. The contrast was almost comical.

Once everyone was settled, I poured fresh tea all around from the winsumiel blend that Waelin had insisted upon. Steam rose fragrantly from our cups as we each took a small plate and prepared to sample the ceremonial confections.

Grandma beamed happily as everyone took one of her snickerdoodles first, biting into the fragrant, cinnamon-coated cookies.

“Mm! Delicious as always, dear,” Grandpa mumbled through a mouthful, powdered sugar dusting his lapels.

The cookies proved light and buttery, contrasted by the zing of cinnamon and sugar. I made an approving sound, transported back to childhood by the familiar taste. Even Waelin muttered that the cookies were “acceptable.”

Next, we each took one of the ornate little rose cakes crafted by Waelin. Beside me, Celeste took a small, cautious bite of her cake and forced a polite smile that told little good of the taste.

Next to her, Diane and Leigh also gave polite smiles and nods that told me enough. I knew them well, and I could tell when they were just being polite. This was going to taste… well, not good.

I bit into the petite confection hesitantly, discovering an odd sweet-tangy flavor underneath the flowery aroma.

But to say they were nice… That would be a gross overstatement. If anything, the taste of these thalos reminded me of….

“Potpourri!” Grandpa snapped after taking one large, unrestrained bite of the cake.

He pulled a disgusted face. “Yeugh! This tastes like I’m eating potpourri!” he restated through the mouthful before he could stop himself.

“Albert David Donahue Wilson! You mind your manners this instant!” Grandma scolded, utterly aghast at his lack of decorum before their elven guest.

Waelin eyed Grandpa with what I could only describe as cold fire.

At that moment, a million things went through my mind, each focused on saving this situation and trying to find a way for Celeste and I to be together despite this fiasco.

But then, the look of icy fire in Waelin’s eyes melted away.

And instead of taking offense, Waelin let out an abrupt, barking laugh — the first unrestrained sound of mirth he had made all evening.

We all stared at him in surprise as his thin shoulders shook with genuine amusement. For a long moment, we were all just bewildered as Waelin laughed.

“You are not wrong, sir,” Waelin said at last, an unwonted twinkle in his eye. “In truth, I am a miserable baker. This ancient recipe has been passed down for generations, yet despite my alchemical expertise, I seem unable to reproduce it correctly. And even so…” He raised a finger. “I remember my dear mother making these thalos, and by Ilmanaria, I hated them back then, too!”

At that, we all broke out laughing. The tension in my shoulders finally fell away, and I could sense the same elation in Celeste, Diane, and Leigh.

Finally, Waelin smiled ruefully down at the cakes. “Forgive me — I desired to prepare something worthy of tradition, but I fear this attempt was rather pitiful.” He then looked up at Grandpa. “I appreciate candor,” he said. “Too long have I lived among politicians and conniving mages. Truthfulness is something I appreciate, sir.”

Grandpa gave a nod. “Well, I’m happy to hear that. And I appreciate a man who can handle some… uh, constructive criticism.”

Grandma clapped her hands, beaming ecstatically now the ice had been broken. “Still, it was a lovely gesture,” she assured Waelin. Turning to Grandpa with a playful glare, she added pointedly, “Wasn’t it, Albert?”

“Er, yes! Of course!” Grandpa sputtered, looking properly chastised but also relieved the tension had melted. He took a conciliatory bite of snickerdoodle as if to cleanse his palate.

Casting his inedible cakes one final self-deprecating look, Waelin selected a snickerdoodle for himself instead. “Perhaps we shall simply let this be our little secret, and only the cookies need be eaten moving forward.”

His tentative, conciliatory tone heartened me. Perhaps there was hope of accord between our families after all.

“It shall be our secret,” Grandma agreed conspiratorially before leaning in to speak quietly to Waelin. “Truth be told, not all old family recipes stand the test of time. Why, I’ve got one for a terrible aspic that looks simply ghastly!”

Waelin let out another surprised bark of laughter as Grandma launched into a colorful account of the offending aspic’s origins, punctuated by Grandpa’s intermittent guffaws as he described the terrible appearance with his honest words. The mood around the table warmed exponentially now the rigid formality had cracked.

My fingers intertwined happily with Celeste’s under the table. Her answering radiant smile outshone the sun, speaking volumes. Laughter and lively chatter filled the cozy dining room, binding our families closer together bite by bite. Though differences remained, kindness and humor would smooth the path ahead.

In this moment, sharing humble cookies instead of fussy tea cakes, I glimpsed the real possibility of accord between us all. The future shone brightly.


Chapter 39

As we finished the last of the snickerdoodles, a much more relaxed mood had settled around the table. The initial awkwardness and formality had melted away, replaced by animated conversation and frequent laughter.

“My boy, you’ve built yourself quite the life out here,” Grandpa said proudly, giving my shoulder an affectionate pat. “Your father would be so pleased to see the skilled frontiersman you’ve become.”

I flushed with gratitude. “It’s been a lot of hard work, but very rewarding. And I couldn’t have done it without Leigh and Diane’s help.” I smiled at my amazing women, and they beamed back.

“They seem like perfectly lovely young ladies,” Grandma remarked warmly. Turning her kindly gaze to Celeste, she added, “And you, my dear, are just as lovely as David described. We’re so pleased he found you.”

Celeste flushed prettily. “You are too kind. I feel very blessed as well to have found David.” She smiled tenderly at me, and my heart swelled.

“If I may say so, Celeste has been a ray of light chasing away the melancholy that plagued my household since we lost her parents,” Waelin spoke up sincerely. “And I can see that David’s affection — while relationships between our kind and humans are rare — has brought such joy to her countenance.”

I nodded gratefully at him. “All I want is to make her as happy as she’s made me.”

Waelin inclined his head in acknowledgment, some of the earlier wariness fading from his eyes. “I know. Your intentions are good.”

Buoyed by the thawing relations, Grandma turned eagerly to Waelin. “Why don’t you tell us a little more about yourself? What was it like living among the elves back in… Thilduirne, you said?”

Looking slightly self-conscious, Waelin took a careful sip of tea before beginning. “Well, in my youth, I studied alchemy at the academy in Thilduirne. I had some skill with potions, so I was soon recruited by the academy itself to teach.”

As Waelin spoke of studying alongside other promising elven mages and alchemists, I listened raptly, fascinated to learn more of his past and culture so different from my own humble human roots. Occasionally Celeste would chime in with a clarification or colorful anecdote about living with him.

“It all sounds so refined,” Grandma said in wonder when Waelin had finished.

Waelin smiled. “Well, it was… until the Upheaval tore away the world of the elves. But let us not dwell on such unpleasant things. Pray tell, how was life for you? I do not often speak to humans in… well, a setting like this — one that is not transactional in nature. I would like to learn some more.”

Grandma smiled, doing her best to step over Waelin’s expensive words and somewhat haughty demeanor. They were trying hard, and I loved them for it.

“Well,” she began, “David’s grandfather and I both grew up on small farms in rural Kentucky. My papa used to make the best apple butter every fall.” Her eyes took on a nostalgic, faraway look.

“Life was simple back then — never had much use for fanciness,” Grandpa added. “But we worked hard and got by alright. Had some good times too — bonfires, barn dances, pie contests at the county fair.” He chuckled at the memories. “At one such country fair, I met this pretty lady right here.” He smiled warmly at Grandma. “And I’ve been walking with my head in the clouds ever since.”

“Oh, Albert, you charmer, you!” Grandma purred with a delighted chuckle.

Waelin listened with interest, perhaps comparing their humble lives to the lavish privilege he enjoyed as one of the elite elves. But I could see flickers of wistfulness in his expression as my grandparents described their wholesome, common experiences he likely did not share.

Eager to bridge the cultural gap still lingering between them, I suggested lightly, “We should have a nice big bonfire tonight and share stories under the stars. The weather is still good, and we can enjoy the dinner Diane and Leigh will prepare by the banks of the river. Would you like that, Waelin?”

Waelin blinked, looking startled but not displeased at the friendly moniker. At length, he nodded. “I believe I would enjoy such an experience,” he allowed graciously. “Although I am used to eating at a table, it could be... educational.”

Grandma beamed and clapped her hands. “Oh, how wonderful! We’ll make it a real bonfire celebration.”

Grandpa rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Should we see about roasting some marshmallows too? Can’t have a proper bonfire without marshmallows!”

I laughed. “I’m sure we’ve got the fixings for s’mores around here somewhere.” Rising from the table, I called for the domesticants.

At once, they began clearing empty cups and plates, zipping about and working with great speed and skill.

“Oh my!” Grandma gasped. “I’d love to have some of those little fellows around the house.”

“I’ll summon you one,” I said, “and I can bind it as a familiar and instruct it to listen to you.”

Grandma placed her hands on her cheeks in astonishment. “Oh, David! That would be wonderful.”

“Ah, that’s great! Lil’ guy can grab me a beer, and I won’t have to get up!” Grandpa put in.

I chuckled at that. Giving them a domesticant would cost me a slot, but I believed that was worth it. Here were two people who had cared for me with all the love in their hearts after my parents had passed — and plenty of times before that, too. And they were getting older; a little magical help around the house would do them well.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s get things ready for a nice night by the bonfire!”

Our guests and Celeste readily agreed, and soon we were all bustling about in pleasant activity. Diane and Leigh got to work preparing a meal, made wholly of ingredients from the farm and fish from the Silverthread. Meanwhile, Celeste helped me light a fire with her burgeoning survival skill, while my grandparents continued chatting amiably. In the meantime, the domesticants zoomed about, cleaning up.

Before long, we had a cheerful blaze crackling in the firepit outdoors. The sun was just starting to sink below the trees, bathing the homestead in warm amber light. Our family gathered around the flickering glow, reflecting in silence for a moment.

Celeste and I exchanged a warm look, and we both knew that things were boding well.
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As dusk settled over the homestead, we gathered around the crackling bonfire in a spirit of friendship. The dancing flames cast flickering shadows over our faces as we settled atop scattered logs, drawn close to share warmth and companionship. Overhead, the first twinkling stars of evening were emerging in the dusky sky.

Our odd yet intimate assembly was colored by a profound sense of contentment. Surrounded by the people I held most dear, I felt a powerful swell of gratitude. The ice dividing Waelin and my grandparents had thawed, kindled by compassion, humor, and patience on all sides. Our families were blending before my eyes.

The sounds of sizzling meat soon drifted from the grill Leigh and Diane had set up at a prudent distance from the lively flames. My mouth watered at the savory aroma of seasoned trout along with roasted new potatoes fresh from our garden. A perfect frontier feast.

While we awaited the meal, Celeste serenaded us with a haunting yet hopeful elven ballad, plucking her traveling harp’s strings to coax forth exquisite melodies. Her lyrical voice soared and fluttered, rising and falling like a nightingale’s on the evening breeze.

Enraptured, none of us spoke a word, scarcely daring to breathe lest we disturb a single note of her song.

“O Nightingale, your song so pure,
Lifts my spirit, calms my heart.
Your melody, a mystic cure.
Soothes the soul, and balm imparts.

Your silv’ry voice both fierce and frail,
Heals the hurt, dispels the cold.
Rising, falling, song regales,
Brave and bright, yet soft and bold.

Sing out, let your music fill the night,
Rise up, like the dawn after darkest night.
Ring out, voice so clear, by lantern’s light,
Hope lives on, though day fades out of sight.

Nightingale, perched in yon tree,
Tireless, trilling out your tune.
Let your song set my spirit free,
Chase away the shadows’ gloom.

Lift your voice up to the moon,
Flooding meadow, moor and fen.
Singing lest the darkness swoon,
Bringing joy to elf and man.

Sing out, let your music fill the night,
Rise up, like the dawn after darkest night.
Ring out, voice so clear, by lantern’s light,
Hope lives on, though day fades out of sight.

Nightingale, your burning song,
Kindles courage, fans the flames.
Stay with me, nocturnal siren,
While the long night remains.

Sing out, let your music fill the night,
Rise up, like the dawn after darkest night.
Ring out, voice so clear, by lantern’s light,
Hope lives on, though day fades out of sight.”

When at last the final ethereal strains faded, we broke into hearty applause.

Celeste dipped her head graciously, cheeks endearingly flushed from the attention. Yet her emerald eyes glimmered, betraying her inward delight to perform for an appreciative audience.

“Why, your voice is even more angelic than David said!” Grandma gushed. “You must sing something else for us again after dinner.”

Celeste smiled warmly. “It would be my pleasure. Music has a way of binding souls together.” Her eyes met mine, ripe with affection. My pulse quickened, counting the moments until we would be bound in marriage.

Just then, Leigh stepped forward carrying a heaping platter of sizzling trout. “Music ain’t the only thing that binds souls,” she joked with a playful wink. “Dig in, y’all!”

Our gathering wasted no time loading up plates and tucking in. For several moments, the only sounds were those of contented chewing and wordless sounds of gustatory delight. The fresh trout’s smoky richness paired perfectly with the roasted potatoes.

As we ate, conversation resumed, meandering pleasantly from fond reminiscences to amusing anecdotes. Laughter flowed as freely as the food and drink. Traces still remained of our different backgrounds, but kindness and humor had smoothed the path between us.

Lost in our lively fellowship, no one noticed the emerging stars marching steadily across the heavens until Grandpa paused to comment on them apropos of nothing. “Would ya look at that sky!” he exclaimed. “I ain’t seen stars shine so bright since the Upheaval, and we had to go to Louisville.” He shook his head, eyes full of wonder.

We followed his gaze upward, conversation trailing off for a moment. The velvet firmament sprawled above us, strewn with innumerable glittering pinpricks of light. I slipped an arm around Celeste, drawing her close as we marveled silently together at infinity’s majesty.

“It reminds me of home,” Waelin spoke up unexpectedly. His sharp features had gone distant, almost wistful. “Of walking beneath the forest’s fragrant boughs with my sister, when Celeste was just a babe.” A melancholy smile ghosted his lips. “How she adored gazing at the stars.”

Celeste reached out to gently take her uncle’s hand in a tender gesture of support. Though grief shadowed his heart, solace and purpose were yet to be found under starry skies.

After a moment of contemplative silence, Grandma ventured warmly to Waelin, “Your sister sounds like she was a wonderful woman. We’d be so pleased if you’d share some memories of her with us.”

Waelin hesitated, unaccustomed to such openness with relative strangers. But at last, he gave a gracious nod. “I would be happy to enlighten you about my dear sister.” As we listened, spellbound, he began spinning colorful tales of mischief and mayhem with his sister when they were youths. Laughter once again wove an enchantment around us.

The supply of food dwindled, and our appetites along with it. At last, comfortably full, we settled back replete, gazing into the hypnotic flames as they danced and popped. Somewhere out in the surrounding woods, a great horned owl began its plaintive hooting solo. The homey serenade only added to the peaceful atmosphere.

Before long, Leigh brought out the supplies for s’mores, eliciting eager sounds all around. “Come and get ‘em!” she proclaimed, spearing a marshmallow onto a stick and extending it toward the fire. She showed Waelin how to roast the white puffs to a perfect golden brown.

Soon we were all crowded around the bonfire. Sticky fingers and lips testified to our success replicating the fireside classic.

Around mouthfuls, Celeste explained the significance of the stars in elven culture to my grandparents, who listened raptly. They soaked up her lyrical descriptions of the elaborate midnight solstice rituals and poetic verse written in honor of Namenas, the elves’ most sacred constellation.

As the fire gradually died down, so too did our lively discourse, lapsing into a comfortable silence filled by the symphony of the surrounding woods at night. No one seemed inclined to stir from this peaceful scene just yet. I slipped my arm around Celeste again, and she nestled against my shoulder contentedly.

“This is perfect,” she said softly so that I alone could hear.

I smiled and nodded. “It really is,” I replied. “I was a little afraid things wouldn’t turn out that well at first, but it seems everything has turned around.”

“It has,” she confirmed, and when I looked at her, a blaze of desire burned in her green eyes. “I think it’s time, David.”

“Time?” I asked.

“Time for you to speak to Uncle Waelin,” she said. “To ask his approval. And while you do so, I shall ask approval of your grandparents and your wives.”

“That is… That is elven custom, too?” I asked. Brynneth hadn’t told me about it, but then again, it made sense that some approval was needed be stated outright.

She giggled. “It is, my love. And if all approve, you may speak the words. Do you know them?”

I nodded, recalling the beautiful words that Brynneth had taught me. With that, Celeste kissed me on the cheek, and I smiled at her and rose, approaching Waelin.

The elf looked up at me as I drew near, and I could see in his stern gaze that he knew also that the time had come.

“Waelin,” I began, “may I have a moment?”
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Waelin regarded me solemnly, the firelight glinting in his gray eyes. “You may have a moment, David,” he replied.

By his tone, I could tell he understood we were about to talk about what this was all about. Before he rose, his gaze flickered briefly to where Celeste was speaking animatedly with my grandparents.

Together, we walked to the edge of the fire, out of earshot of the others. Compared to when he had arrived, Waelin seemed more accepting and calm, and I hoped this was a good sign.

I took a steadying breath. This was a pivotal moment. “I wanted to speak with you privately about Celeste,” I continued. “Our courtship has progressed, as you know, and my feelings for her have only grown stronger.”

Waelin said nothing, merely arching one thin brow expectantly. His expression remained unreadable. He wasn’t necessarily going to make it easy. But I knew he appreciated candor, and so I spoke plainly.

“I wish to ask Celeste to marry me,” I said. “But I know that in elven tradition, it is customary to seek formal consent from her guardian first.” I met Waelin’s piercing eyes. “So, I ask for your permission to wed Celeste.”

For several taut heartbeats, Waelin was silent, his sharp features cast in an impassive mask. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Celeste speaking earnestly with my grandparents and Diane and Leigh.

At last, Waelin spoke, his tone carefully measured. “You must understand, David — Celeste is very dear to me. As you know, I have counted her safety and happiness as my solemn charge since her parents passed.”

I nodded gravely. “I know, and I assure you Celeste’s well-being will always be paramount to me.”

Waelin studied me a moment before continuing. “Perhaps so. But you are still young, with the impulsiveness of youth.” He paused. “And we remain divided by more than culture alone. You may think your feelings fixed, yet human hearts are... fickle.”

Stifling a flare of indignation, I kept my tone polite and composed. “My feelings for Celeste are true. They have been tested through hardship and adventure and emerged only stronger.” I met his skepticism steadily. “And while your experiences with human emotions may not be positive, they are also very limited.”

He perked an eyebrow and pursed his lips. “Limited, you say?”

“What do you really know about us, Waelin?” I asked. “You admitted at the start of all this that you rarely talk to humans beyond a transactional level. I’ve done my best to learn your ways, and I only scratched the surface. You have done nothing, and you know nothing.”

The words were somewhat frightening to speak. After all, I risked blowing up the whole endeavor.

But by now, I understood what kind of man Waelin was. He was someone you spoke frankly to, no matter the disdain in his expression. He appreciated that, and I would not let him down in that aspect.

Conflict warred openly on Waelin’s features as he weighed his response. At length, he spoke again, reluctantly. “Were the circumstances different, I would refuse you without hesitation. But Celeste...” His eyes softened sadly. “The light has returned to her spirit since you came into her life. Her laughter and songs, so long missed, ring out again.”

Heart lifting hopefully, I remained silent, allowing Waelin space to gather his thoughts and voice them uninterrupted. Around us, the bonfire crackled, casting wavering shadows over our solemn exchange.

“For that alone, I find myself inclined to grant consent,” Waelin admitted heavily. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Can you swear to me that you will guard her with your life? Especially considering the nature of her Class, which is outlawed among elves?”

“I give you my solemn oath that I will,” I vowed fervently.

Waelin searched my face a long moment as if gauging my sincerity. Finally, he gave a single slow nod and exhaled sharply. “Then you have my permission to wed Celeste, if she will accept you.” His voice was low but lacked any real bitterness now. “Speak the words to her, and she will be your wife if she wishes it.”

Relief broke over me in an exhilarating wave. My face nearly split with the force of my answering grin. “Thank you, Waelin,” I said earnestly, offering my hand.

He clasped it in acceptance. “Honor her,” he said. “Honor her in the spirit of my family and her mother, who was my sister, and without whom my world has become bleak. Give her life, laughter, and return the colors to her world. Paint again that which is drab and take her on your journeys through life. Make it so that she shall not suffer my fate and end up dour, alone, and full of regret.”

“I will.”

The briefest of smiles flickered over Waelin’s usually stoic features. “See that you do.” He took a bracing swig from his cup. “Now, off with you! Make merry and speak your words of promise.”

I offered him a final nod before I turned to look at Celeste. She stood by Diane and Leigh now, conversing softly and giggling as if they were discussing a secret of sorts. My grandparents stood a few steps away, arms around each other and smiles on their faces.

My eyes met Celeste’s, and her conversation with Diane and Leigh fell silent. The blonde and the foxkin took a step back, exchanging meaningful looks and smiling.

“Go on,” Waelin said again. “She is waiting.”
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Heart pounding, I slowly approached Celeste where she stood by the glowing bonfire. Her emerald eyes were luminous as she watched me draw near, a soft smile curving her rosebud lips.

The dancing flames cast a warm glow over her fair features, heightening her ethereal beauty. This was the moment we had waited for.

As I came to stand before her, the chatter around the fire quieted. Though she said nothing, worlds of meaning and emotion passed between us in our joined gaze. Reaching out, I took both of Celeste’s delicate hands in mine, marveling as always at their soft warmth.

“My beloved Celeste,” I began tenderly. “From the first moment I saw you, I felt as though I beheld the fairest vision my eyes had ever known. Your beauty dazzled me, but even more than that, I found myself captivated by your spirit — your kindness, your courage, and your musical gifts that I feel blessed to have witnessed.”

Celeste’s eyes misted over with emotion as she listened. Her hands tightened gently around mine. Buoyed by her reaction, I pressed on.

“During our travels and trials together, my feelings for you have only deepened, like roots spreading unseen over time. I can no longer imagine my life without you.”

Celeste let out a soft gasp, visibly hanging on my every word. Nearby, Diane and Leigh were smiling broadly.

Sinking slowly to one knee — my left, as Brynneth had told me — on the forest floor, I still clasped her hands in mine as I gazed up at her. The crackling bonfire framed her in a soft radiance as tears of joy slipped down her fair cheeks. This was the moment.

I took one of the rings of shimmerstone from my pocket, winning gasps of delight from those assembled.

“Dearest Celeste,” I began, “I kneel before you without disguise or pretense. If you will have me, I offer you my heart, my home, my hearth, and my hand in marriage from now unto eternity.”

Celeste let out a joyful sob, emerald eyes luminous.

Then, I spoke the words that Brynneth had taught me. “Kel-amon,” I said, “nan-aieseth tara, aes ylmar antara aieser. Vel-ona a vel-mata — ylmë a ylamas faluin.” And before she could answer, I added my own words in English, since this was a marriage for my culture as well. “My dearest Celeste, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

For a breathless instant Celeste simply gazed down at me, features alight with wonder and elation. Then she cried, “Yes! Of course, I shall marry you, my love! Tara uin! Tara uin!” she added in her native tongue.

Scarcely daring to believe the rapturous words I had longed to hear, I leapt to my feet and swept Celeste into my arms. She clung to me as joyful laughter mingled with euphoric tears. Spinning her in an exultant circle, I felt I could take flight, so airy and light were my spirits.

Setting her back on her feet at last, I tenderly framed Celeste’s lovely face between my hands. Our gazes locked with profound understanding, and slowly, I drew her to me in a kiss that sang of promises and tremulous joy.

Her lips were impossibly soft and gentle against mine. We lingered blissfully in that tender kiss beneath the approving stars while our families watched with smiles on their faces.

Finally drawing back to behold my radiant bride-to-be, I put the ring around her finger, much to the delight of Leigh, Diane, my grandparents, and even Waelin.

She beamed a smile as she admired the ring. “David,” she hummed, “it is so beautiful!” Clasping one of my hands tightly, Celeste turned to my grandparents. Eyes shining, she said, “Your grandson has spoken his heart, and I have accepted. With your blessing, we shall be wed.”

My grandparents beamed, immediately rushing over to embrace us both. “Bless you both!” Grandma cried joyfully. Grandpa beamed with pride and gave the nod of respect that passed between men.

But then, I turned to Leigh and Diane and beckoned them close. Their expressions turned into ones of surprise, then to gasps as I went to my knee for them, too.

“Leigh, Diane,” I said.

“Oh my!” Leigh purred, unable to contain herself. “Yes! Yes! I do! We do!”

Diane laughed and gave her harem sister a nudge. “Let him finish!”

I smiled broadly, taking one of their hands in each mind as Celeste stood behind me. “No one shall be first among my wives,” I said. “You are each special to me, and nothing on this world would make me happier than forging this bond with you, as I would forge it with Celeste.”

Then, I turned to Diane. “Diane, my love. You are the foundation of who I am, my brave woman of the frontier. Living with you has made me happier than I could have ever imagined I would be. You have been at my side always, cautioned me when I was rash, urged me on when I hesitated, and you have completed me.” My gaze dipped to her stomach. “You carry my child, my future, and my hope. Please, Diane, will you marry me?”

With that, even as my grandparents gasped at the revelation that Diane was with my child, I presented Diane the second of the shimmerstone rings. She made a happy hop that sent her tail and fox ears bobbing before she fell to her knees herself and embraced me.

“Yes!” she cried out. “Oh, David, yes!”

We kissed deeply, still kneeling on the ground, and when we finally separated, I placed the ring on her finger. She extended her hand and admired the lustrous piece of jewelry before giving me another kiss.

Then, I turned to Leigh, who was practically hopping in place with excitement.

“Leigh…”

But she couldn’t contain herself. Within a breath, she was on the forest floor with me, having pushed me down and showering me with kisses, muttering ‘yes, yes, yes’ in between — so fast and intense I was afraid for a moment she might lose her breath.

I kissed her back with fiery passion as the others laughed full of happiness and joy at her exuberant display of affection. When finally, our kiss came to an end, she fixed me with those hazy eyes of hers that I loved so much.

“No words are needed between us, David,” she whispered. “I will marry you, and I will follow you to the end of the Earth.”

I smiled and took her hand, pushing the ring around her dainty finger. “Then you, too, will be my wife,” I whispered to her.

Leigh nodded, tears clouding her eyes, and threw her arms around me once again, and we lost ourselves in another kiss.
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As Leigh and I finally separated, breathless and beaming, a joyful cheer went up from our assembled friends and family. My grandparents rushed over to offer hearty congratulations and embrace each of us brides-to-be in turn. Even stoic Waelin allowed himself an approving nod, visibly touched by the outpouring of emotion.

“Oh, what a wonderful night this is!” Grandma cried, dabbing happy tears from her eyes as she admired our glittering betrothal rings. “Three beautiful brides! And a little baby soon! Oh, I can’t wait to hold him! Or her! I always knew you were destined for great love, David.”

Grandpa laughed heartily, clapping me on the back. “You’ve done very well, my boy! We’re so happy for all of you.” He smiled warmly around at Diane, Leigh, and Celeste. “Welcome to the Wilson family, girls!”

Leigh looped her arms around Grandma and Grandpa’s shoulders. “Thanks! I promise I’ll eat all the snickerdoodles you bring us!” she joked merrily.

Diane slipped her arm through Celeste’s, smiling tenderly. “Sisters,” she said simply.

Celeste’s answering smile glowed brighter than the bonfire as she squeezed Diane’s hand. Their display of affection as harem sisters touched me deeply.

As we basked in the circle of warmth and light cast by the lively flames, I drew all my amazing women close. “I’m the luckiest man alive,” I told them earnestly. Their answering smiles lit up the night brighter than any star.

Waelin watched our celebratory embrace, his sharp features softening almost wistfully. Perhaps memories of his own sister, Celeste’s mother, stirred bittersweetly within him. But the cheer around the fire remained undimmed.

Leigh nudged Waelin playfully. “C’mon now, don’t be a stick in the mud! You’re part of this family now too.” Laughing, she pushed a fresh mug of mead into his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, the trace of a smile lifted Waelin’s lips as he accepted the drink.

Together with Waelin, we shared jokes and stories around the crackling bonfire as the inky night sky wheeled slowly overhead. For these precious hours, the world consisted only of our circle of fellowship and light amidst the ancient woods. Diane and Leigh brought out more food, ensuring none went hungry or thirsty during the impromptu betrothal celebration.

At one point amidst the merriment, Celeste drew me aside. Looping her arms around my neck, she smiled up at me tenderly. “My husband-to-be,” she murmured dreamily, as though trying out the words. Happiness suffused her every feature. “I can scarcely believe this bliss is real.”

I encircled her slender waist, smiling down at her radiance. “Believe it, my love,” I whispered before capturing her lips in a deep kiss.

Celeste melted against me with a contented sigh. For long moments, we lingered blissfully in each other’s embrace under the benevolent stars, our future bright before us.

When at last we reluctantly parted, Celeste kept her arms draped loosely around my neck. An impish smile played about her rosebud lips as her emerald eyes probed mine. “Tell me, my beloved — do humans have any customs to mark a betrothal?” Mischief danced in her luminous gaze.

I grinned at her playful query. “Well, except for the ring, no.” I chuckled.

“We do,” she said, a green fire blazing in her eyes. “My kin, the wood elves, go on moonlit strolls in the woods. Would you come on one with me?”

“A moonlit walk sounds perfect,” I agreed readily. By the blaze in her eyes, I could tell there was a little plan going on there, but I decided not to ruin the fun.

Delight sparked in Celeste’s expression. “Perfect,” she hummed before looking at the others. My grandparents, Waelin, and Leigh and Diane were conversing. “As per custom,” Celeste announced, “David and I shall go for a walk in the forest.”

My grandparents waved, and Waelin touched his forehead in greeting. “Be careful,” he said.

“Oh, the larroling and Mr. Drizzles patrol the grounds,” Leigh said. “They’re safe!”

As Waelin gave a confused frown and Leigh began explaining who Mr. Drizzles was and why we had our own larroling, Celeste smiled and took my hand. She began to guide me away from the fire’s cheerful glow into the surrounding woods now swathed in silvery moonlight.

As we slipped away, Leigh shot Diane a mischievous grin and the two dissolved into giggles. I wondered at their sly behavior but had no time to ponder it before Celeste drew me deeper under the shadowy boughs.

Alone amidst the hushed forests, Celeste slipped her arms around me once more. Tilting her face up to the pale moonlight, she waited expectantly, eyes drifting closed. Heart swelling, I leaned down to meet her waiting lips in a tender kiss underneath the starry sky.

For a blissful interval, we lingered in each other’s arms, the rest of the world receding. But she was driving me crazy by pushing herself up against me. Her body was exquisite and curvy and soft, and I felt myself turning heady with desire before she loosened herself and shot me a meaningful look.

We strolled on together through the moon-washed woods, and Celeste looked up at me with radiant green eyes, pools of mystery that seemed to harbor a little secret. “What are you thinking about, my love?” she asked.

I smiled down at my radiant bride-to-be. “That I’m happy here with you. And, well… to speak the truth, I’m looking forward to our wedding night as well.”

“Wedding night?” Celeste hummed, her green eyes big.

“Yeah,” I said. “You know, when the ceremony is complete, and man and wife finally get to enjoy each other.”

“What a strange custom!” she exclaimed.

I blinked. “You… You do things differently?”

But then, her hand loosened itself from mine, and she shot me a coy smile and ran off, giggling.

“Wait!” I called out.

“Come!” she just replied, laughing and dancing through the moonlit forest as only an elf can. Light seemed to shine from her, and there was nothing I could do but follow her, caught up in her beauty.

I followed her, breaking from the tree line and stood blinking as I watched a secluded forest pond I had never noticed before. Moonlight shimmered on its glassy surface. Celeste let out a delighted gasp at the sight, and she stood half-turned toward me, framed in the glow of the moon.

“David,” she said, a fire kindling in our eyes, “to elven custom, we are married. There will be a celebration, but the words bound us, David. You are already my husband; I am already your wife. We may finally enjoy each other.”

As she spoke, Leigh and Diane emerged from behind the trees, eyes dancing impishly. They were like little faeries of the forest themselves, clothed in moonlight and the light and spotless white dresses they had worn for the occasion.

“Leigh?” I muttered. “Diane?”

Celeste gifted me with a tender smile as her harem sisters came to stand beside her. “Another elven custom,” Celeste said. “One you will enjoy more than the poetry and the formal visitation, I don’t doubt.”

With that, she turned fully to me, her beautiful breasts heaving with passion. Leigh and Diane stood beside her, their eyes blazing as they watched me.

“A new wife must be initiated in the presence of her harem sisters,” Celeste spoke, her voice like a song in my heart. “Make me your wife, David. Fill my cup with your love, and let us never be apart again in this life or the next.”

My heart hammered in my throat as I stepped forward finally — to claim my elven maiden.
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I stepped closer to Celeste, the silver light of the moon casting her in an ethereal glow that seemed almost otherworldly. Her amber hair shimmered in that magical light, the soft strands falling in a delicate cascade over her shoulders as she waited with bated breath.

My heart felt like a drumbeat, loud and insistent, as I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers. The kiss was gentle at first, a tender exploration that grew deeper, more insistent as the connection between us sparked to life.

Celeste’s lips were soft and yielding, sweet as the nectar of the rarest flower. Her shy hesitance gave way to a growing passion, her arms winding around my neck to pull me closer, her body melding to mine as if we were two halves of a whole.

My hands roamed over the delicate curves of her body, feeling the warmth of her skin through the fabric of her dress. The pleasure of the kiss deepened into a slow burn that ignited every nerve ending and sent a rush of desire coursing through my veins.

Diane and Leigh watched with wide eyes, their expressions a mix of amazement and delight as they watched me initiate their new harem sister.

At last, Celeste pulled back slightly, her cheeks flushed with the heat of the moment. “It is elven custom for newlyweds to undress one another,” she whispered, her voice laced with desire.

“Then let us honor your customs,” I replied, my voice husky with need.

She smiled and spread her arms for me. I reached out and carefully began to unbutton her dress, each tiny loop slipping free under my fingers with a soft, teasing sound.

Celeste’s breath hitched as I peeled back the fabric, revealing the pale, flawless skin beneath. Her dress fell away in a whisper of silk, pooling at her feet like liquid moonlight. She stood before me, a vision of elven perfection, her body curvy and divine.

My gaze drank in the sight of her, from the gentle swell of her breasts to the delicate curve of her hips. Her skin glowed in the moonlight, a canvas of ivory that begged to be touched, kissed, worshipped — claimed.

It was now her turn, and I stepped back, allowing her to undress me. She reached up to trace the contours of my chest, her fingers light and exploratory. She fumbled slightly with the buttons of my shirt, her movements betraying her nervous anticipation.

I helped guide her hands, our fingers entwining as we undid each button together. My shirt fell open, and she pushed it off my shoulders, her eyes wide as she took in the expanse of my torso.

Her hands were warm on my skin, hesitant at first but growing bolder as she traced the lines of my abs and the definition of my chest. There was a reverence in her touch, a silent promise of the passion to come.

With a shared, breathless laughter, we worked to free me from the rest of my clothing. My pants and undergarments joined the pile of discarded fabric, and I stood naked before her, fully revealed.

Celeste’s eyes roamed over me, taking in the sight of my arousal. Her blush deepened, a rosy hue that spread down her neck and across her chest. She looked up at me through long lashes, her green eyes shimmering with desire.

“Come here,” I said, opening my arms to embrace her.

Our naked bodies pressed together, skin against skin, finally united. The heat of her body was like a living flame against mine, igniting a deeper hunger that had nothing to do with the chill of the night air.

I kissed her again, more fiercely this time, our lips and tongues tangling in a passionate embrace that left us both breathless. Our bodies moved together; a seamless rhythm that spoke of the connection that thrummed between us. The press of her soft breasts with their hard little nipples against my chest drove me wild, and I couldn’t wait to fully have her.

Celeste’s hands traced the lines of my back, her nails scraping lightly over my skin in a way that sent shivers down my spine. I groaned into the kiss, my hands roaming over her, exploring every inch of her beautiful form.

Her skin was like velvet under my touch, smooth and soft, the curves of her body fitting perfectly against mine. The press of her breasts, the softness of her belly, the roundness of her hips — every part of her called to me, a siren’s song of desire.

We moved together in the moonlit clearing by the pond, our bodies entwined in an intimate dance that felt both sacred and profane. The night wrapped around us, the stars and the moon our only witnesses to the passion that burned so bright.

Celeste’s breath came in short gasps, her body arching against mine as the heat of our desire built to an almost unbearable pitch. Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer, her lips leaving a trail of kisses along my neck.

I could feel the press of her against me, the warmth of her skin, the softness of her curves enveloping me. The world fell away until there was nothing but us, our bodies moving together in a perfect harmony that spoke of love and longing.

The kiss deepened, grew more urgent, as if we were both trying to consume the other. My hands gripped her hips, holding her to me as if I could merge our bodies into one.

Celeste’s nails dug into my back, her movements growing more frantic as the need between us built to a crescendo. I could feel her heat, her desire, a mirror of my own.

Our bodies pressed together, skin on skin, the connection between us undeniable. Celeste’s breath was hot against my face, her lips brushing mine as she whispered, “Please, David, I need you.”

I answered her plea with a fierce kiss, our lips and tongues tangling in a dance of pure passion. I was consumed by the need to possess her, to claim her as mine.

“Please me, David,” she begged softly. “Please me as I saw you please your other women — my harem sisters. Give me the love you gave them.”
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With the moon casting its silvery glow over the secluded pond, I gently guided Celeste to the soft grass by the water’s edge. The night was ours, a private world where the only sounds were the gentle lapping of the water and the rustling leaves in the gentle breeze.

Diane and Leigh stood a little distance away, their giggles floating in the air like the music of the night. They watched us with eyes full of mirth and encouragement, their hands already beginning to explore their own curves as they slowly undressed themselves in the moonlight.

I knelt beside Celeste, my gaze locked with hers, full of love and desire. Her breath came in soft gasps as I leaned down to press my lips against the tender skin of her neck, evoking a sweet sigh from her lips.

The warmth of her skin was intoxicating, and I kissed her slowly, savoring the taste of her. My lips moved over her collarbone, trailing kisses down to the swell of her breasts, where I lingered, teasing her nipples into hard peaks with my tongue.

Celeste’s hands found their way into my hair, holding me to her as her back arched slightly, pushing her breasts closer to my eager mouth. Her moans grew louder, a symphony of pleasure that spurred me on.

“Yes, David,” she moaned. “Show me the pleasures… Please…”

My kisses traveled lower, over the soft plane of her stomach, where I could feel her muscles quiver under my touch. Celeste’s hips rose to meet me, an unconscious invitation that I accepted with fervor.

As I reached the juncture of her thighs, I took my time, planting soft kisses along the insides, feeling her tremble with each touch. My hands caressed her legs, parting them gently as I made my way to the center of her desire.

The scent of her arousal mingled with the fresh forest air, and I inhaled deeply, intoxicated by her essence. I moved down, my lips grazing her cute tuft of amber pubic hair. Finally, my lips found her pussy, warm and wet, waiting for me.

I kissed her there softly at first, eliciting a sharp gasp from Celeste. Her fingers tightened in my hair, urging me closer, silently begging for more.

My tongue flicked out to taste her, drawing a long, slow path up her slit before circling her clit. Celeste’s moans filled the clearing, and she began to move her hips in time with my tongue’s explorations.

“David... oh, please...” she whispered, her voice laced with need. I could feel her body tensing, her pleasure building as I continued to lavish attention on her.

Diane and Leigh, lost in their own world of pleasure, had sunk to the ground, their fingers working between their own thighs as they watched us. Their soft moans of pleasure echoed Celeste’s, a chorus of arousal that filled the night.

Celeste’s breaths came faster now, and I could feel her pussy clenching and unclenching as her orgasm approached. I doubled my efforts, determined to push her over the edge.

Her hands gripped my head, her legs wrapped around my shoulders as she rode the waves of pleasure my mouth and tongue provided.

“Yes, David... just like that... I’m so close...” Celeste moaned, her voice rising in pitch as she neared her climax.

I sucked her clit into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue, and that was all it took. Celeste’s body arched off the ground, a strangled cry of ecstasy escaping her as her orgasm washed over her. She gasped and shook with pleasure, her beautiful cheeks colored red.

And even as she came, Diane and Leigh, too, aroused beyond themselves, came hard while watching us. Their delicious bodies quivered, the moonlight playing on their curves, and my cock nearly burst with a need for release as I turned my eyes back to Celeste, squirming before me in all her delights.

The sight of her coming undone under my ministrations, the taste of her climax, drove me wild with desire. My cock ached with the need to claim her, to be one with her.

As Celeste’s tremors subsided, I raised my head to look at her, her face flushed with the afterglow of her release, her eyes heavy-lidded and full of love.

“David,” she hummed, her voice small. “I have wanted this for so long.”

I smiled, my heart echoing that same sensation. “So have I,” I said, my voice hoarse with desire.

And as we watched each other in the moonlight, Diane and Leigh, still recovering from their orgasms, crawled closer to us, their expressions full of awe and admiration for the love they had witnessed.

“Come here,” Leigh hummed to Celeste. “Lay your head on my lap.”

“Hm-hm,” Diane purred. “It’s time.”

Celeste giggled — equal parts arousal and anticipation — as Leigh gently scooped Celeste’s head into her lap, cradling her new harem sister as she looked up at me with those big blue eyes, inviting me to finalize my claim to Celeste.

Diane lay beside them, her hand resting softly on Celeste’s thigh, as if beckoning me to claim the prize it led to. There was a soft smile on her lips as she watched me with expectation.

Celeste, now nestled in Leigh’s embrace, turned her gaze to me, her eyes still burning with the fire of her climax.

“David,” she breathed, “take me... claim me as yours.”
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Celeste lay naked before me, her head sweetly nestled in Leigh’s lap while Diane stroked her amber locks. She was ready and eager for me to claim her maidenhood and consummate our marriage, and there was nothing more I wanted in this world.

“Come,” she hummed, her green eyes dreamy and soft.

Her eyes beckoned me closer, her body a siren’s call that I could no longer resist. I positioned myself before her, my arousal flawlessly demonstrating the depth of my desire. The head of my cock pressed against her slick entrance, eager to enter her.

She gave a cute gasp at feeling the tip of my weapon about to penetrate her. She bit her lip as she looked up at me with eyes full of desire.

“Yes,” she mewled. “Do it, David. Please.”

“Take her, David,” Leigh whispered. “Make her part of our family.”

“Love her and fill her with your seed,” Diane echoed.

I looked down at Celeste, at the love and trust shining in her eyes, and I knew this was where I belonged. With a gentle thrust, I entered her, finally making her mine.

As I filled her, Celeste let out a soft cry of pleasure. I began to move gently within her, our bodies joining in a rhythm of love and lust. Leigh and Diane inched closer; their eyes locked on us as they witnessed the sealing of our bond.

The moment was deep within her; the world around us ceased to exist. There was only the sensation of her warmth enveloping me, her tightness gripping me in a way that was both an embrace and a welcome.

Celeste gasped, her hands gripping my shoulders as she adjusted to the new sensation. Her eyes fluttered closed, a soft moan escaping her lips as I began to move within her.

I started gently, allowing her time to become accustomed to the feel of me. But as her breaths grew deeper and her moans more insistent, I knew she wanted more — needed more.

“Faster, David,” Celeste breathed, her voice a whisper that carried the weight of her need. I obliged, quickening my pace, each thrust bringing a new cry of delight from her lips.

Diane and Leigh, their own pleasure evident, urged us on, their voices a chorus of encouragement that spurred me to greater heights. “Yes, David, claim her, love her,” they sang out, their words wrapping around us like the night air.

And I did. We made love like the free heirs of the earth, born to live in the open and love with no shame or bounds. Under the soft spell of moonlight, we shared each other, and a spiritual union formed between the four of us as we melded into one.

Celeste’s body began to tremble, her climax approaching like a storm on the horizon. Her fingers dug into my back, her movements growing more frantic as she sought release.

“I’m close, David... so close,” she panted, her voice breaking with the intensity of her pleasure.

I felt her pussy clamp down on me. Her inner walls pulsed as she reached the pinnacle of her desire. The sight of her in the throes of ecstasy, the feel of her body surrendering to the waves of her climax, pushed me to the brink.

Leigh and Diane’s hands were gentle on Celeste’s shoulders and stroking her amber locks as if displaying the elven beauty for me, inviting me to fill her with my seed.

With a final, deep thrust, I released inside Celeste, my orgasm crashing over me with a force that left me breathless. My body shuddered with the intensity of my release, every nerve ending singing with pleasure.

Celeste cried out, her voice mingling with the night sounds as she felt the heat of me filling her. Her body clung to mine, her orgasm rolling through her in waves that seemed to touch the very stars above.

We were silent, all of us, at the beauty. There was something deeply natural and spiritual about this union, and I reveled in it as Celeste’s shapely legs wrapped around me to keep me inside her, wanting every drop of my essence that I had to give.

As our climaxes subsided, I held Celeste close, our bodies still joined in the most intimate of embraces. Diane and Leigh were with us, wrapping their arms around us both as they murmured soft words of beauty, love, and appreciation.

After that, the night grew quiet once more, the wind whispering softly in the background as the brook babbled. Celeste rested against me, her body sated and content, her eyes telling me without words how much she had enjoyed our union.

I kissed her forehead, feeling a sense of peace settle over me. This was what it meant to be truly alive, to love and be loved in return. Diane and Leigh nestled with us, their bodies a comforting warmth as they shared in our happiness.

As we lay like that, the moon continued its silent vigil overhead, its light a blessing upon our love. The pond mirrored the sky above, a perfect reflection of the beauty that surrounded us.

Finally, Celeste turned to me with a smile that outshone the moon itself.

“David, this was so special,” she murmured. “I enjoyed it more than words can say.”

I nodded in agreement. “It will be like this for the rest of our lives,” I said, keeping my women in a tight embrace.


Chapter 44

The first light of dawn crept over the horizon, painting the sky in strokes of pink and orange. I rose before the others, slipping out of bed and leaving the warmth of my women’s embrace.

The first night with Celeste in our bed had been perfect, and we had hardly slept at all. We had celebrated and enjoyed each other’s bodies until deep in the night, and it had been all I had hoped it would be.

I dressed quietly, pulling on a simple shirt and pants, and made my way down the stairs. The homestead was still, a serene calm only the early morning could bring. The air was cool and crisp, a gentle reminder that autumn was on its way.

I was in the mood for a walk — just to breathe the fresh air and clear my head a little. So much had happened.

Stepping outside, I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the fresh, pine-scented air. My land was quiet, save for the soft chirping of birds greeting the new day. I cherished these moments of solitude, a chance to reflect on the whirlwind of events that had transpired.

The domesticants, ever diligent, noticed my presence and floated over, their spectral forms darting around me playfully. I greeted them with a smile, their antics bringing a lightness to my heart.

“Good morning, little guys,” I said, chuckling as they zipped back and forth.

I began my walk, strolling along the well-worn paths that crisscrossed the property. The dew-covered grass glistened under the awakening sun, each drop a tiny prism reflecting the growing light. It was moments like these that I felt a profound connection to my land.

I passed the garden plots, where the magical crops were thriving under the care of my companions. The magebread flowers swayed gently in the morning breeze, their petals unfurling to catch the first rays of sunlight. It was a sight to behold, nature and magic intertwined.

My path led me to the banks of the Silverthread River next, its waters a silvery ribbon winding through the forest. The river had greatly grown on me, and it provided many things to our little corner of the Earth. I watched it for a while, lost in thought.

As I walked, I pondered the days ahead. The wedding celebration would soon come, a day that would mark the beginning of a new chapter. I imagined the joy it would bring, the union of our hearts and lives declared before family and friends. According to elven custom, it was just a formality, but my grandparents would love it, and so would I.

Then there was Diane, her pregnancy a miracle that filled me with both excitement and a protective fervor. The thought of becoming a father, of holding a new life in my arms, was both exhilarating and daunting.

But amidst the joy, there was also the shadow that loomed on the horizon. The dragon Father’s coming was an inevitability that I could not ignore. No word had come from Ironfast to announce its coming yet, but the thought of the elder dragon’s arrival cast a chill over me, despite the morning’s growing warmth.

I knew that whatever threats lay ahead, I would face them with the strength and determination that had carried me this far. The safety of my family was paramount, and I would do whatever it took to protect them.

The domesticants fluttered around me, their presence a reminder of the mystical forces at my command. I felt a surge of confidence, knowing I was not alone in my endeavors. Magic and might were on my side.

With a determined stride, I turned back toward the homestead, ready to embrace the day’s tasks. There was much to do, preparations for the celebration and ensuring our defenses were strong against any threat.

As I walked, my thoughts turned to my women, their love a fortress against any darkness. The bond we shared was unbreakable, a beacon that would guide us through whatever trials we faced. The homestead was our sanctuary — a place of love and life that we had created together. It was here that we would stand against whatever came our way.

The domesticants followed at my heels as I approached the house, their forms glowing softly in the morning light. As I approached the door, the scent of breakfast began to drift from the kitchen, a sign that the others were stirring.

The thought of the warm, cozy atmosphere inside, filled with the laughter and chatter of my loved ones, quickened my pace. Waelin and my grandparents were still here, having spent the night. I was looking forward to spending a morning with them, especially now that Waelin had warmed up a little.

I reached the porch, the wooden boards creaking under my feet as I ascended the steps. Pausing at the doorway, I took one last look at the tranquil land stretching out before me.

With a contented sigh, I made ready to step inside, ready to join my family and share the news of the coming day. But as I reached for the doorknob to rejoin my family, a sudden sense of foreboding washed over me.

I couldn’t explain it, but something told me that someone was coming. On the threshold, I turned to look back once more, my eyes scanning the horizon.

And that’s when I saw her — a lone figure approaching the property.

A tall and lithe woman in a hooded cloak.

I frowned, wondering how this visitor had managed to escape Mr. Drizzles’ notice. And just as I was about to call for my rifle — it was best to err on the side of caution — the figure saw me.

She stopped and threw the hood back, revealing cat ears. A cat tail billowed out from under the cloak.

A catkin...

“Who goes there?” I shouted.

She stood silent for a moment. Then came her voice, carried to me on the wind.

“I am Yeska of the Wildclaws,” she announced. “A Bloodmage, and I answer your summons!”
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Chapter 1

I watched with rising interest as the lithe figure of the cat girl made her way closer. I admired the way her hips swayed, but I remained cautious. Strangers on the frontier walking up to your door needed to be treated with care. Anyone could call out a name and pretend to be someone I’d heard of before.

As she approached, I narrowed my eyes at this stranger who had introduced herself as Yeska of the Wildclaws, the Bloodmage who would be able to reveal more about my Bloodline.

“Stay right there, please,” I called back to her, my voice steady and firm but polite. It was imperative that I took care to ascertain that my unexpected visitor was who she claimed to be. I had little experience with catkin, and I didn’t know if this could be a trickster or otherwise.

Slowly, I made my approach, each step measured and cautious. The sun was still shy, not quite ready to share its full warmth, and maybe I wasn’t ready either for this sudden interference in this tranquil dawn. Yet, here she was, a catkin woman standing on my land, her eyes the color of summer leaves staring intently back at me.

The distance closed between us, and in the light of the newborn day, her features came into sharper focus. She was undoubtedly catkin, her ears twitching subtly, her tail giving a small, impulsive swish. It was unusual to feel such an immediate pull — this quickening in my pulse at her proximity. There was something raw and primal about her that spoke to my inner self.

She had not moved since revealing her identity, and now I could see the purpose etched upon her face. Yeska, this catkin woman before me, was standoffish. And yet her gaze held an intensity that beckoned me closer with an almost magnetic draw.

“Lord Vartlebeck sent me,” she said, her eyes scrutinizing me. “He told me you had need of a Bloodmage.”

“He told you where I lived?” I asked.

“He did,” she affirmed, and now just inches away, her trait was unmistakable — that preternatural intrigue catkin held. It made them unpredictable. It was the unpredictability that stirred the air between us, her proximity sending tendrils of unforeseen possibilities through my thoughts.

“I do need a Bloodmage,” I ventured, my words hanging like my breath in the cool morning air. “I need help unraveling my Bloodline.”

“Yes, for your Bloodline,” she repeated, licking her lips after she had spoken, as if she enjoyed the taste of the word. Her proximity made it hard not to notice the black strands of hair that framed her face, the way they offset the green of her eyes.

“We should probably get inside,” I nodded in the direction of the homestead. “Coffee?” It was an offer, but I felt it more as an escape from the open, from this sudden tension that I couldn’t place.

A smile ghosted across her features at the proposal. “Coffee would be pleasant. It has been a long walk from Gladdenfield Outpost.”

I smiled and nodded. “You must’ve gotten off to an early start?”

She grinned, flicking away an unruly lock of black hair. “Indeed,” she purred.

We stood for a moment, just watching each other. The domesticants, sensing there were new dynamics in play, kept their distance. But they hovered at the edge of sight, curious and wary of this new entity now in their presence. They flitted about in silent accord, ready to provide aid if the new visitor proved hostile.

“Come,” I said. “It’s warm inside.”

Her cloak swirled with her movement as she stepped in line with me, a whisper of a touch that was half felt, half imagined, trailed down my arm. Her interest struck as vividly as a lightning bolt, a thread of clean, sharp curiosity.

“So, what does a Bloodmage do?” I asked, seeking to make conversation while we walked.

“Oh, the things I could tell you,” Yeska teased, her voice a purr of words that seemed to carry secrets and stories. It was the slight sway in her hips, the lithe grace with which she moved that drew my eyes time and again.

“I take it you enjoy your work, then?” I deflected, hoping familiarity might dull the keen edge that had colored our encounter so far.

“Enjoy isn’t the word I’d pick,” Yeska said. Her tone, previously light, dipped low. “It’s an obsession, really — blood holds more secrets than the stars above.”

We stepped onto the porch, and I shot the mysterious catkin another look. “Obsessions can be...” I paused, looking for the right way to frame it, “... consuming.”

My hand found the door handle just as the sun broke fully from its slumber, spilling golden light over the homestead. Stepping back after I opened the door, I gave her the entry, an unspoken welcome.

She paused at the doorway, half turned with a silhouette etched in light. “Consuming, intriguing, compelling,” she listed, stepping past the threshold but not into the house. “That’s how I’d describe it.”

“Then over coffee, you can tell us all about it,” I said, my thoughts circling back to Leigh, Diane, and Celeste.

“Oh, there’s much to discuss,” Yeska agreed, moving a step closer so that the gap between us held nothing but shared air. “Sometimes, secrets are found in the most delicious places.”

I chuckled and nodded, directing her to enter the home.


Chapter 2

As I entered with Yeska, the smell of coffee greeted us, blending with the homely aroma of a breakfast in progress. Warm light spilled from the kitchen, and I could hear the soft murmur of voices, the cadence of a familiar morning routine disturbed only by an unfamiliar presence.

We entered to find Diane, Leigh, and Celeste clustered around my grandparents at the kitchen table, steam from their mugs wafting up in cheerful little clouds. Waelin, a touch out of place but less rigid than before, perched on a chair with a cup in hand, his gaze casually inspecting the new arrival who trailed me.

“Good morning,” I announced, a greeting that seemed to hover momentarily over the table before being absorbed into the bustle.

Diane looked up, her eyes narrowing slightly as they swept over Yeska, assessing the unannounced guest who had inserted herself into our cozy assembly.

“Everyone, this is Yeska of the Wildclaws,” I began, the introduction prompting a series of nods and polite murmurings. “She’s here to do some research on... Well, something to do with me.”

As I spoke, Yeska moved with catlike grace to stand at my side, her green eyes flicking over the others. She took them in one by one, her beautiful features betraying nothing of what she thought.

Diane’s lips tightened just a perceptible fraction, a near-imperceptible response to the ‘something’ Yeska was here for — my Bloodline. Her hand found mine, a subtle reassurance, as she rose and watched the newcomer. I could sense her trepidation.

Celeste and Leigh, on the other hand, offered smiles and nods. “Welcome,” Leigh beamed, always the first to speak kind words.

“Research, you say?” Grandpa asked, the tone of a man who prided himself on getting to the heart of the matter. “That sounds mighty important. Any way we can help?”

Yeska’s mouth quirked into a smile. “I’m a Bloodmage,” she explained almost casually. “David’s lineage has... piqued my interest.” There was a flicker of something in her demeanor that betrayed her own intrigues. “But it’s not as simple as mere research. It’s a process — a ritual. And a lengthy one at that.”

“How lengthy?” Diane asked, her voice low.

I could tell that she wasn’t looking forward to spending much time with the mysterious and — admittedly, sensual — catkin.

“Four months, at least,” Yeska returned, calm as a vernal pond with hidden depths.

That won the catkin an uncomfortable shift from Diane as her eyes turned to me. I could already tell this was going to take some management…

“During this time,” Yeska continued. “I’ll need to be close to David — cohabitation is necessary for the duration of the ritual.” This revelation hung in the air like a daring acrobat performing without a net, and I felt Diane’s grip on my hand tighten.

For a second, I could almost hear the gears turning in Grandpa’s head, processing this stark and unexpected piece of news.

“Cohabitation?” he echoed, looking from Yeska to me and back again as if to make sure he caught the nuance right. Then, he grinned broadly in his way. “You’re gonna live with David?”

Yeska smiled with ease — or was it a challenge? — reading the mix of apprehension and curiously veiled excitement around her. “For the time being, indeed I must. It is part of the ritual,” she said simply. “My presence will be... pervasive.”

Grandma beamed a broad smile. “Well, isn’t that lovely! It’s lucky you have a spare room, David!”

Leigh chuckled. “Well, it’ll sure be nice to have another set of hands around the place. Right, Diane?” Her bright cheer cut through, dissipating the tension like the morning fog giving way to sunbeams.

Diane’s smile was strained — a thin veil over the bubbling discomfort within. “Sure,” she acquiesced, words wooden, her usual warmth tempered by the unexpected news. A catkin mage in our midst — and a sexy one at that.

Celeste rose with a smile and took Yeska’s arm in a gesture of sisterly support. “We welcome you and your craft,” she said. Her eyes met mine, and in their depths, I discerned a pool of acceptance.

“Why, thank you!” Yeska beamed.

It was already clear which relations would work right away… and which would need some work.

“Why don’t we all sit down and enjoy some breakfast?” I proposed, eager to return to familiar ground. Food was the great equalizer, and the idea of sharing a meal seemed to offer a safe detour from the quagmire of emotions the morning had presented.

Yeska nodded in approval and slid gracefully into a seat. Grandpa, always ready to dispense wisdom or cornbread with equal generosity, immediately began questioning her on things that interested him — logistics, transportation, geography, and the like. Grandma listened intently, offering her two cents whenever she deemed it necessary.

One by one, everyone took our places at the table — a gathering of heartbeats and breaths in the burgeoning light of day. Diane sat across from Yeska with a measured grace, her eyes betraying her discomfort.

“I’ll make us something to eat,” I said, making my way toward the kitchen with my thoughts spinning.
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While conversation continued at the dining table, the kitchen had a quiet about it, the kind that blanketed the room in a soft peace. I set about readying breakfast, the hissing of the frying pan gently breaking the silence.

Every now and then, I cast glances toward the dining area where conversation lulled more often than it bounced. Yeska was an enigma wrapped in a query, her presence pressing down on the usual easiness of our mornings.

I whisked eggs, my movements rhythmic and focused, trying to shake off the tension that settled in my shoulders. The eggs gave a puff and settled in the pan. I stirred them and thought of how the kitchen was the heart of our home, a place that both Leigh and Diane had filled with laughter and light.

Now, with Celeste living with us as well, it was about to become a livelier place still. However, I had just learned that — unless I would sell a hard ‘no’ — we’d have another newcomer for the next season. And telling Yeska ‘no’ meant my Bloodline would remain shrouded in mystery. That was, of course, not an option.

Luckily, Leigh, bless her heart, had a way of cutting through awkwardness like a warm knife through butter. “Y’all always this quiet in the mornings? Or is it the fact that David’s cooking that’s struck you dumb?” she teased, her voice bold in the midst of restraint.

Her laughter was a balm that seemed to smooth the edges of everyone’s hesitancy, and the others joined in. Especially Grandpa loved her and her sense of humor, and he guffawed happily at the joke.

Even Yeska allowed a small smile at Leigh’s humor, and she regarded me more keenly, her curiosity piqued. “So, your grandfather tells me you and Celeste married just this night, is that true?” she asked, her interest a splash of color on an otherwise gray canvas.

“That’s right,” I replied over the sizzling pan. Flipping the eggs onto a large platter, I almost wished that the act could be as easy as flipping the switch on our moods — turning unease into comfort, questions into understanding.

Celeste nodded happily. “An elven wedding is a beautiful thing,” she said. “The stars bear witness as two hearts bind beneath their light.” Her eyes glowed with the remembrance of the previous night; a secret joy shared at the break of dawn.

Yeska’s intrigue deepened at Celeste’s description. “Elven customs are indeed fascinating,” she remarked, her eyes dancing toward me. In her gaze, I saw an appetite for knowledge — or something more — that made my blood rage faster.

Diane’s fork paused mid-air, her earlier grains of discomfort seeming to swell into boulders. “David and I, and Leigh, we’re in an arrangement called an Elven Marriage,” she explained.

It was fascinating to watch — Yeska listened with the attentiveness of someone piecing together a puzzle. “Ah, I’m familiar with the concept,” she said, each word measured, “multiple women sharing one husband.”

“We always knew our David was quite the charmer,” Grandma joked, “but we’d never expected anything like this!”

“Ha!” Grandpa puffed. “Maybe not you! The boy’s a Wilson!” He puffed out his chest.

Grandma gave him a skeptical look. “Well then, Mr. Albert Wilson… How come you never had an Elven Marriage?”

He turned to her with the most disarming smile ever. “My heart,” he began as if he was going to make the sweetest confession, and I could see Grandma melting before he abruptly continued. “I just can’t afford another woman!”

“Albert!” Grandma muttered, covering her mouth.

Leigh broke out laughing, and even Waelin joined in for a reserved chuckle, while Celeste gave a charming giggle. Diane, however, had a fake smile on her lips as she eyed Yeska, who in turn was watching me like she was about to pounce on me.

This was not going to be easy.

The room fell silent again as I busied myself with putting the final touches on the plates. Arranging the food neatly, I could feel the weight of their glances, the unspoken words.

I served out the scrambled eggs. The aroma of seasoning and freshly brewed coffee entwined in the air like old friends, and the food seemed to bring some calm to the table.

“Well, I hope you’re all ready for some sustenance!” I declared, hoping for breakfast to help bridge whatever gaps had formed.

Diane’s earlier discomfort was pushed aside as she agreed, her voice coming out firm. “Yes, let’s eat.”

Grandpa, ever the peacemaker, rubbed his hands in anticipation. “Nothing brings a family together like a good meal,” he stated, his wisdom as solid as the oak table we gathered around.

“We still have some leftover snickerdoodles from last night!” Grandma chirped. “For those of us with a sweet tooth!”

The table filled with the clatter of cutlery against ceramic and the muffled sounds of satisfactory munching — the universal language of hunger being satisfied. Waelin joined in, the earlier stiffness around him softening in the face of my grandmother’s snickerdoodles, for which he had developed a fond appreciation.

Yeska observed, each bite deliberate, her eyes flicking from face to face as we all ate. She had an outsider’s acuity, the clear view from the bank as we navigated the river.

The food seeped warmth into us. It loosened stiffness and softened edges, and even Yeska’s reserve seemed to ebb away bite by bite. For a moment, the tension was diluted — there, but faint.

Grandma passed a bowl of fruit; her nurturing instincts clear as day. “Eat up, dear,” she told Yeska, “No doubt you’ll need your strength for this so-called ritual of yours.”

“So will David!” Celeste added with a laugh. Her laughter was gentle, a balm to the remnants of the morning’s earlier standoffishness. Her eyes twinkled at me from across the table, her glance a subtle reminder that we had loved under these very stars — and I still longed for more.

Diane and Leigh soon exchanged light banter with Waelin about potion mishaps and gardening woes. The awkward meeting of the morning seemed at least a little forgotten.

But still, my heart was heavy as I cleared my own plate, the delicious breakfast a reminder of this peculiar dance of the new and the familiar. I glanced at Yeska, her interest in me, the household, and especially the recent news of my marriage to Celeste, unabated.

I would have to find common ground between the girls, a way to make this work. After all, I needed Yeska and her Bloodmage abilities. I needed to find a way to make them get along.


Chapter 3

The clinking of forks and the rustle of napkin-laden laps filled the space as we dug into the breakfast I’d prepared — and, of course, the leftover snickerdoodles.

As we ate, Diane watched our guest with a hawk’s intensity, her gaze barely leaving Yeska as she tucked into her own meal. I knew Diane’s mind was awash with thoughts and questions; her instinct to protect our close-knit world from this new variable was fierce.

Leigh, on the other hand, had no qualms about filling any silence with her cheerful chatter. “So, Yeska,” she began, leaning forward with her usual gusto, “you’re a Bloodmage, right?”

The cat girl, her mouth full at that moment, nodded with big, green eyes.

“What level, if ya don’t mind my askin’?”

“Level 6,” she managed around her bite of food.

“Wow!” Leigh beamed. “Level 6, huh? So, what sort of magic tricks can a level 6 Bloodmage pull out of her hat?” Her words, laced with genuine interest and a touch of her native charm, carried easily and warmly around the table.

Yeska’s response came readily after she swallowed her food, as though she were used to explaining her craft. “Oh, I have some tricks,” she said with a wink. “As a Bloodmage, I delve into the very essence of a person’s being. Bloodlines hold histories, power, potential… and, sometimes, curses.” Her lips curled into a half-smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Waelin set his cup down with a sound that signified the end of his participation in eating. His sharp gaze was fastened on Yeska now, as if her explanation was unlocking some private contemplation. Celeste’s gentle touch on his arm drew him out of deep reverie, and he smiled warmly at his niece.

It was clear that my grandparents were out of their element. Their knitting brows and furtive glances at one another broadcasted their struggle to keep pace with this conversation. It had taken on the contours of things only understood by those who had delved deep into the workings of magic.

I peered around at the group, Yeska now the hub of our wheeling attention. As strange as it felt, there she was, seated among us as though fate had penciled her into the morning’s agenda. She talked of blood magic as easily as Leigh discussed recipes for her favorite desserts.

“Bloodlines,” Celeste spoke softly, almost to herself, “are like rivers that flow through time, aren’t they? Connecting us to the past and the future.” Her voice sang with the poetry of her elven heritage.

Leigh nodded in agreement, a quick understanding brightening her face. “Like how recipes are passed down through families,” she offered, trying to connect the dots in a way that was fitting for her, and she shot my grandparents a soft smile, trying to get them to understand the topic as well. It was sweet of her.

Yeska considered Celeste and Leigh’s words, her thoughtful silence insinuating a depth of knowledge and secrets bound within her practice. “Exactly,” she finally said, meeting my eyes. “Like rivers — some run clear, others are shadowed and troubled by what they carry within their depths.”

As breakfast drew to a close, plates cleared and cups emptied, the room hummed with the echo of our conversation. To my side, Diane’s posture spoke volumes. I knew we’d need to talk, to make sense of this unexpected twist.

“Well,” I broke the lingering silence, standing up from my chair with a stretch. “I think it’s a fine time for a tour of the place for Yeska, don’t you all agree?”

I stopped myself from adding ‘since she’s going to be here for a while.’ After all, I wanted to talk to Diane about this first. I wasn’t going to invite a new woman into our home without her assent.

Leigh bounced upright immediately, the first to take the helm of my suggestion. “I’d love to show Yeska around! C’mon, let’s start with the gardens,” she said, her natural exuberance finding an outlet. It earned her a thankful smile from me and an intrigued tilt of Yeska’s head as she stood to follow.

Diane caught my eye, and with a subtle nod, she indicated her need to speak with me as well. It was a conversation that could not be put off, not with the day already laden with unexpected developments and travels into blood magic territory.

The clatter of dishes being stacked marked the end of the meal as Celeste began clearing up, with Waelin and my grandparents quick to rise to help her as Leigh led Yeska toward the door, her hand at the catkin’s back to guide her.

“Leave it for the domesticants,” I said. “They’ll be here in a minute.” Grandma chirped happily at that — she was most impressed by the little servants, and I knew she would love to have a domesticant herself.

Then, I took Diane’s hand as the others busied themselves. “Let’s head upstairs,” I suggested.

Her sapphire eyes met mine, and in them, I found agreement as she nodded.
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Entering the master bedroom, I closed the door behind Diane and myself, its gentle click punctuating the onset of our private conversation. The room was suffused with the soft light of the new day, the bed unmade, and the air still tinged with the lavender scent that was so distinctly Diane.

Diane walked over to the window, gazing out over the land we had come to call our own. I approached her, admiring how the light played off her black hair, catching strands here and there, turning them into glossy ribbons.

“Are you okay?” I asked, standing close to her. There was a weight to my words, my concern for her present in every syllable.

Diane turned from the window to face me, her expression thoughtful, her mouth opening then closing. “I don’t know,” she admitted after a moment, the words falling short like stones into still water. “Yeska... she’s too familiar with you. I feel... I feel a little threatened.”

I nodded, understanding her worries. Yeska’s easy proximity had unsettled me as well, although perhaps in a different way. “She’s just... different,” I conceded. “New, perhaps too new.”

“Not just ‘new’, David,” Diane said, her voice taking on a firmer edge. “She knows nothing of us, of our ways here, yet she carries herself with this... assumption of intimacy. It’s unsettling.”

I reached out, folding my hands over Diane’s, which were knotted in front of her as if she were grasping for certainty. I could feel the tension in her slim fingers, the echo of her discomfort against my skin.

“Do you want her to leave?” I asked, my eyes searching Diane’s. It was important to me to honor her feelings.

Diane shook her head, a sudden firmness in her gesture that spoke volumes. “No, it’s more important that we learn about your Bloodline. With Father coming,” she paused, her worry clear, “we need to know what we’re facing.”

Her words hung there, a testament to the shared concern we all felt. Father, the powerful dragon whose shadow loomed large in our thoughts, was a danger drawing ever closer.

I squeezed Diane’s hands gently in mine. I knew this was a concession for her. “Thank you, Diane,” I said.

Diane managed a small smile; one I knew was hard-earned amid the turmoil. “It’s not really about what I want. It’s about keeping everyone safe.” Her commitment was etching itself into the air around us. “But I cannot deny the way I feel.”

“I’m going to have a word with Yeska,” I promised. “And if after that, she continues to make you uncomfortable, I’ll let her know that’s not okay.”

Diane leaned into me, her body language expressing the wariness she had yet to put into words. “I don’t want to cause trouble,” she confessed, her voice low.

“You’re not causing trouble,” I assured her, raising my hand to brush a stray strand of hair from her forehead. “You’re being protective, as am I.”

I watched a faint pink color bloom on the high of Diane’s cheekbones, a softness seeping into her eyes. “I know she’s here for a reason, but she needs to respect... this,” Diane said, casting a glance around the room that we had built together.

“She will,” I said firmly. A determined set came to my jaw, a reflection of the resolve growing within me.

Closing the space between us, I wrapped Diane in my arms, feeling the press of her body against mine. I kissed her, the gesture filled with all the love I had for her.

“I love you,” I told her as we separated, the words a covenant between us.

Diane’s lips turned upward slightly. “I love you too, David. More than anything,” she hummed. Her voice was a soft echo in the large bedroom, and it surrounded us with warmth.

Sunshine bled in through the curtains, spreading patterns of light across the woody texture of the floor as we stood together by the window for a few more moments, the quiet of the room enveloping us. Outside, the world was waking up, the sounds of life from the homestead reaching our ears — a comforting symphony.

Staring out at the forest surrounding our home, I knew I was one lucky guy to have Diane at my side. We would face whatever Yeska’s arrival brought together. But I would have to have the conversation with Yeska soon...


Chapter 4

After the relief and resolve from conversing with Diane, I felt a need to settle issues right away.

I stepped outside, letting the door close gently behind me. The cool morning air kissed my cheeks, providing a contrast to the warmth that lingered from our private moment upstairs. The sun had climbed higher, casting shorter shadows on the ground and painting the homestead in a clear, strong light.

Leigh and Yeska were knee-deep among the sprouts and flowers of the garden, discussing the various crops. Leigh’s voice carried clearly as she explained the properties of each plant. She seemed to have taken Yeska under her wing, revealing the secrets of our magical bounty with pride. Their laughter reached me, a sound as fresh as the Magebread flowers basking under the sun nearby.

“At least those two are getting along,” I mumbled to myself as I set out. Of course, that didn’t surprise me one bit — Leigh could befriend a kobold berserker looking for his candle.

As I approached, Yeska’s demeanor shifted slightly, her green eyes brightening even more if that were possible. The color of her irises almost shimmered with the vivacity that her interest invoked. She straightened her posture, a subtle yet unmistakable acknowledgment of my presence.

“Hello again,” I greeted them both, noting Leigh’s playfulness and Yeska’s direct attention.

Yeska’s response held a melody, an undertone of flirtatiousness. “Good morning, David. I’m learning so much about this place you have here,” she said, a smile curling on her lips as her gaze lingered on me a beat longer than necessary.

I chuckled at her overt interest, feeling the corner of my mouth twitch in amusement, before I smiled at Leigh. “Thanks, Leigh,” I said, “for taking the time to introduce Yeska to the workings of our homestead.”

Leigh bobbed her head cheerfully, as she often did when in good spirits. “Oh, David, I was just telling Yeska here how strong and fertile the land is... just like our man at the helm,” she jested, her comment holding an edge of audacity that I couldn’t help but smile at.

“Leigh, you might embarrass our guest,” I replied with a grin, though I suspected Yeska was not the type to be easily embarrassed.

Leigh batted the air with her hand dismissively, her laugh echoing through the rows of plants. “Clearly, ya don’t know much about catkin yet, baby,” she said with a wink.

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

Leigh stuck out her tongue and wagged her finger. “Very different from elves,” she just said, and Yeska chuckled at that before turning to me.

“I don’t mind one bit,” she said. “We catkin, we admire strength and… vitality,” she said, her words heavy with subtle implication. Her tail flicked playfully, betraying, perhaps, her true thoughts.

I caught Leigh’s gaze and gave her a small nod, communicating without words my need to speak with Yeska alone. Quick on the uptake, Leigh clapped her hands together. “Right, I’ll leave you two to chat. I’ve got some herb blends to assemble,” she said, turning her attention back to the garden with practiced ease.

Leigh wandered off, but I watched her for a moment longer, grateful for her understanding. She was absolutely the best.

Then, I turned to Yeska. “Yeska, about earlier,” I started, catching her attention as she turned to face me fully. “I’m truly glad you’ve come. Your expertise will be invaluable, especially with... what we might face soon,” I said, alluding to the dragon Father whose potential for destruction lurked ever in the back of my mind.

Yeska tilted her head slightly, considering my words, her posture open and attentive.

“But there is something I need to address,” I continued, hoping my straightforward approach would resonate with her. “Diane seemed a bit uncomfortable with your… familiarity.” I chose my words carefully. “If you’re going to stay with us for a while — which I hope you do — I think it’s important to maintain a sense of respect and boundaries.”

A shadow flickered across Yeska’s features; a sign that suggested she was taking my words to heart. “You’re right, David,” she agreed, her voice softer now. “I don’t mean to cause disruption or discomfort. I will be more mindful. It is… it is something we catkin do.” She bit her lip for a heart-stopping moment, flashing a cute canine. “We… express interest.”

I nodded, fighting for composure myself as well. There was a magnetism between us that I found hard to ignore. “I appreciate that,” I said, and I hoped she didn’t notice my voice was a little more hoarse than before.

She let out a sigh, and in that exhalation, I detected a mingling of resignation and something else — a deeper longing, perhaps. “To be honest, I envy Diane. You have an effect on me that no man has had before,” she confided, dropping her gaze for a moment.

That confession caught me off guard, causing a moment of hesitation. Yeska’s honesty was raw. Perhaps another thing of the catkin, and I simply didn’t know how to respond.

She looked up at me, then her eyes smiled — her mouth soon following — when she realized there was a cultural gap between us.

“You know,” she began, a teasing purr to her voice, “when you receive a compliment and do not know how to respond or do not want to delve into the meaning of that compliment, there is a customary thing to say… At least, among us catkin.”

I cleared my throat. “Oh? And what is that?”

Her eyes blazed on me a moment longer. “Sal-Chalur kalssi,” she said. “It means something like…” At this point, she touched her plump bottom lip with a slender finger, eyes narrowing as she thought. “Well… Something like ‘you flatter me,’ I guess…”

“Sal-chalur kalssi,” I said with a grin.

She licked her lips and giggled, as if I said it in a funny way. We stood like that for a moment longer, her green eyes searching me, the air between us charged.

Yes, I could already sense that Yeska and I were going to like each other. Now, all that remained was to make sure the others would accept her as well.
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After a moment of staring at me, Yeska’s expression turned a little more serious. “But tell me, David,” she prompted, “what is your Class? You wield such command over this land and its creatures. It is quite… captivating.”

The question prompted a grin from me, a natural reaction to her interest, which felt strangely affirming. “I’m a Frontier Summoner,” I revealed, watching her carefully for her response.

“A Frontier Summoner, you say?” she purred. “How extraordinary. I’ve read the treatises, scoured the lore — I never actually met one before,” she remarked, her voice reflective. Her curiosity about my class seemed to stem from a genuine place of surprise and interest.

“I know it’s rare,” I replied, watching as she delicately brushed a strand of her raven hair behind her ear. The sunlight played off the slight point of her cat ears, marking the exotic beauty of this alluring woman. She didn’t just look the part of a Bloodmage; there was something about her demeanor that radiated a subtle but deep knowledge.

“Tell me more, David,” she hummed. “Where did you come from?”

“Well, I spent most of my life in New Springfield,” I continued, “and for a long time, I didn’t have a class. But Caldwell of the Frontier Division — the very same one you might be familiar with — he helped awaken my class through an elven ritual.” The memory of Caldwell and the ceremony brought a hint of nostalgia; the way my life had changed afterward still felt surreal at times.

She purred, a sound that didn’t seem quite human. “Caldwell the Magebreaker, hmm? He’s credited with scouting numerous talents. Remarkable, really.” Her interest seemed piqued by the mention of Caldwell, as if my connection to him added another layer to her unfolding understanding of me.

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, recalling more of my past as she listened attentively. “Both my parents had Classes. They were adventurers,” I explained, my voice trailing off as the memories became hazier. “But they disappeared after the Upheaval. Life took quite an unexpected turn after that, and I lived with my grandparents for some time — the ones you just met.”

Yeska’s green eyes seemed to shimmer as she processed the information. Her intense gaze now had a glint of enthusiasm, a flicker of an almost childlike interest in the unknown. “Disappeared, you say? How tragic, yet such events often leave the most intriguing imprints.”

“I suppose they do,” I acknowledged. The notion of imprints — literal and figurative — had a haunting resonance. For all the power and stability I had amassed here on the frontier, my past still seemed wrapped in an enigma.

“Lord Vartlebeck told me your Bloodline was one that allowed rapid advancements,” she prompted me. “And you fought a dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope?”

“We did,” I affirmed. “It was a juvenile one, and it called me ‘Goldblood.’ It had something to do with my Bloodline, I am sure, and Celeste told me there is mention of ‘Goldbloods’ in elven myth… powerful warriors, although she knew little more.”

“Goldblood?” she hummed. “How fascinating.” The way she leaned in when saying ‘Goldblood,’ as if the word held secrets only she could unlock, made the shadows around us feel heavier somehow.

I nodded at her reaction. “Yes, that’s what it said. I’ve been trying to understand what it means — what that dragon knew about me.”

Her response was an audible hum; the purring sound present again. “Discovering the meaning behind ‘Goldblood’ will be a most captivating journey — and one I’m all too eager to undertake.” Her conviction had an almost predatory sharpness to it, a focused intent that her feline nature mirrored so well.

I smiled and nodded. “Have any ideas?”

“I have some theories,” Yeska confessed as she traced an abstract pattern on the palm of her hand. It was a habit that hinted at restlessness, a mind forever churning with thoughts and deductions.

A knowing look passed between us as if to seal an unspoken partnership. “I look forward to hearing them,” I said, “and to your research into my Bloodline.”

A smile quirked at the edge of her mouth, pulling her lips into a mischievous curl. “Oh, thorough research is the cornerstone of my practice.”

My own smile mirrored hers, the ease with which we were slipping into a rapport surprising me. The promise of unraveling mysteries about myself, the understanding of ‘Goldblood,’ and its implications was indeed alluring.

“So, what kind of research are we talking about?” I pressed on, the notion prickling at my curiosity.

Yeska’s tail swayed behind her in a slow, hypnotic tempo, emphasizing her words as she spoke them. “Everything in-depth, David,” she reaffirmed, her eyes holding mine, “from your Bloodline properties to the very fiber of your abilities as a Frontier Summoner.”

It dawned on me that having Yeska so close, a stranger yet not, in the months to come, would challenge the tranquility of our lives here in more than one way. But the mutual understanding that whatever loyalty lay behind her inscrutable eyes could be the key to safeguarding our future against the shadow of Father, the dragon.

“Then we’ll explore ‘Goldblood’ together, try to figure out what it truly signifies,” I suggested, reaching a decision that felt important.

Yeska nodded once, sharply as if slicing through the uncertainty. “Together,” she agreed, her poise unfaltering. “I’m excited to begin, David. This is a unique opportunity — for both of us.”

As if she sensed that we had reached an end to our conversation, Leigh strolled over with a smile on her plump lips to rejoin us. Yeska and I exchanged one more look of understanding before turning to the bubbly blonde.


Chapter 5

Standing outside with Leigh and Yeska, I caught sight of the domesticants zipping about. I decided it was time to make introductions to the more ethereal members of our homestead, and I mentally commanded them and Mr. Drizzles over.

The late morning air was decidedly crisp as we waited there, a comfortable silence enveloping us for a moment. It was an ordinary, tranquil day interrupted only by the presence of the new face among us.

Yeska’s eyes were bright, a clear sign of her curiosity piqued by the surroundings, and she gave a pleased purr as the domesticants approached.

“These little guys here are Ghostie and Sir Boozles,” I explained when the two domesticants came over, my voice warm with affection for the floating specters.

They darted around happily, their gleeful chirping almost like a cheerful greeting to our guest.

Yeska’s eyes followed their movements, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “They’re quite… lively,” she commented, her observation underlined with a reserved amusement that hinted at a levity I hadn’t seen in her before.

“They help around the homestead,” I said. “I bound them to me as familiars.” Then, I gestured as Mr. Drizzles emerged from the path and closed in.

Mr. Drizzles made its presence known by allowing a stray arc of lightning to snap into the air. Yeska stepped back, her eyes widening not in fear but fascination.

“And this is Mr. Drizzles,” I went on, “our resident storm elemental. Another of my familiars. He helps keep the property safe.”

Yeska tilted her head, an almost inaudible hum resonating from her throat as she studied the crackling cloud of energy that was Mr. Drizzles. “A storm elemental — remarkable,” she said, her tone suggesting she understood the significance of such a creature and what its presence said about my skill as a summoner.

Then, she laughed. “That name, though!”

I replied by rolling my eyes. “I know,” I muttered.

“Hey!” Leigh chided her good-naturedly. “Mr. Drizzles is a good name!”

Yeska giggled, and Leigh joined in before she clapped her hands together, her face breaking into her customary grin. “You haven’t seen the best part yet. C’mon, let’s show her the larroling,” she urged, eager as ever to share everything our life out here had to offer.

As Yeska and I followed, the domesticants continued their boisterous zipping around. It felt homely, that simple dance of everyday living entwining with the morning routine.

The larroling loomed into view, its bulk majestic against the backdrop of the forest. Leigh approached it without hesitation, scratching under its chin where I knew it loved to be scratched. “Meet the biggest guy around — ain’t he something?”

Yeska furrowed her brow, but a smile still managed to find its way onto her face as she watched the larroling respond to Leigh’s affection. “He’s quite a force,” she said, her voice reflecting surprise and recognition of the animal’s strength and stature.

Leigh beamed, puffing up with pride. “Yep, ya won’t find another creature like him for miles around!”

The larroling snuffled in agreement. Or at least, I liked to think it was agreement, its deep snuffling sounds resonating in the clear morning air.

Our little tour of the grounds continued with occasional stops; each new sight seemingly more attractive to Yeska than the last. We didn’t speak much; it wasn’t necessary. The land around us offered enough conversation in its quiet and serene way.

Before long we reached the bank of the Silverthread River. Its soothing waters were a sight I had always cherished, a constant reminder of the natural beauty we were surrounded by. “We do a lot of fishing here,” I told her, nodding toward the river’s placid surface.

Yeska’s eyes lit up with childlike excitement. “I do enjoy a good fish meal,” she said, her smile spreading at the prospect of what the river had to offer. “I’m thinking the coming months won’t be dull, will they?”

From the corner of my eye, I caught Leigh’s amused expression. Her questioning look made me almost laugh outright. Of course, we’d make sure Yeska was well-provided for — there was no shortage here, and Leigh’s skills in the kitchen ensured it. And there was plenty to do.

“They won’t be dull at all,” I said.

We enjoyed the sight of the Silverthread for a while, each of us reflecting in our own way. It was Leigh who spoke up first.

“Why does it have to take so long, though?” she asked, her head cocked to the side. When she saw Yeska blink confused, she added, “I mean, this ritual of yours.”

Yeska paused, carefully picking her words. “A Bloodline ritual calls for observation in multiple scenarios — emotions, stress levels, the presence of magic,” she explained, a hint of her usual intensity coloring her voice. “It’s intricate work, you see.”

“Oh, alright,” Leigh said. “Not that I object to havin’ you around, mind you… Just being curious.”

Yeska smiled. “No offense taken,” she said. “The ritual can be quicker if you’re willing to shed substantial amounts of blood,” Yeska added, her gaze momentarily darting to me, an edge of wildness creeping into her tone.

I laughed at that; it couldn’t be helped. “Let’s stick with the slow path if that’s alright,” I said, chuckling more at our expressions than the idea of letting the cat girl loose on my veins.

Yeska shook her head in amusement. “Very well, the slow and steady path it is,” she conceded, joining in the laughter that bubbled up from within me.

Leigh clapped her hands in evident agreement. “Yes, let’s not get too hasty,” she said, her eyes twinkling with merriment. “We need David functionin’ around here!”

The morning had warmed considerably as we had done the grand tour of the homestead grounds. I glanced at the sky, noting the sun’s climb higher still — an unspoken marker of the day’s progression.

“I suppose we should grab some lunch soon,” I mentioned, eyeing Leigh and Yeska, who both nodded in agreement.

As we walked back, close enough to see the house now, I couldn’t help reflecting on the morning’s events. The conversation we had, the peculiar tension of conflicting customs and lifestyles — Yeska’s new slate in our book.

The very thought caused a smirk to curve my lips. As Yeska had suggested, the coming months wouldn’t be boring, to say the least.


Chapter 6

The midday sun had climbed high enough to pour a generous glow through the kitchen windows, warming the wooden floors and casting a homely glow on the faces gathering within.

Leigh, Yeska, and I returned indoors to find Waelin and my grandparents settled into an easy banter around the dining table. Their laughter and the fluid exchange of stories were pleasant to witness — another affirmation that we had bridged some serious cultural gaps yesterday by bringing them closer together.

Diane entered through the swinging kitchen door; her arms filled with an assortment of greens freshly picked from our garden. Her movements were efficient, yet a shadow of earlier apprehensions lingered in her swift strides. The presence of Yeska had introduced a wrinkle into the fabric of her comfort — one that, despite her best efforts, still pressed visibly upon her.

With the fish that was to be our lunch in mind, Leigh and Diane set about their preparations. I watched them work in tandem, their practiced motions a familiar dance that I found both comforting and grounding. Diane hummed a tune, soft and low, while Leigh focused intently on filleting with precision that spoke volumes of her mastery in the kitchen.

I pulled out a chair from the dining table, signaling Yeska and Celeste to join. Across from me, Waelin and my grandparents were deep in discussion about the many plants — and the few stray magical creatures — that had found their way into our vicinity since the Upheaval blended our worlds together.

Surrounded by the conviviality of family and the new guest, I allowed myself to relax in the chair. Celeste settled next to me, her hand finding mine, a silent exchange of support and shared contentment between us. Yeska sat opposite, observing the dynamic of our home with an unobtrusive gaze.

The conversation looped around various topics, from the laughter-inducing incident of the domesticants playfully chasing a butterfly to more serious matters concerning the well-being of the homestead. In between, Waelin and my grandparents peppered me with questions about our lives here.

As the talk meandered back to family matters, Grandma turned to me with a smile that seemed to strip away the layers of concern. “David,” she began, her voice softened by affection and curiosity, “have you and Celeste thought about when you’d like to have your marriage celebration?”

The question piqued the attention of everyone at the table, turning expectant eyes toward me. Celeste gave my hand a gentle squeeze under the table, her silent way of saying this was a decision we had pondered together already.

“We were thinking next spring,” I said. “It’s a beautiful time, with the world coming back to life all around us. We don’t want to do it now or in winter.”

My grandfather nodded approvingly, his eyes twinkling — a testament to his shared joy in our plans. “Spring is indeed a fine season for weddings, with flowers in bloom and the land full of hope.”

Waelin regarded us with a look that somehow melded formality with a touch of personal regard. “Springtime suits both human and elven customs well,” he conceded. “It symbolizes renewal, the perfect backdrop for you and Celeste to affirm your bond for friends and family.”

Of course, she and I were already formally married in accordance with elven custom. But it was also custom to celebrate with friends and family, and I would use the occasion to marry Diane and Leigh as well, since they had both accepted my rings of shimmerstone. By then, Diane’s belly would be properly swollen…

The warmth that had been building at the table seemed to blossom at the mention of spring, a collective envisioning of a day filled with laughter, love, and the promise of fresh beginnings. Yeska remained silent but attentive throughout, her eyes betraying no specific emotion regarding our plans.

Soon enough, the kitchen filled with the rich aroma of fish cooking to perfection, indicating that lunch was progressing well under Diane and Leigh’s skilled hands. Their efficiency was a melody that played alongside the table’s harmony, reaffirming the ties that bound us.

Faint sizzling sounds punctuated the lull in our conversation as I reflected on the coming ceremony in spring. There were measures to be taken, friends to be invited, and a covenant with Celeste to be celebrated. It felt both exhilarating and daunting, the sheer enormity of it.

Waelin’s voice called us back from our individual reflections. “Preparing for a wedding is a considerable undertaking, but I assure you, I will lend whatever assistance I can,” he offered, a show of solidarity that was gratefully received.

My grandmother echoed his sentiments, her face alight with the gentle vigor that family and festivity always stoked in her. “We’ll all pull together, won’t we? Such a special day for our David — and for his lovely brides, of course.”

Celeste leaned closer to me, whispering words like a secret meant only for my ears. “Spring will be magical,” she murmured, and I could feel her excitement mirroring my own — a shared anticipation blossoming within us both.

Diane glanced towards us, her lips quirking in a semblance of a smile. Despite her earlier reticence, it was clear her thoughts had already turned to making the day memorable.

Lunch was nearing readiness, Diane’s previously sunken spirits lifted by the task at hand. One could see her easing back into the comfort of routine, the act of creating and serving food as much a part of our family’s traditions as any wood elven rite.

Waelin and my grandparents continued to converse, their topic now circling around the shared experiences of their respective lives. The dialogue unfolded and branched, treading down memory lanes and across fields of mutual merriment.

As the morning inched towards afternoon, I reflected on how my grandparents and Waelin had quickly become a part of the fabric of our homestead. Despite the rocky start, they had woven themselves into the pattern of our days.

I felt a tug at my heart at the thought that their rides home would arrive later in the afternoon — stretching the fabric, perhaps, but not tearing it. I would miss them, that was certain, but hopefully, it wouldn’t be long before we’d welcome them back again.
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As the midday sun climbed to its zenith, Diane and Leigh set the table with the lunch they had prepared. The sizzling fish, garnished with the freshest greens from our garden, made a delightful display that seemed almost to brighten the room.

Yeska surveyed the spread with an air of appreciation, a soft purring sound arising from her throat at the sight. “This looks marvelous,” she said, her eyes fixed on the fish. “What a feast!”

I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, hoping the compliment would help pave the way to smoother interactions between Diane and our guest.

Diane managed a smile at Yeska’s praise, nodding her thanks while busy distributing the plates. Her earlier caution appeared, for the moment, replaced by the satisfaction of a job well done.

The domesticants, in their typical fashion, zipped around the room energetically, picking up fallen crumbs and tidying as we settled down to eat. Their chirps and whirs lent a lighthearted backdrop to the lunchtime gathering.

We dug into the meal with genuine relish, the simple act of eating together smoothing over the morning’s wrinkles. Waelin and my grandparents chatted merrily, expressing their joy at having visited and at having seen the home and happiness we had created. The affection in their words was palpable, casting a familial warmth over the gathering.

“It’s been a true delight, this visit,” Grandpa said, glancing around at each of us with that look he gets when he’s particularly pleased. “You’ve made a fine life for yourselves out here.”

Grandma echoed his sentiment, her face a picture of contentment. “We’re so proud of you, David, and your dear ladies,” she added. “It’s been an absolute pleasure to be here.”

Celeste replied first, her voice carrying the little melody it always seemed to have, “You’ve both been wonderful guests — part of the family now.” Her grace and hospitality visibly touched Grandma, who reached out to pat Celeste’s hand in an affectionate gesture.

I joined in, feeling a swell of gratitude for their presence and their easy acceptance of us all. “You know, you’re welcome any time. This home is as much yours as it is ours,” I told them, and Diane and Leigh nodded heartily in agreement, their expressions open and inviting.

As lunch wound down, plates cleared and appetites sated, we lingered at the table, indulging in easy conversation that spun from one subject to the next. It showed how well the day had turned around, from uncertain beginnings to closing on a note of companionship and understanding. Still, there was work to do in bringing Diane and Yeska closer to one another, but we had changed a poor start, and that was often the hardest part.

I noticed the time, the afternoon pushing on, and realized that the vehicles to pick up Waelin and my grandparents would be due soon. It saddened me more than I was willing to admit.

“I think your rides are going to be here soon,” I told them. “Perhaps we should get ready.”

Grandpa chuckled, shaking his head. “Oh, we already packed everything, but thanks, son. It’s high time we let you kids get on with your lives without us old folks lingering too long.”

“You ain’t been nothin’ but a pleasure,” Leigh said, beaming at my grandparents.

“Leigh is right,” Diane agreed. “You have been a joy to host.”

“Indeed!” Celeste said. “Making your acquaintance has been most enjoyable!”

Grandpa chuckled and Grandma patted Diane on the hand with a thankful smile.

I nodded at Waelin. “And the same goes for you, Waelin,” I said sincerely. “I know we had our differences, but I truly enjoyed your presence.”

A little more formal with Waelin than with my grandparents, my women nodded their agreement and spoke soft words, with Celeste patting her uncle on the forearm with a grateful smile gracing her lips.

“Thank you, David,” Waelin said, “and likewise. It has been an unexpected joy.”

Leigh, ever the one with the ideas, rose with a grin. “How about one last stroll around the property before your ride gets here?” she suggested, beaming at the idea like it was a grand adventure.

Everyone agreed, and we rose from the table. I scanned everyone’s faces — Celeste’s serenity, Waelin’s reserved calm, my grandparents’ genial smiles. We headed out into the gentle thrum of afternoon life at the homestead.

Outside, the world had warmed under the sun’s gentle auspices. We walked together, pointing out small things we enjoyed on the property, making small talk about the beautiful weather, enjoying our time together like a family.

Waelin lingered beside me, quietly observing the plants and the layout of the land. Leigh took it upon herself to narrate every little detail to my grandparents, who listened with nodding heads and occasional laughter.

Diane walked beside them, and Yeska hung back a little, not wanting to intrude. However, she regularly joined the discourse between me and Waelin when it came to the land’s arcane properties.

The warmth of the day echoed the warmth in my chest, a comforting glow that came from seeing my grandparents so at ease in the world we had built. It felt right, and a part of me wished they could stay longer.

As we rounded the back of the house, my grandmother leaned into my side. “You’ve done good,” she whispered, a hint of mischief in her eyes before she moved to join Grandpa.

The casual stroll slowly led us back to the front of the house. As reluctant as I was to see the visit end, I knew my grandparents and Waelin had their own lives waiting for them, just as we had ours here.

A comfortable silence settled among us as we reached the front porch. I stepped up, savoring the feel of the familiar wood beneath my shoes, and absorbed the scene before me — one I knew would start evolving again as soon as our visitors left, for there was much work to do.

The sound of approaching vehicles broke through the quiet, the crunch of gravel loud in the still scene. Yeska, Celeste, Leigh, Diane, and I turned towards it, while Waelin and my grandparents took it as their cue to bring out their things.


Chapter 7

The crunch of wheels on gravel signaled the awaiting vehicles outside the homestead. I watched Grandpa and Grandma gather their light jackets and hats, the former patting down his pockets in search of something probably forgotten. Their easy manner, a comfortable fit in our lives here, would be sorely missed.

And I had to admit, part of me was hoping to bring them around here for good. It would be nice to have them closer.

Grandma found her way to me first, her hands reaching up to cup my face. “Oh, David,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Everything about this place — it’s so full of love.” Her eyes glistened, brimming with unshed tears, the weight of her pride and happiness heavy in her gaze as she looked at me.

Grandpa stood a step behind Grandma, a steady presence as always. His eyes met mine, and there was a silent exchange, an understanding of the changes and challenges that we navigated to build a life here. “You keep those lovely girls of yours happy, you hear?” he stated, his voice a rumble filled with warmth and a fatherly insistence.

Diane came over then, her smile for my grandparents a mirror of their own affection. She thanked them for the visit, her words sincere and filled with the promise of regular communication, of photos and letters and shared stories to keep the fabric of family strong. Grandma happily touched her stomach, teary-eyed, and wished her good luck in the coming months.

Leigh followed suit, her own goodbye laced with laughter and an offhand promise to whip up more of her special dessert the next time they came. It was a casual assurance that there would be a next time, a future gathering where we would all come together again.

Celeste approached last, her farewell a gentler one, a soft-spoken thank you that carried the weight of her gratitude for their acceptance and shared joy. Grandma pulled her into a tight embrace, whispering something that made Celeste nod and smile through tears of her own.

Meanwhile, Waelin hung back a touch, his distance bridged as he stepped forward to extend his hand to me. His grip was firm, his usually stoic face softened with what I thought was approval. “Celeste has found true happiness with you,” he said, his voice low and gruff with emotion. “I see it in her eyes.”

His handshake lingered for a moment longer than expected, his eyes holding mine. It was a goodbye but also an acknowledgment of the shared understanding, the respect that had developed between us during the visit.

As we all moved toward the front porch, I found Yeska standing close, her eyes hooded yet observant, her hand lifted in a wave to my grandparents and Waelin, who bade her goodbye in turn. Kind words were exchanged.

“I’m thinkin’ we’ll see more of you,” Grandpa said with a grin, followed by a wink for me, hinting he had noticed the little spark between me and the cat girl.

I smiled, then raised a hand. “Oh, wait!”

My grandparents halted, and all eyes were on me as I swiftly cast my Summon Domesticant spell, then bound it using my Bind Familiar spell. It was a cute little thing, and I mentally instructed it to obey every order from my grandparents.

“There,” I said, smiling at my grandparents. “This little guy will be joining you to help around. How’s that sound?”

Grandma clapped her hands in front of her mouth. “Oh, David!” she said. “You didn’t have to do that!”

“Aw, we don’t need that, son,” Grandpa said.

“Sure you do,” I laughed. “I’m a mage, Grandma. I can help make your lives a little easier like this, so please let me! It’s my pleasure, and I insist!”

“Well,” Grandpa said, shrugging with a grin. “Ain’t gonna deny a little extra help is good. Little feller can get me a beer and my slippers.”

“Oh, Albert!” Grandma laughed, and my women and Waelin joined her with heartfelt laughter.

“Go on,” I said, chuckling as I gave them both one more hug then shooed them aboard the vehicle. “We’ll be in touch!”

Agreeing and waving, they entered. The little domesticant hopped into the car with them at Grandma’s first — albeit hesitant — command.

The passengers were settled now, my grandparents in one vehicle, Waelin ducking into the other. We stood on the porch, a line of figures waving as the engines revved gently, and the cars began to roll down the driveway.

Grandpa leaned out the window, shouting something about not being strangers now and to expect a box of his favorite fishing lures in the mail. His laughter carried back to us, mingling with the crunch of tires on gravel.

Grandma blew kisses, her eyes bright and cheery despite the tears that stood in the corners. She called out reassurances, reminding us that we were always in her thoughts, always in her heart.

Waelin gave us a solemn nod as his vehicle pulled away, a final salute of sorts before he disappeared around the bend in the drive. It was an ending and a beginning, the conclusion of a visit that had woven new threads into the pattern of our lives.

Standing beside me, Diane took a deep breath, exhaling slowly as she watched the vehicles turn onto the main road and vanish from view. “Sad to see them go,” she said.

I put an arm around Diane’s shoulder, my own eyes following the retreating cars. “They’ll be back before we know it,” I said.

Celeste’s hand found mine again, squeezing gently. “It’s been a beautiful time with them,” she murmured, her voice a balm to the subdued mood that lingered as the silence of the departing cars settled over us.

I nodded, feeling the full weight of Celeste’s sentiment. It had been beautiful, indeed. The presence of family, the conversations, the shared meals — it had filled the homestead with an energy that would not soon be forgotten.

We lingered, the breeze carrying the scent of the fields, birds chirping their midday songs. Life around us continued, unperturbed, carried forward by the rhythm of nature.

With the wedding over, it was time for things at the homestead to get back to normal. Although, I wondered how ‘normal’ would look now that Yeska was here.


Chapter 8

Once our guests were gone, a quiet hush fell back over the homestead. We headed inside to find a space as neat as a new pin, the domesticants having whisked away any signs of the earlier meal. A sense of bareness hung in the rooms, which just moments ago had been filled with the familiar faces and voices of family.

The five of us sat down at the now gleaming kitchen table, the wood still warm from where plates and cups had rested. I took in the clean tabletop, the smooth surfaces speaking of domesticants’ diligent labor. The air still carried the warmth of baked bread and cinnamon from this morning’s breakfast.

“So, you’ve seen the place and a bit of the work that gets done,” I began, addressing Yeska directly. Her green eyes settled on me, sharp and attentive. The domesticants hovered nearby, their occasional chirps and whirs a comforting backdrop to our conversation.

“If you’re going to be staying with us for a while, you should know we can easily provide for you,” I said to Yeska, folding my hands together on the table. “But I was wondering if you’ll be helping out around here. Can you focus on more than just the ritual, or will it take all of your time? And will you charge anything for your services as a Bloodmage?”

Yeska’s posture shifted as she absorbed the question. She leaned back in her chair, considering her response. “I can help,” she offered after a thoughtful pause. “I know nothing about farming or growing crops, but I can hunt. I can fish a little. And while the rituals will take an hour or two most days, outside of that, I can assist. I’m rather adept with a bow. As for costs…” She smiled a little wickedly and shrugged. “I may require a little bit of blood every now and then for some of my spells, but nothing you will miss.”

“Blood?” I asked, eyebrow raised.

“Hm-hm,” she purred, once again letting her bedroom eyes drift over me without mercy. “Blood fuels the most potent of my abilities. And the more potent the blood, the better. If you have a powerful Bloodline, as Lord Vartlebeck hinted you had, then some of your blood could aid my powers. That would be all I ask.”

“How much blood is ‘some blood’?” Diane asked, scrutinizing the cat girl with a fire in her eyes.

Yeska smiled. “Just a few vials. He won’t miss it.”

Diane was about to object, but I raised my hand. “It’s fine, Diane,” I said. “I’ll work this out with Yeska.” I turned my eyes back to the cat girl. “And you’ll help around the homestead?”

The corner of her mouth twitched into an almost-smile, a hint of mirth amidst the seriousness. “Certainly. And I can learn,” she added. “I’m curious about your way of life here.” Her fingers tapped lightly on the table, her gaze sweeping the room as though imagining herself in this new, unfamiliar world.

Diane’s eyes met mine across the table, a silent question lingering in their depths. Celeste’s hand rested lightly on my arm, her touch a steadying presence.

Leigh, seated closest to Yeska, gave a thumbs-up, her expression a mix of encouragement and mischief. I was pretty sure she liked Yeska — their playful sides matched up perfectly.

“But to complete the ritual to learn the truth of your Bloodline, there’s more to be observed,” Yeska said, her attention shifting to encompass Celeste, Leigh, and Diane. “More... situations besides farm work.” A subtle emphasis colored the word “situations” with innuendo.

The room’s temperature seemed to rise a few degrees at her insinuation. Celeste’s cheeks flushed a delicate pink, while Diane’s gaze darted away, briefly finding interest in the grain of the wood table. Leigh responded with a playful wink, not one to be easily embarrassed or outdone.

The exchange felt weightier than mere words. There was suggestion there, one that might tug at the lines that bound us together, testing their strength. Diane was unsettled, Celeste intrigued, and Leigh, as ever, ready to take the bait and run with it.

“You’ll get to see how we work together,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back to safer waters. But Yeska’s presence changed the balance like a new instrument introduced in a familiar song.

“I’m going to need to accompany you on a Dungeon expedition as well,” Yeska continued. Her eyes were alight with an eagerness that was hard to miss. “Only through a range of experiences can I observe you fully.”

I could almost feel the room hold its breath at her pronouncement. Venturing into a Dungeon was no small matter, always fraught with danger and unknowns. The prospect, while necessary, hung over us with a certain heaviness.

“Alright,” I said, never one to shy away from a challenge. “We’ll need to find a suitable challenge for all of us. I’m level 9, while you, Leigh, and Diane are level 6. Celeste is level 4. The average is around level 6-7, so we should look for a challenge in that range.”

“Very well,” Yeska purred. “Looking forward to it.”

Leigh stretched out her legs under the table, her casual demeanor a mask for the seriousness of Yeska’s request. “Guess we’ll be breakin’ out the weapons and satchels again soon,” she said.

Celeste nodded in agreement, though her hand gripped my arm a bit tighter. “Whatever is needed,” she said, her voice betraying none of the anxiousness that tinged her touch.

I let out a slow breath. “We’ll plan for it,” I assured the group. “As we always do. We need to be prepared.”

Yeska’s demeanor was unflappable as she sat there, the newest member of our compact. She had yet to find her place at the table in ways beyond the physical sense, but she had taken a bold stance that I liked, even if Diane still had to get used to it.

“I’m looking forward to understanding more about the powers of a Frontier Summoner as well,” Yeska said, her voice a low purr that seemed to vibrate through the room. “Understanding you.”

Her words hung in the air, their meaning rippling through me. I felt the binding between us tighten — a mixture of anticipation and a hint of dread. The future seemed closer at that moment, pregnant with the possibility of revelation or upheaval.

Leigh leaned against the countertop, watching us with bright eyes. “I think the next four months are going to be quite interesting around here,” she quipped, her tone teasing.

We all felt it, a shift caused by Yeska’s presence and her intentions. The air of the homestead was filled with unspoken promises and uncertainties, the hidden dynamics of our relationships unfolding anew.

Standing there with all of them, I felt something else — a vague premonition that aligned with what Leigh had said.

Perhaps autumn and winter would not be as homey and calm as I had expected they would be…
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As we all sat digesting the morning’s revelations, Celeste leaned forward with a spark of curiosity in her eyes. “Yeska,” she began, her voice steady with genuine wonder, “what exactly can Bloodmages do? The stories are so varied and so... atmospheric.” She had a way of phrasing things that made them sound more like discoveries than inquiries.

Yeska placed her cup down on the table with gentle precision. “Bloodmages,” she said, her tone clinical as she delved into explanation, “have the ability to manipulate the vital essence of living beings. It’s not merely the physical blood, but the life force it represents.”

“Primarily, we can provide ‘passive buffs,’ enhancing a person’s natural capabilities at the cost of draining some of their vitality, their Health.” As she talked, Yeska’s fingers traced the rim of her teacup lightly, a visual accompaniment to the lesson. “We can also cast ‘curses,’ for lack of a better term, causing gradual harm over time. And in fact, the ‘blood’ part of my Class’s name is actually a misnomer. The magic focuses on essence, Health, regardless of whether there is actual blood involved.”

Her explanation felt antiseptic, detached, and yet a tingle of intrigue made its way around the table.

“So, it works on the undead?” I asked.

“Exactly,” she said as gaze flicked from face to face as she added, “My abilities are generally proportional to the strength of the target’s Bloodline and the augments of blood, or Health, that we use.”

“So, someone with a strong Bloodline would be more... affected by your magic, both positively and negatively?” Diane asked, and I could hear the effort she put into keeping her voice neutral.

“Exactly,” Yeska replied. She seemed to appreciate the grasp Diane was taking on the complexities of her art. “That’s what makes Bloodmages particularly suited for combating powerful entities — bosses — within Dungeons, for example.”

The room was still, each of us contemplating the implications. I looked at Yeska, wondering about the untapped potential of such powers, especially considering the enemies we might face.

“Could you then, theoretically, be more effective against a creature like Father, if he possesses a powerful Bloodline?” I asked, the thought of the dragon causing an involuntary tightening of my shoulders.

Her eyes stayed fixed on me, unblinking. “If Father has a Bloodline — and I can’t imagine such a being wouldn’t — it stands to reason that my spells would indeed work more potently against him,” Yeska confirmed, her voice betraying nothing of the fire her words kindled in my chest.

The possibility lingered in the air, inviting analysis and strategy. We all considered this, the idea of turning Yeska’s unique talents against such a formidable adversary opened up new pathways in our planning. If Father was the challenge I expected him to be, then we might need Yeska to join our adventuring party.

“I sense there’s a great deal for us to weigh,” I said at last. “It’s a promising thought.” The sentiment was echoed in soft murmurs of assent from around the table.

As the conversation trailed off, I felt a tugging need to get things in order, to prepare for the challenges we would surely face. “I’ll go and sort out a room for you,” I told Yeska, standing from my chair with a glance toward the unallocated space on the first floor.

She nodded graciously. “Thank you, David. I appreciate your hospitality.”

“We can do that!” Celeste put in.

I smiled and shook my head. “You get acquainted, and I’ll be right back.”


Chapter 9

My mind was churning as I made my way upstairs to the room we had set aside for Yeska, the spare bedroom that Waelin had occupied during his brief stay. The quiet of the house followed me, a comforting companion as I entered the space that would be hers for the coming months.

Sunlight streamed through the open window, bathing the room in a placid glow. I paused at the threshold, taking in this canvas soon to be splashed with the presence of a Bloodmage — a thought that intrigued me.

The bed stood in the corner, its frame sturdy and expectant. I fetched fresh linens from the linen closet — crisp and neat, with the subtle scent of lavender from the sachets Diane liked to tuck between the sheets.

As I stripped the bed of its old dressings, my thoughts meandered through the day’s events — the quiet breakfast, the not-so-quiet farewells, and Yeska with her green-eyed gaze that seemed to cut straight to the marrow, announcing a presence that would change things up a little around here.

I tossed the used sheets into a corner, intending to deal with them later. A new ally like Yeska could be vital — her knowledge of rituals and her ability to dive into the life force of beings; these were tools that could tip the scales in our favor.

I unfurled the fitted sheet, tugging it tight around the mattress corners. This act, something done so frequently, now felt imbued with greater meaning — preparing a haven for someone who might be our wild card against Father.

The top sheet followed, billowing like a soft sail, then settling gently in place. As I worked, I turned the presence of Yeska over in my head. Having her here would certainly prove exciting, an infusion of unknown energy into the rhythm of our daily life. Her assertiveness, her dominant nature, it wasn’t something we were used to here.

I fluffed the pillows, tucking them in clean cases as my mind continued wandering while I performed the simple task. Was I ready to trust her, to allow her into the inner workings of this place we held so dear? Trust is earned in actions and time, not just in the necessity of the moment.

As I draped the quilt over the bed, smoothing out any wrinkles, I considered the delicate balance of our home. Yeska’s strong energy — would it mesh with the harmonies we had so carefully composed?

The thought lingered as I stood back to survey my work. The bed was made up neatly, almost professionally — a small corner of orderliness in the anticipation of chaos.

Diane, with her perceptive eye and protective heart, might clash with Yeska’s forwardness. And Celeste, well, she seemed intrigued, but I knew we all felt the friction. It would take care to navigate these new waters. I was less worried about Leigh, who herself had confidence and playfulness in spades and was never worried by the appearance of a newcomer.

I smiled at the thought of each of them being so different and unique. The caring and loving nature of Diane, albeit slightly protective; the playful and bouncy energy of Leigh, full of lust for life; and the gentle and creative forces that fueled Celeste’s soaring spirit.

And now there was the fiery, challenging, and perhaps slightly maniacal presence of Yeska. I grinned and shook my head, sincerely looking forward to what time would soon tell.

As I left the bed to gather the discarded linens, my movement echoed slightly against the walls. It was vital to maintain open communication with my women — Celeste, Diane, and Leigh. Everyone needed to be on the same page, especially with Yeska in the picture.

I would also need to talk to Yeska more, to understand her beyond the fog of mystery that seemed to encompass Bloodmages. Communication — that was key.

As much as Yeska drew the eye, a figure of both allure and power, the others held my core. Diane, Celeste, and Leigh — they were my grounding, my north star in this expanding universe. I would stay true to them and make sure that they accepted Yeska before I would ask her to join our party.

I carried the used linens out of the room, my mind still wandering. These were more than just fabrics to be washed and reused; they were the tangible remnants of the day’s transitions.

Pausing at the door, I took one last look at the room. Sunlight and shadows played across the bedspread, a silent piano of light and dark. It felt ready to welcome our guest, to welcome the turn our lives would take with her in it.

I closed the door behind me, a soft click in the solitude that filled the hallway. My mind was cleared in the simple task, and I headed back downstairs — to where the others waited, ready to embrace whatever came next.


Chapter 10

Over the next two days, I took it upon myself to help Yeska adjust to the intricacies of frontier life. It was somewhat out of her depth, clearly more accustomed to the alchemical studies and patient observances a Bloodmage’s work entailed, but here she was, gamely shouldering traps and wandering around the outskirts with me.

“Trapping,” I explained, as we checked another contraption I had set up, “isn’t just about catching prey. It’s a bit like... predicting the future, really. Anticipating where and how these animals will move.”

Yeska watched intently, her eyes taking in the mechanism, the bait, the signs of recent activity. “Not much different than working a ritual, I would imagine,” she murmured, nodding. “And I am a good huntress,” she added with a pointed look.

I chuckled. “Trapping and hunting are very different,” I said. “You might be able to bag some game with bow and arrow, but we rarely do that around the homestead. Trapping is different, but you’ll see.”

Despite her insight, Yeska was all thumbs when it came to resetting the traps, her movements awkward as she tried to balance the delicate tension necessary to keep them set. I stepped in to guide her hands through the motions, telling her, “You’ll get the hang of it.”

When it came to tending the crops, however, Yeska’s inexperience was even more pronounced. She stooped beside me amid Magebread flowers, her attempts to pull weeds ending in uprooting a bit of the precious crop itself. “Oh,” she gasped softly, a frown creasing her brow.

“Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her, though I was mentally counting the loss. “This one... is a bit beyond repair, but it happens to the best of us.”

As we moved on, me showing her the rows of tomatoes and beans, her hand tentatively reached for a ripe tomato. But as she tugged, the vine gave an unexpected jerk, and a small cluster of unripe fruit plopped onto the ground. She looked up at me, mortified.

“Yeska, really, it’s alright,” I insisted, though my tone held a bit less conviction this time. I was quickly learning where her aptitudes lay — and the garden wasn’t one.

The chopping block for firewood didn’t fare any better. Yeska hefted the axe with determination, but each swing seemed to bounce off the wood as if repelled by an invisible shield. After several attempts and zero results, she let out a frustrated sigh.

“Here, let me show you,” I said, taking the axe and demonstrating how to align and deliver a solid, splitting blow. “It’s all about where you focus your strength.”

Her next attempt managed to wedge the axe into the log, but it stopped short of cleaving it in two. She tugged at the handle; cheeks flushed with exertion. “How do you make this look so easy?” she puffed out the question between breaths.

“Practice — and maybe a bit of stubbornness,” I joked, trying to lighten her mood. “We might stick with trapping for now. You’ve got a good eye for it.”

She nodded, watching me retrieve the axe and neatly split the log in two. “Trapping it is,” she said, and I thought I saw a flicker of relief in her eyes.

By evening of the second day, as Yeska and I ambled back toward the house with a weighty haul of wood scraps she managed to gather, we were both quiet, reflective. This crash course had been more informative for me than for her, I felt. She had been almost boastful about her skills as a huntress and her ability to learn, but she hadn’t made much progress.

Leigh and Diane had kept busy as well during those two days. Returning to find the aftermath of their toil was a comfort — the land cared for, the results of their work tangible in the freshly moved earth and the bucket of gleaming fish ready for the smokehouse.

Celeste, too, found her rhythm, managing the household with a grace that belied the hard work involved. The house had the aroma of a well-timed meal, and the cleanliness of the rooms spoke of attentive hands. Of course, the domesticants helped her, and they did much, but Celeste had some easing into the rhythm of her own to do — after all, she had lain comatose for a long time and had lived a pampered life before that.

The dinner conversation was light, the fatigue of the day leaving most of us more inclined to listen than to speak. Diane and Leigh shared their accomplishments, the beans that were harvested, the fish that didn’t get away.

Celeste added her own quieter achievements — the laundry washed and dried, the floors swept, the meals she’d conjured from the staples in our store. I felt a surge of pride for what they managed to achieve day in, day out.

Yeska contributed her experiences in learning the lay of the land from me, expressing a clear, respectful admiration for the others’ know-how. The women exchanged a few good-natured barbs about Yeska’s initiation into frontier life. Luckily, she could take a joke, and things were starting to get easier around the table already.

I had one more plan for Yeska — one more activity we could test her on, and it was one I hoped would match up perfectly with her catkin nature.

When the meal ended, I spoke up. “Tomorrow,” I began, rubbing my hands together in anticipation. “I thought we could all take our visitor here on a proper fishing trip.”

Diane raised her eyebrows, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Fishing, huh? That should be interesting. Yeska, have you ever done any fishing?”

Yeska inclined her head with a playful glint in her eyes. “I may not be a farmhand or a lumberjack, but give me a rod or a spear, and I’ll show you how the catkin fish.”

Celeste nodded, always supportive. “It’ll be nice to get out together.” Her voice held a note of quiet excitement.

Leigh clapped her hands together, beaming. “Oh, a fishin’ trip! This is gonna be so much fun! I can’t wait!”

As the idea settled among us, a mixture of laughter and chatter bubbling up. I couldn’t help but wonder how this trip might turn out with Yeska in tow. The thought of the four of us out there gave me a sense of shared curiosity and a flicker of unease.

It could either strengthen our bond or highlight the rifts. Only time would tell.
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“So, you’ve done a lot of fishing before?” Diane asked Yeska, referring to the boast the cat girl had just made.

“Plenty,” Yeska said with an air of confidence. “I’m good enough at it.”

I exchanged a look with Diane. Teaching Yeska anything other than trapping would be too much work since she had no talent for the more rustic skills. However, if we could get her on fishing duty, she would certainly contribute in a meaningful way. After all, fish sold well in Gladdenfield, and we often dined on them.

Leigh’s enthusiasm was a spark ready to ignite a flame, her bright disposition infectious. “Oh, it’s settled then! We’re going fishing, and it’ll be grand. You’ll see, Yeska. There ain’t nothin’ like the Silverthread River in the mornin’ light.”

I nodded. “And we’ll hit Gladdenfield on the way back. Yeska needs to observe me in a Dungeon, so maybe there’s word of a quest we could pick up.”

Diane took a more measured approach, her eyes flicking to mine for a shared understanding. “It sounds nice,” she murmured, “A day by the river could be good for us all. And I guess a visit to Gladdenfield wouldn’t hurt either.” Her reluctant smile was a small victory in itself.

Celeste, ever the thoughtful companion, added softly, “Yes, a day outside, away from the routine, might bring a new perspective.”

I nodded, feeling a sense of purpose crystallize among us. “Great, then it’s settled.” The idea of venturing into a challenge, with our new Bloodmage along, injected an undercurrent of anticipation throughout the room.

After a brief, companionable silence, I voiced another thought. “Maybe Darny or Mayor Wilhelm can lead us to a suitable Dungeon for our combined strength.”

Yeska leaned forward, her interest clear. “A Dungeon adventure sounds thrilling,” she said, a hint of fervor coloring her tone. “To witness your skills in a more... challenging setting would be enlightening.”

Leigh’s head was bobbing enthusiastically, her shoulder brushing against Yeska’s, spreading her vivacious mood. “That’s the spirit! We’ll have a real adventure, just you wait.”

Celeste’s response was a serene nod, the promise of navigating the unknown with the company she trusted offering her a sense of tranquil audacity. It was reassuring to see her come around, bolstered by our shared decision.

I felt the excitement begin to thrum beneath my tranquil exterior at the thought of our upcoming outing. Some good, old-fashioned fishing followed by a trip to Gladdenfield — it sounded like the perfect way to understand our new companion better.

I voiced a final thought that had been nagging at me since Yeska’s arrival, seeing how easily the cat girl had slipped through our defenses. “And since we’ll be leaving the homestead for the day, I’ve been thinking about summoning and binding an extra Storm Elemental just to be on the safe side.”

“An extra Storm Elemental?” Leigh whistled softly. “Look at you, living the high mage life, David. But sure, nothin’ wrong with an additional layer of protection.”

I agreed with a small nod. The homestead was rugged and well-guarded but leaving it unattended while we were all away felt like tempting fate. It was best to be cautious.

“Alright, ladies,” I said. “Let’s pack up and get ready!”

In the following hour, we pulled together the essentials — fishing tackle, baskets, and a small cooler for whatever we might catch. Celeste gathered blankets and picnic supplies, while Diane made sure we had enough water.

Yeska observed us plan and pack, her gaze traveling over the items we laid out. “Seems I’ll need to pack as well,” she mused, motioning to her belt where a sheathed dagger hung — her only weapon.

“You don’t fight with traditional weapons?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

“No,” she shook her head. “Bloodmages rarely do. Our strength lies in our spells. But I do carry a dagger, just in case.” Her hand brushed the dagger’s hilt, a silent show of readiness.

With all our items laid out to pack, I glanced around at my companions brimming with quiet determination. We were each other’s strength, ready to support one another in whatever awaited beyond the boundaries of the homestead.

I methodically checked each item; Celeste’s carefully prepared food packs, Diane’s sturdy crossbow, and Leigh’s trusted revolver and dagger. My semi-automatic rifle and handgun felt familiar and reassuring in my hands as I prepared them.

Yeska stood beside me, her gaze lingering on my weapons. “Impressive arsenal,” she commented with a nod of approval. “Preparation is key, after all.”

Evening settled over the homestead with a hushed promise, the transition from day to dusk filled with the rustle of leaves and the soft clinking of our gear as we packed it away.

I looked over at Celeste, her expression calm yet filled with that gentle excitement of hers that bubbled under the surface. I could not help but smile, her enthusiasm contagious.

The finality of our plans brought a new energy to the group, and we all seemed ready for the promise of tomorrow’s dawn. With our fishing trip and excursion to Gladdenfield on the horizon, there was an undercurrent of anticipation as we cleaned up for the night.

Already, Celeste and Diane fared better with the reality of Yeska staying with us for a while, her dedication to aiding our cause easing the shift. Leigh, always the life of any gathering, seemed undaunted by the challenges ahead, her face lit by the soft glow of lamplight as she finished stowing her gear.

Yeska, too, presented an enigmatic figure, her catkin grace hinting that she had to have some talents. Of course, as I watched her, I could guess one activity someone with her body would excel at… But that was not an activity that would really help the homestead much.

Come morning, we would see if there was any truth to her boasts.


Chapter 11

The next day, I was awake before the others. I pushed back the coverlet carefully, reluctant to disturb the tranquil sight of my sleeping companions.

I stood up and stretched, feeling the satisfying crack of my spine. Stepping lightly across the smooth oak floorboards, I glanced back at the bed: Diane’s dark hair splayed across her pillow, Leigh’s arm flung wide in carefree abandon, Celeste’s face serene as though she was lost in a pleasant dream. Slowly, they were murmuring their sleepy sounds and waking up.

The sight of them all peaceful and groggy from sleep brought a quiet smile to my lips, and I headed towards Yeska’s room, my hand pausing on the doorknob before rapping gently — a courteous summons for the day we had planned.

“Good morning, Yeska,” I called softly through the door. “We have a big day ahead.” There was only a moment’s wait before a muffled acknowledgment came.

The kitchen awaited me, still and expectant in the early light; it was the heart of the household where each new day was inaugurated with the aroma of coffee and the promise of sustenance.

I set about preparing breakfast for the five of us, moving almost by muscle memory through the routine of firing the stove and setting out our sturdiest skillets. The scent of coffee soon filled the space, robust and welcoming as an old friend.

Diane, Leigh, and Celeste made their way downstairs, each in varying degrees of wakefulness but united by a common thread of eagerness that hung palpable in the air.

They greeted me with soft murmurs and sleepy smiles while I cracked eggs into the pan, watching them whiten and solidify.

“I can almost taste those trout we’re going to catch,” Leigh said, her voice picking up in volume as her excitement spilled over.

“Let’s not count them just yet,” Diane reminded her, although her tone was more playful than admonishing.

Celeste nudged Diane with a shoulder, “Who knows? We might surprise ourselves out there today.”

Yeska joined us soon after, her night’s rest chasing away any vestige of unfamiliarity in the kitchen as she easily blended into the fabric of our morning.

Her excitement mirrored that of the others, a shared anticipation for the day that lay ahead of us, the collective hope for a haul of fish swimming just beneath her calm exterior.

We sat and shared the humble breakfast, the food serving as both fuel for the body and kindling for the spirit of camaraderie that bound us together.

With the ritual of the meal completed, we distributed the tasks of preparing for our venture. Leigh checked the fishing gear while Diane assembled a small first aid kit.

Celeste wrapped up the remaining snacks, her fingers swift and sure as she packed away what we might need for a meal on the riverbank.

Yeska offered to carry the heaviest tackle box, her earlier endeavors at the chopping block a forgotten comedy next to the earnestness with which she undertook this new challenge.

We gathered our things and stepped outside, the freshness of the day wrapping around us like a soft shawl. I took the lead, energized by the prospect of what the day might hold.

“I have a good feeling about this,” I said, my voice carrying a trace of the optimism that saturated the very air. I sensed that we were all looking forward to this little expedition.

The others agreed, the murmur of their assent a gentle undertow to the crunch of our boots against the earth as we walked.

“Could be the last time this season we have a day as pleasant as this for an outing,” I observed, the words edged with a touch of wistful knowledge.

They all nodded, understanding the days of beautiful and sunny weather would soon be over — the unspoken acknowledgment that soon the bite of winter would put an end to such activities.

Outside, the Silverthread River awaited us, its clear waters an open promise. The time for fishing and something more just around the riverbend, for I had a good spot in mind.
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The morning air held a freshness that invigorated the spirit, a tangible sense of the day’s potential as we walked along the Silverthread River. The gentle murmur of water accompanied our steps, a soothing soundtrack to our journey through the Springfield Forest.

“There’s a spot I know, Pakauley Lake, a few hours from here,” I said, pointing ahead and downstream of the river. “The water gathers into a small lake, teeming with fish. It’s a perfect place for a day like today.”

Diane walked beside Yeska, a hint of her earlier reservations still clinging to her like morning dew but gradually dissipating with each stride and shared conversation about the joys of fishing.

“It’s all about patience and knowing the waters,” Diane explained, her words reflecting a quiet confidence born of experience. Yeska listened, her interest genuine as she nodded and asked thoughtful questions.

The forest around us was alive with the whispers of leaves and the occasional call of a distant bird. We tread past ferns and moss-covered stones, ensconced in the verdant embrace of nature.

As our discussion wove through topics of lure and line, Yeska described her own ventures into fishing, her tales shaped by far different waters and a different kind of prey than what Diane knew.

Celeste, ever observant, picked up small details of the forest’s character, noting the subtle variations in the flora that indicated the health of this woodland expanse. Her appreciation for such nuances was clear in the smile that graced her lips with each discovery.

“You see that poplar over there?” I pointed to a tall tree with bright, fluttering leaves. “Always a good indicator of water nearby.”

Leigh, in her element, chimed in with a joke. “David has a sixth sense for wetness,” she hummed, shooting me a naughty look.

That made Yeska laugh, a sound that was light and honest, hinting at a bond that was slowly forming between these souls. I chuckled along with the joke, although I wasn’t sure if Diane enjoyed this kind of innuendo as she was more careful with Yeska.

Walking as a group, united by this patchwork of experiences and skills, each of us bore our own connection to the waters we sought. Our conversation meandered like the river path, natural and unforced.

When talk lapsed into silence, it felt like breathing space — an interlude for us to simply absorb the world. The quiet was its own form of dialogue, filled with meaning for those who listened.

And then, as if inspired by the serenity around us, Celeste’s voice lifted in song, a gentle, lilting melody that seemed to belong to the woods themselves.

Diane joined in, their voices harmonizing in an impromptu celebration of the moment, their song a spontaneous outpouring of being alive in this wilderness.

I listened, letting the beauty of their shared voices wash over me as I walked, the tune a simple one that spoke of rippling waters and dancing light.

“By the river’s gentle sway, 
We will find our catch today.
Sunlight breaks on dappled waves,
treasure hidden in watery caves.”

“Hooks and lines, we cast them long,
waiting patient, hopeful, strong.
Nature’s bounty soon to hold,
the river’s tale in silver, gold.”

As the final note faded, a hush settled in the air, a collective pause that held us in its grasp as if the world approved of their reverence for its beauty.

It was Leigh who broke the reverie with sweet praise of the little song that the two had come up with. Yeska, too, spoke her approval, and we laughed as the girls made absurd variation of the song. Their laughter was a sound that seemed right and fitting as we continued our journey towards the fishing haven I had promised.

The sun ascended, casting its benevolence over our trek, warming my back through the layers of my shirt as I led the way, my steps measured and sure.

Around me, the forest seemed to breathe, a living entity aware of our transit, indifferent and eternal in its stoic grandeur.

We passed a small clearing where shafts of sunlight filtered through the leafy canopy, spotlighting a family of deer that glanced our way with idle curiosity before bounding off into the underbrush.

Yeska gestured to the scene with a smile, a shared appreciation for the encounter brightening her features, and I nodded in agreement.

The trees began to thin, a hint of openness ahead that signaled the approaching end of our woodsy corridor, the babbling crescendo of the river pulling us forward.

Through the screen of greenery, I could see the sheen of a vast expanse of water through gaps in the trees, the anticipation in my chest blooming into excitement.

Holding up my hand for a pause, I smiled at my companions, my voice low and full of promise, “We’ve arrived at our spot, and it is looking to be a beautiful day.”


Chapter 12

The forest gave way to the clear expanse of Pakauley Lake, the sun high in the sky, painting the surface of the water with strokes of light. We arrived, our feet shuffling the pebbles on the beach, a sound as satisfying as the view that opened up in front of us.

Leigh was the first to drop her gear, a playful spark in her eyes as she scanned the area. “This’ll do perfectly,” she declared, hands on her hips as she considered the optimal spot for our makeshift camp.

Celeste joined in, her nimble fingers already pulling items from her backpack — blankets, a collapsible shade, and the components of a portable picnic table. Her movements were precise, the habitual motions of someone who had turned setting up camp into a personal art form.

I watched for a moment, our bonds a comfortable blanket in the cool morning air. But Leigh caught my eye, her lips curving in a knowing smile.

“Go on, David,” she said with a gentle push. “Take Yeska and Diane to the water. We got this covered.”

I hesitated, a part of me reluctant to leave them to the labor. But there was a wisdom to Leigh’s nudge, an unspoken encouragement to foster the budding dynamics within our group.

“Alright,” I agreed, turning to Yeska and Diane. They looked back at me, an unreadable mixture of anticipation in their shared glances. “Shall we see what the lake holds for us?”

Yeska nodded, her lithe fingers reaching for the tackle box. Her earlier clumsiness forgotten, there was a newfound eagerness in her posture. Diane, for her part, had gathered the rods, her pretty face thoughtful as she considered the day’s potential.

We made our way to the beach, the cool water lapping at the shore in gentle invitation. Folding chairs were set up in a line, a silent row of sentinels waiting for occupants.

Diane, with methodical care, began assembling her fishing pole, the components clicking together with the satisfaction of well-maintained equipment. She glanced at Yeska, who was obviously unfamiliar with our relatively advanced gear, and she offered a small tutorial. “The reel goes on like this, see?”

Yeska watched and mimicked Diane’s actions, her features focused. A small furrow appeared between her brows as she worked, showing her concentration. Diane corrected her hold, guiding Yeska’s hand with a patience that was touching.

I set up my own chair between them, the comfortable familiarity of the lake calming my spirits. It was good to be here, away from home, in a place as soothing as any I knew.

Yeska made a commendable effort, and after a few adjustments, her rod was ready. She grinned at Diane, a look of triumph in her eyes. “Like this?” she asked.

Diane nodded. “Exactly like that.” Her approval was plain, and for a moment, I saw a softening in her expression, an opening perhaps for the bond I hoped they would forge.

We settled into our chairs, the coolness of the metal a contrast to the warm pebbles underfoot. The lake stretched out, an open canvas for our day’s pursuits.

The sound of Leigh and Celeste’s laughter carried over, a reassuring note that underpinned the tranquility. I could hear the snap of the shade being set, the rustle of the wind through its fabric.

Diane caught a tiny fish on her first attempt, her skill as undeniable as the pride that swelled in her chest. She held it up for Yeska to see, the silver flash of it a brief spectacle before she released it back into the water.

“Too small, but humble beginnings are best,” she purred.

I chuckled and watched Yeska as she stood. There was a balance to her stance, a readiness in her posture as she cast the line. She caught nothing yet, but her determination didn’t waver. Still, she seemed a little impatient.

“I’m better with spear in the shallows,” she said. “I… With this rod I can’t really see them.”

“It’s about patience,” Diane reminded her. “Waiting for that perfect moment. You’ll get it.”

I sat back, watching the two of them interact. Yeska’s earlier intensity had tempered into a steady resolve, the morning’s awkwardness was replaced by the shared goal of a successful catch.

As the minutes stretched, the water’s surface undisturbed by a bite, Yeska’s earlier confidence — and what little patience she had — waned. But Diane was there, her encouragement a quiet force. “It’s just about time,” she said, and something in her tone hinted she knew the lake’s secrets well.

Then, with a sudden jerk, Yeska’s line . She stood swiftly, reeling in with a focus that transformed her. As she drew the fish closer, a look of astounded satisfaction crossed her features — a mirror image of Diane’s earlier excitement.

With a triumphant flourish, Yeska pulled the fish from the water, her first catch glowing in the bright sunlight. Diane clapped, a genuine cheer that bloomed like a flower in the air.

They looked at each other, Yeska’s catch creating a kinship that hadn’t been there before. A bond had been formed, fragile but real in the joy of the moment.

I watched them, hopeful. They had shared in an activity, found a common ground that might become the foundation for something more. Yeska and Diane, laughing by the water’s edge, offered a glimpse of what might be possible.

“Great work, girls,” I said. “Now let’s see if we can’t fill a bucket!”
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The gentle sway of the reeds by Pakauley Lake accompanied our moments of expectation, each of us poised with a rod in hand, watching the dance of the fishing lines on the water’s surface. The lake’s serenity seemed a world apart, its stillness only occasionally broken by the hopeful bob of a float.

Yeska watched her line with an intensity that bordered on focus and frustration. Beside her, Diane’s gaze held a more measured patience, a silent acknowledgment that nature often made its own schedule, unaffected by our desires.

I recalled the particular satisfaction of fishing here, the simple joy of a successful catch, and the silent companionship that spoke louder than any conversation. But the fish beneath the shimmering surface were elusive today, uninterested in our offerings.

“They’re not biting,” Yeska observed, her voice a mix of disappointment and challenge. “But it’s a beautiful day, regardless.”

“I could use my Fishing skill,” Diane mentioned, her tone matter-of-fact, though it held a hint of pride. Her revelation seemed to shake Yeska from her drowsiness, who turned to look at her with renewed interest.

“A skill?” Yeska repeated. “As part of your Scout Class, you mean?”

Diane nodded and explained, “It’s an ability that helps me to better understand the habits and preferences of the fish. It usually makes catching them a bit more... predictable.”

I leaned back in my chair, amused at Yeska’s furrowed brow. “And I could summon a minor water spirit,” I added. “They can herd the fish to make catching them easier, but I think we should try to catch fish on our own first. Like with any skill, we should be competent at the basics before we try tricks.”

Yeska laughed lightly. “Fair enough, David. I prefer doing things more directly anyway.”

Diane stood, examining the water’s edge before turning to us with determination. “There’s a better spot around that bend where the water runs a bit deeper. They might be more active there.”

We gathered our chairs and gear, making our way to the location Diane suggested. As a Scout, her understanding of the land and its creatures often led to spots ripe with potential, hidden from untrained eyes.

Once at the new spot, we set up again, the background rhythm of the forest providing a calming soundtrack. This time, when we cast our lines, the ripples seemed to sing with promise.

Yeska’s line tensed suddenly, and with a swift reaction, she reeled in a struggling fish. The surprise and pride in her eyes were mirrored in Diane’s pleased smile as she watched her catch.

Not to be outdone, Diane’s rod dipped moments later, a sign of her own success. With expert movements, she brought in her catch, holding it up for Yeska to see before depositing it in the bucket.

“Not bad,” Yeska said, her usual confidence bolstered by the day’s victories.

As Diane helped Yeska with her reel, I watched, a quiet contentment filling me. Whether or not the fish continued to bite, the day had already delivered some small treasures.

It was then that something peculiar happened — a fish leaped from the water, high enough to glint in the sunlight, and with impeccable comedic timing, it splashed back down, sending a spray of water right onto Yeska’s face.

Startled, Yeska let out a yelp, wiping her face with the back of her hand in a most cat-like manner while Diane burst into laughter. My own chuckles joined them, buoyed by the infectious nature of the moment.

“I didn’t know fishing included a free shower,” Yeska quipped, a wry smile tugging at her lips despite the surprise dousing.

“Only for the most dedicated fishermen,” I said, winking back at her.

The laughter seemed to bond them together, a shared joke that found fertile ground in the common experience of being soaked unexpectedly.

As our chuckles receded into soft sighs of amusement, Leigh’s voice carried across from where she was preparing for lunch. “Lunchtime, everyone! Hope you worked up an appetite!”

I stood and extended a hand to Yeska, “Time to see what culinary surprises Leigh has in store for us.”

We made our way back to where Leigh had set up an inviting array of lunch by the edge of the lake. The food smelled delightful, a perfect accompaniment to our morning efforts.


Chapter 13

We settled into our makeshift picnic area by the lakeside, where Leigh and Celeste had laid out a spread of food. They had woven together the comforting smells of our homestead kitchen with the invigorating scent of the open air, creating an ambiance that couldn’t have been more perfect.

The sandwiches were thick and generous, stuffed with freshly sliced tomatoes and lettuce that still had traces of dew on them. Yeska took a bite, and her eyes closed as if she wanted to savor every taste, every sensation that the simple yet delicious meal offered.

“This is fantastic,” she mumbled between bites. The corners of her lips turned up in a heartfelt smile. “Really hits the spot after a morning out here.”

Diane chuckled, nudging Yeska with her elbow. “Wait until you try Leigh’s coleslaw,” she said, passing a bowl of the creamy, tangy concoction towards our guest.

Yeska took a spoonful, her initial hesitation giving way to an appreciative nod as she chewed. “You could’ve warned me,” she joked, “I might not want to leave after getting a taste of this.”

I watched the exchange, a gentle feeling of contentment growing inside me. Leigh’s coleslaw was a bit of a legend — I knew once Yeska had a taste, she’d be hooked.

Leigh sat back with a self-assured grin that was all warmth. “We could trade secrets,” she proposed, “your Bloodmage skills for my kitchen prowess.”

The table erupted into laughter, and it was easy, it was natural. For a moment, nothing else mattered — not the worries, not the what-ifs — just the here and now, the friendships forming over a shared table.

Diane speared a pickle with her fork, her movements nonchalant as she shared the little accident from this morning with Yeska. “She almost had a whole school of fish on her line, but instead, she got a shower.”

Yeska rolled her eyes in good humor, joining in on the fun. “I did catch one afterwards,” she reminded us, her pride evident even as she played along with Diane’s teasing.

“With a little assistance,” Diane added slyly, and again, we laughed. There were no undercurrents, no barbs — just the simple joy of shared experiences and new memories.

Celeste reached for a bunch of grapes, her motions as smooth and delicate as if she were painting a picture with her movements. “Poor Yeska!” she exclaimed, smiling.

“You should’ve seen it,” I said. “A true fisherman’s baptism. The poor girl looked pretty surprised… Like a wet kitten.”

Yeska chuckled and stuck out her tongue at me, and the blaze in her pretty eyes told me she liked the gentle ribbing. I grinned at her, happy that she was finding her place.

Lunch slowly wound down, Leigh and Celeste collecting the empty containers and shaking out the picnic blankets. Their chatter, low and easy, blended with the sounds of the lake and the breeze rustling through the trees.

“We’ll take care of the clean-up,” Celeste said, her tone leaving no room for protest. “You three enjoy the afternoon. Catch some more fish!”

Diane stood, dusting off her hands on her pants before giving a brief, grateful squeeze to Celeste’s shoulder. “Thanks,” she said.

Yeska and I rose as well, following Diane’s lead. “We’ll leave you to it then,” I said, not unkindly.

The thought of returning to our little fishing haven felt just as comforting as the meals we’d just consumed. And I knew the girls were doing it to allow Diane and Yeska to bond a little more. It was really sweet of them; they wanted us all to get along.

Yeska hoisted the tackle box with a fluid motion, adjusting it in her hands as she walked. “Fishing seems more my speed than farming,” she said over her shoulder, and the lightness in her voice was refreshing.

The path back to the fishing spot was known now, familiar under our feet. It prompted a sense of routine, and I found myself looking forward to the calm rhythm of casting lines and waiting for bites.

Diane cast a glance back at Leigh and Celeste, who were still tidying up the picnic spot. “It’s nice, isn’t it?” she said, a small smile quirking her lips. “Days like these?”

“It is,” I agreed, matching her stride. “Nothing to do but enjoy the afternoon.”

Yeska seemed to slip into contemplation, her eyes on the lake’s gentle waves. There was a quiet assurance about her, a sense of being exactly where she wanted to be.

We spread out along the pebbly beach once more, each finding a comfortable spot to settle into the patience fishing required. The sun caressed our backs as we cast lines out into the lake’s silvery expanse.

I looked at Yeska and Diane to my left and right, their profiles etched against the tranquil scenery, the lines dancing on the water, and felt a surge of gratitude for this moment. I hoped that the afternoon would help our bonds improve even more.

[image: AOIcon]

With our rods in hand, we returned to our strategic positions along the pebbled shores of Pakauley Lake. Diane took her spot to my right, casting her line with a smooth, practiced flick of her wrist.

Yeska positioned herself to my left, watching Diane’s technique closely before attempting to mimic it. The peace of the gentle waves against the shore was our metronome, guiding the rhythm of our casts.

The air was cool, carrying with it the fresh scent of the surrounding forest, just enough to invigorate the senses without chilling the bones. I watched the way the water undulated, carrying our bobbers in a soft dance. Diane’s line was the first to suggest a nibble, a subtle bob and weave of the float indicating a curious fish, teasing the bait before darting away.

Yeska was patient, her eyes never leaving the water’s surface, her body tense in anticipation. She adjusted the grip on her rod, fingers tightening as if to command the fish to her will. The quiet focus was a sharp contrast to her earlier inexperience, revealing an adaptability that spoke of intelligence and perseverance.

She may have been somewhat unfamiliar with our more modern tools, but she definitely had the makings of a fisherwoman.

My own line remained unmoving, a test of patience that I accepted as part of the experience. It wasn’t simply the act of catching that brought me pleasure, but the act of waiting, the expectation, the quiet communion with both nature and companions.

As time passed with the three of us waiting in silent accord, I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the robust laughter and warm chatter during lunch. Those moments of ease and simplicity would carry me through days less tranquil than this.

Occasionally, my gaze wandered back to our base campsite, where Celeste and Leigh had stayed behind to tidy up from our lunch. They moved with seamless coordination, a muted ballet of efficiency amidst the natural splendor that surrounded us.

They seemed to be having a good time, even while tidying up and doing chores. Leigh’s laughter carried across the lake, a silvery thread that managed to weave its way into our quiet fishing alcove. Celeste was humming a soft tune, adding a soundtrack to our silent wait.

As I glanced back yet again to the campsite, I noticed Celeste and Leigh disappearing into the tent, still caught up in their private amusement. Their tranquility was infectious, emanating across the distance and settling upon our little fishing trio with a reassuring touch.

“Now what are those two up to?” I mumbled to myself.

Yeska adjusted her position — a slight shuffle on the pebbles that caught my attention. She glanced sideways at me, catching one of my frequent looks to the campsite. “Leigh seems to enjoy herself no matter what she’s doing,” she said. “And Celeste seems the same.”

“They’re a good-natured duo, alright,” I admitted, watching as another fish made an attempt at my bait, a half-hearted nibble before retreating to the depths of the lake, denying me the satisfaction of a catch.

Moments later, Celeste and Leigh emerged from the tent. And how!

My mouth went dry, and my hands slackened on the fishing rod as I saw they had changed into thong bikinis, the fabric hugging their curves in a way that drew the eye irresistibly.

Leigh’s freckles stood out, charming against her sun-kissed skin. The blonde hair fell around her bare shoulders like lines of spun gold. Celeste was a vision, her amber hair tumbling over her shoulders as she followed Leigh out, looking as serene as the lake beside us.

And those pretty behinds in those skimpy thong bikinis…

Swimwear like that wasn’t something that most women would wear to a public beach, but by the naughty blaze in Leigh’s baby-blue eyes, I could tell this was her little plan for the day, and she had involved Celeste! They looked absolutely delicious, and I felt my attention move away from fishing — however fun — to wanting to run my hands over those curves.

Giggling, the two women spread towels some distance from us, easing down onto them to catch the sun while we waited for the fish to bite. Leigh turned back to wave at us, a joyous grin splitting her face.

Celeste lay back, letting the sun caress her pale skin. They stretched out languidly, the grace of their movements seizing my attention, holding it captive. The sight affected me in ways both innocent and not so innocent, stirring warmth within me that transcended the sunlight.

I struggled to refocus on the lake, on the fish that had to be down there, somewhere beneath the calm surface. But my gaze was pulled again and again to the perfect picture they made against the backdrop of green and blue.

Yeska cleared her throat gently, and when I turned to her, I found her expression held a knowing amusement. “You are a lucky man, aren’t you?” She nodded in the direction of Celeste and Leigh, her voice underscored with a tease. “To have such beauty gracing your life.”

“I am,” I agreed, feeling the rush surge through me. It was embedded in every look, every smile they shared, the pleasure they took in the simple act of lying in the sun.

It was no small task to pull my attention back to my line, back to the gentle sway of reed and water, the occasional plop of a curious fish breaking the surface. Yet the peaceful activity felt starkly inadequate compared to the allure of sun-kissed skin, oiled-up bodies, and playful laughter.

Diane caught a bass, her efficient movements drawing it from the lake, smiling at her victory. She tossed it in the bucket, which was filled mainly with the girls’ catches. Yeska watched, learning from every successful catch, honing her own technique.

And all the while, despite our serene surroundings, the soft laughter from the two sunbathing beauties played like a siren’s song, pulling at me with an irresistible force.

Diane caught my distracted glances, and though she said nothing, I could read the understanding in her eyes. It was as clear as the water we fished in, as undeniable as the catch of the day.

Quiet prevailed among us, a silent agreement to savor the tranquility of the moment, the perfect pause before returning to the urgency and challenges of daily life.

But that pause was interrupted by a call from Leigh, her voice lifting across the distance, laced with mirth. “David! Mind coming over here for a sec?”

I set my rod down, and Yeska and Diane both smiled at me. “Don’t worry!” Diane said. “We’ll fill that bucket.”

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I walked back towards the campsite, towards Leigh and Celeste on their towels, who watched me approach, a hint of mischief playing on their lips.

My heart quickened, and my breath caught as the sight of Leigh and Celeste in their bikinis filled my vision. And judging by the naughty light in their eyes, they had a little plan all cooked up and ready to go.


Chapter 14

I made my way over to Leigh and Celeste as they beckoned, their laughter soft and inviting against the backdrop of the sun-drenched lake. The gravel crunched beneath my feet, each step an echo of the heart beating more intensely within my chest.

The afternoon air, carrying the scent of water and warmth, seemed to press against my skin as I approached.

They lay side by side, their bodies glistening faintly with the sheen of the sun’s affection, and their faces tilted up to bask in its glow. Leigh propped herself up on her elbows, revealing the smooth expanse of her back as she handed me the bottle of lotion with a playful glint in her eye.

“Would you mind?” she asked, her tone as melodious as the ripple of the water nearby. “Can’t get burned.”

Celeste’s giggle floated in the air, a hint of shared secrets and unspoken delights. I smiled at her, surveying the prize of these two beauties in their thong bikinis.

I accepted the bottle, feeling the cool plastic against my palm. I poured some of the lotion onto my hand, the creamy texture contrasting with the warmth of my skin, ready to attend to the task at hand.

I lowered myself to straddle Leigh, resting just under the curvature of her perfect bottom, hugged tight by her thong bikini. The delicious scent of her sun-touched skin met my nostrils.

I reached out, my hand gliding over the soft freckles that dusted Leigh’s sun-kissed shoulders. The lotion spread under my touch, and I worked it into her skin with a care that belied the casual nature of the act. My fingers moved in small circles, the lotion warming as her skin absorbed it.

Leigh let out a soft hum of approval, her body relaxing under my ministrations. “That feels really nice,” she murmured, her voice a low purr that resonated with contentment.

Celeste watched us with an indulgent smile, her green eyes reflecting sunlight and shadows. During our moments of quiet concentration, she said, “It’s good to see them smiling together,” referring to Yeska and Diane, who sat a short distance away by the water’s edge.

I glanced over to Diane and Yeska, witnessing a laughter shared between them as they enjoyed the simplicity of fishing. Their earlier unease had ebbed to a point where you could catch glimpses of understanding, maybe even the start of a friendship.

“It looks like things are going better between them now,” I replied, glimpsing the progress that had taken root. Yeska held a fishing rod with growing confidence, and Diane seemed to take pleasure in Yeska’s company — laughter and activities with a slight competitive edge had a way of bridging divides.

Leigh’s eyes twinkled mischievously over her shoulder. “But who knows how long that will last?” she teased, bringing my attention back to her. “They might need you to mediate again.”

Celeste chuckled, her feet kicking up softly, as though entertained by Leigh’s jest. “They’ll be fine,” she said with a wisdom that was part of her charm. “They’re finding their way.”

With a last smooth stroke across Leigh’s lower back, I capped the bottle of lotion. As I sat back, taking in the sight of Leigh’s bronzed skin now protected against the sun, she stretched out, languorous and satisfied.

“All done?” she asked, the question more of an opening to further possibilities than an inquiry.

“All done,” I confirmed, wiping excess lotion on a towel. My own imagination began to wander, led astray by the twinkle of suggestion in Leigh’s gaze, the playful shadows of what might unfold.

Celeste sat up then, brushing her hair back with elegantly long fingers. Her look was thoughtful, and her voice held a whimsical note when she said, “The afternoon is still young.”

Leigh’s look transformed into a full-blown beckoning as she bit her lip gently. “David, why don’t you stay here with us for a while?” she suggested. “Give those two a little time alone. They seem to be having fun. Best let ‘em ride that wave, baby.”

I laughed at the proposition, amused and touched by her inclusive spirit. “And what will I do with you two, now that my task of reconciliating Diane and Yeska is done for the moment?” I asked, intrigued by the invitation implicit in her words.

Leigh’s answered with a smirk that promised mischief. “Oh, we have an idea or two,” she said, a spark of adventure lighting up her words.

Celeste’s giggle was the perfect accompaniment to Leigh’s impish proposal. It was light and teasing, a sound that made the prospect of the afternoon even more enticing.

“That so?” I said, my desire rising as my eyes roamed over Leigh’s perfect backside once more.

The breeze carried distant laughter from where Diane and Yeska stood, remnants of their easy conversation drifting towards us. It was a soothing melody, one that spoke of burgeoning friendships amid the day’s simplicity.

“Hm-hm,” Leigh hummed. “Celeste and I can keep you occupied, baby. Can’t we, Celeste?”

Celeste nodded, biting her plump bottom lip. The elven beauty in her skimpy thong bikini quickened my heart even more, and even though the last few nights had been full of nighttime activities, my lust already rose.

“Well then,” I said, “no harm in hanging around here for a bit, then…”


Chapter 15

Taking a deep breath filled with the lake’s intoxicating blend of sun, water, and the faint linger of sun lotion, I found myself lost in the glow of Leigh’s bronzed skin. I glided my fingers along her shoulder blades as she lay with her back to me, tracing the landscape of her sun-kissed back. My fingertips danced along her spine, caressing each perfect curve, before resting on the swell of her full behind, the slick thong disappearing between her cheeks.

“Oh, David,” she moaned. “That feels so good.”

As I continued to knead the firm flesh beneath my hands, Celeste moved closer on my other side. My heart thundered in my chest as I felt a soft touch on the front of my pants, feather-light, tantalizing.

Shivering with anticipation, I glanced down to see her slender, artistic hands at my waist. I grinned at the sight of the coy glint in her eyes, pleased she was growing bolder in the bedroom, so to speak.

“Now, Celeste,” I said, shaking my head with mock disapproval. “Is this any way to act out in the open? With Diane and Yeska just a stone’s throw away?” Of course, my tone of voice was teasing.

The soft murmur of her giggle was electric, sending shivers rushing down my spine. “I shall be silent,” she said, her eyes big in feigned innocence. “That is, if you are too.”

Meanwhile, Leigh squirmed beneath my touch as she gave a playful giggle, the reaction eliciting an inaudible gasp from my lips. Her oiled-up skin and the scent of her in the sun like this drove me wild.

“Both of you are just full of tricks today, aren’t you?” I murmured, my hands exploring more intimately down the curve of Leigh’s waist and over the flare of her hips.

Leigh’s bikini was little more than a teasing suggestion, leaving her voluptuous beauty at the mercy of my touch. The way her thong ran between her luscious butt cheeks made my cock harden. My palms roved, gliding over the slippery lotion-covered flesh, the scent of the sun adding to the intoxication.

Meanwhile, Celeste continued her venture, expertly pulling my zipper down and revealing the hardness straining against the fabric of my boxers. I bit my lip, resisting a gasp, but couldn’t quite contain a soft grunt.

Leigh looked back over her shoulder, the glint in her blue eyes full of playful secrets. “Shh… let’s not spoil their fishing,” she murmured, nodding at Diane and Yeska.

Celeste proceeded, her deft fingers slipping my manhood free from its confinement. The sensation of her bare skin against mine was a fierce jolt of pleasure, and my hand snaked over to her to squeeze one of her pretty butt cheeks.

“That’s it, Celeste,” I groaned, my voice thick with desire. The potent combination of Leigh’s squirming hips and Celeste’s tantalizing grip had entirely disarmed me, my protests drowning in a silent sea of pleasure.

Celeste gave a playful little wiggle that made her breasts and butt bounce before she reached around and undid her top, letting her ample bosom bounce free — a sight to make my mouth water.

“You know,” Celeste whispered, her voice barely audible above the wind rustling the leaves around the lake. “Leigh has told me about a particular place she likes to… feel you.”

Her blank canvas bikini top now abandoned, Celeste’s full breasts were boldly presented, their pertness echoed in her mischievous eyes. Her nipples, colored the hue of ripe peaches, tipped upwards towards the sky as if seeking a kiss from the sun.

“Is that so?” I groaned, my hand still kneading her soft butt cheek.

“Hm-hm,” Celeste purred.

“And what place is that?” I asked.

But Celeste gave a bashful giggle and looked away. Still, her hand remained wrapped around my hungry cock. The soft rhythmic stroking made the heat rise inside me.

Meanwhile, Leigh moaned lustfully, pushing her round and oiled-up ass against me. I responded by slipping my hand gently inside the fabric of Leigh’s thong, finding her soft and wet.

“Oh, David,” she moaned. “That’s sooo good…”

Celeste watched us, her hand speeding up on my pulsing length, maintaining a tempo that tantalizingly danced around release. With her other hand, Celeste traced her own full bosom, her slender fingers teasing erect nipples, mirroring my desire.

Leigh’s body tensed with anticipation as I began to pleasure her. Her back arched, pushing against my touch, presenting even more of her delicious form to my admiring gaze.

Celeste bit her lip as she gathered her courage once more and looked at me. “Leigh told me about the... behind,” she confessed, her luscious lips quirked up in a suggestive smirk. “About the pleasure you gave there.”

“Behind?” I grunted, my voice merely an echo as I was lost in touching Leigh’s warm womanhood with one hand and Celeste’s bountiful ass with the other.

“She’s talking about a good ass-fucking, baby,” Leigh said, bringing clarity as she shot me a naughty look over her shoulder. “She wants to see… She’s curious.”

Celeste gave a playful giggle at that, but she did not avert her eyes.

A possessive growl rumbled deep within my chest, my lust rising at this dirty suggestion. Clenching my hand, I grasped Leigh’s fuller cheek, digging my fingers into the supple flesh.

Leigh let out a startled yelp before it transformed into a giggle, the sound carrying a note of naughty delight. Pinned beneath my weight, her body writhed and squirmed, creating an enticing movement that called forth an even more primal lust within me.

“You want to see?” I asked Celeste, my words barely a growl as her hand worked me faster. I held Leigh’s butt cheek, kneading with rhythmic pulses in time with Celeste’s orchestrated rhythm.

Celeste nodded, her magnificent bosom as captivating as the innocent submission in her eyes. “Yes, David. Show me.”

Pursuing the wicked path towards satisfying Celeste’s curiosity, I pulled Leigh’s thong aside to reveal her tight and ready little rose. The thin piece of fabric yielded, a barely-there barrier between my fingers and my intended course.

“Show her, baby,” Leigh purred. “Come lie next to me and show her…”

“Yes,” I ground out, breathless and teetering on the brink of forbidden desire as I shot a look at Celeste. “Watch closely.” I sighed deeply with pleasure as I leaned in, ready to plunge us deeper into wicked delight…
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In between the easy rhythm of our breathing, I turned on my side, shifting Leigh to match my movement. With a playful caress, her curvaceous bottom met the hardness that throbbed against the thin fabric of my pants.

“Are you ready, baby?” Leigh’s low, sensual drawl cut through the afternoon air, her teasing invitation swirling with the scent of lotion on her skin. “Because I need it!”

I responded to her impish challenge with a slow, circular probe, the pads of my fingers moving against her tight little rose in a way that made her moan lazily, ready for the pleasure soon to come.

Celeste, visibly entranced, moved to the other side of Leigh and lay down on her side, allowing their breasts to brush against each other — a teasing scene that spiked my arousal further.

Breathing deeply, my fingers explored Leigh’s tender backdoor, preparing her for my intimate intrusion. As my fingers circled, easing the tension, the anticipation surged, filling the space between us with a dull, electric hum. Then, I playfully pulled up the strap of her thong and let it slap hard back in place.

“Ow!” Leigh yelped before she giggled and playfully swatted her hand at me. “Don’t tease me, baby,” she urged, her husky whisper catching on the gentle breeze.

Seeing the curiosity shining in Celeste’s eyes, I smiled at her. “Ready, Celeste?”

The elven beauty bit her lip and nodded, her eyes wide in fascination at the display.

With a quick tug, I shifted the flimsy fabric aside, closing my eyes momentarily to brace myself for the sensations that awaited. I lay behind Leigh, running my tip over her oiled-up cheek as I slowly made my way toward her ready rose.

Leigh looked at me over her shoulder, biting her lip as she brought one hand around to part her cheeks for me. With a lustful grunt, I moved in.

The slow plunge was met with a tight, silky, and intense heat that sent waves of pleasure through me.

Leigh moaned melodiously, her body undulating with each gentle thrust. She encouraged me, her words lucid despite the tremors of delight rippling through her. “Oh, David, it feels heavenly. I feel so full!”

Clearly fascinated by our intimate display, Celeste slid her fingers under her thong, her light gasp mingling with Leigh’s heavenly croons.

Emboldened by Leigh’s response, I increased my rhythm, each thrust deeper into her rose followed by a soft exhalation from both women. The heat between the three of us was a living entity, wrapping us into its warmth.

Between sporadic gasps, Leigh managed, “Baby, faster!” Her eyes sparkled with wild delight as she nestled a hand between her thighs.

Hitting the right tempo, I moved faster, our pleasure intertwined like silk threads. Leigh moved in tandem, her body rhythmically accommodating me. Our skin slapped together as I plunged deeper into her ass, and a ripple passed down her delicious cheeks every time I pounded her.

Celeste, fingers dancing between her thighs, watched wide-eyed as Leigh squirmed under my pacing, her breathing uneven as her impending climax hung in the balance.

“Uhn, fuck,” Leigh moaned. “David... You’re makin’ me cum.”

I growled as I plunged in deeper, and Leigh picked up her own rhythm, touching herself. By the hazy veil draping over Celeste’s eyes and the slight opening of her plump and moist lips, I could tell our little show was making her ready, too.

“Yeah... Uhnn... Yes, David... Oh... Oh, I’m cumming!”

“Yes!” Celeste hummed. “I’m... ooooh...”

Announcing their climaxes almost simultaneously, their gasping pleas hung in the air. The raw lust spiked my own arousal, pushing me closer to the edge as my two women tensed up.

Then, Celeste, her body flush with release, trembled as I continued to thrust into Leigh. Her eyes, reflecting flickers of sunlight, depicted a world of rapturous delight and pure, unadulterated pleasure. Leigh, under the spell of our intimate dance, convulsed gently against me as she moaned my name over and over while I plunged into her ass.

Driven by their responding pleasure, I felt the white-hot wave of release inching closer, my rhythm unrelenting yet tender against Leigh’s behind.

“C-cum!” Leigh pleaded, still trembling. “Cum on us!”

Celeste mewled and leaned over, her soft breasts resting on Leigh’s oiled-up ass cheek, and that was a sight I could not resist. With a desperate release, I pulled out just in time, aimed my cock, and shot my load over Celeste’s breasts and Leigh’s curvy ass, stacked together and ready to receive.

“Oh, baby, that’s a big load!” Celeste crooned as I released another rope, covering my two beautiful women. Celeste giggled, eyes wide in amazement as she saw how I coated her and her harem sister.

Then, with a broad smile on my lips, I collapsed beside Leigh. The three of us lay there, panting, chest and bosoms heaving, in the sunlight, the tussocks teasing our bare skin.

Leigh snuggled close, fitting perfectly in the crook of my arm while Celeste gingerly lay on her other side. Their soft exchange of breaths, mixed with the tranquil sounds of Pakauley Lake, enveloped us in a peaceful cocoon.

Celeste broke the silence, her tone as whimsical as the breeze rustling the nearby leaves, “I’d love to try this sometime — the intense pleasure you both experienced.”

Laughing softly, I reached over to kiss her sun-touched shoulder, “We will,” I said. “It’s a pleasure I’d love to share with you.”

Celeste grinned; her green eyes sparked with anticipation, a promise of more shared secrets. She quickly hopped to her feet, then lay down on my other side, nuzzling against me.

Surrendering to exhaustion, I felt them slip away into a quiet nap against me, their breaths steady, their bodies relaxing against mine. In the background, Yeska and Diane shared a laugh.

Soon enough, the sweet serenade of the lake softly lulled us into a gentle nap.


Chapter 16

My nap had only been brief, but even as I lay there with the afternoon sun warming my skin, I felt refreshed. The soft sound of gentle waves whispered in the background, lulling me further into a state of tranquility.

With this serene soundtrack to my rest, I opened my eyes to find Celeste and Leigh still napping beside me, seemingly without a care in the world and both of them thoroughly satisfied. A smile tugged at my lips at the picture they made.

I propped myself up on one elbow, leaning over to plant a soft kiss on Leigh’s shoulder, feeling the heat of the sun on her skin. She stirred slightly, a contented murmur escaping her lips. Turning to Celeste, I kissed her cheek, and she smiled without opening her eyes, a gesture so full of peace it could have melted the heart of any man.

With a light breeze playing across my face, I rose, brushing off grains of sand that clung to my arms. The lake lay before me, placid and inviting, but my thoughts had shifted to Diane and Yeska. They were still at the edge of the water with their fishing gear, hopeful for a catch.

My steps toward them were unhurried. As the distance closed, I took note of their postures, relaxed but engaged, as if the fishing rods they held were lines connecting them not just to the fish below but to one another.

Their laughter reached me before I was within earshot of their words, a sign of blossoming friendship that delighted me. There was a rhythm to their conversation, an ease that seemed to have bloomed effortlessly between them, grounded in the shared experience of the day’s adventure.

Stepping closer, I heard fragments of their exchange — Diane’s recount of older fishing tales and Yeska’s descriptions of the methods she had learned in catkin territories. It was a dialogue rich in the textures of their individual pasts, brought together by the quiet of nature and the joy of spending time outdoors together.

“And then, just as I was about to give up and accept that I’d end my day hungry, the biggest fish you’ve ever seen leapt straight onto the bank. Like it was surrendering to me!” Diane was saying, gesticulation adding animation to the tale.

Yeska chuckled, this present catkin woman who, hours before, had seemed like an outsider. Now, she appeared as one who had found an unexpected comfort in our company.

“I love those little unexpected moments when fishing,” she confessed, her eyes fixed on the water. “Surprise and joy of the catch like that combine with time to unwind and relax.”

“Well, you’re doing great,” Diane assured her, gesturing to the bucket between them. It was brimming with the evidence of their success — a collection of fish that spoke of a productive day.

“Well done, both of you,” I said, bending to inspect the bucket. The fish, some still gently flapping, were magnificent specimens — their scales catching the light in a display I knew would impress anyone in Gladdenfield.

Diane looked up, her smile one of sincere satisfaction. “We make a good team, don’t we?” she said, a spark of pride evident in her voice.

Yeska’s nod was firm, her usual feisty manner softening. “Your intuition about this spot was correct.” The respect in her tone was palpable, coloring the air with newfound appreciation.

The sight of them — both competent, both beaming with the day’s triumph — filled me with a deep sense of joy. There are few things more rewarding than witnessing bonds strengthen and friendships deepen.

“How about we pack up and head to Gladdenfield?” I asked the girls. “We can sell these fish and spend the night at Leigh’s.” I was already calculating the time it would take us to get there before darkness set in. “Provided we can wake those two lazy bones up,” I added with a chuckle, nodding in the direction where Leigh and Celeste were sunbathing.

“Lazy?” Yeska said, arching a graceful eyebrow. “Something must’ve exhausted those poor girls, I’d say…”

I grinned, understanding the meaning behind her words. With no comment, I smiled at Diane. “What do you say, Diane?”

Diane stood, wiping her hands on her pants before addressing Yeska. “Sounds good to me. What do you think, Yeska? Up for a trip to Gladdenfield?”

“Count me in,” Yeska replied without missing a beat, her gaze lingering on the bucket before turning back to the lake one last time, as if saying farewell to the still water.

“I’ll get started packing up camp,” Diane said, and she headed off after shooting me and Yeska a quick smile.

As I prepared to call to Celeste and Leigh, Yeska placed a hand on my arm, stopping me momentarily. “Thank you,” she said, her intensity returning like a turning tide, “for this day. For the lake, the laughter, and... well, the fishing.” It was a simple statement, but the depth of feeling behind it was unexpected, captivating.

“You’re very welcome, Yeska,” I said. “It’s nice to see you girls getting along.”

Then, I called out to Leigh, who turned out to be awake already. Her voice came from the other side of the beach, already on her feet and securing the last of the picnic gear. “Ready in a minute!” she shouted.

Celeste joined her, her movements all grace and softness, as the two of them quickly changed out of their bikinis and into their hiking gear. There was not a note of bashfulness to them, and I caught Yeska shooting them an appreciative and intrigued glance.

As we gathered our belongings and started towards the path that would lead to Gladdenfield, the lake lingered in my peripheral vision, and I found that coming here had been a great decision indeed.

The girls had bonded, and I had explored my pleasures with Celeste and Leigh even more, enticing the elven maiden to try and experience new things.


Chapter 17

We gathered our fishing gear and the day’s catch, ready to leave the placid embrace of Pakauley Lake. I slung my pack over my shoulder, feeling the weight of our gear inside. Diane, with her keen Scout instincts, naturally led the way, her strides confident as she navigated us back under the roof of leaves and branches that Springfield Forest provided.

As we walked, the conversation wove gently through the group. Leigh’s laughter punctuated the air now and then, a light rhythm to the muffled sounds of our footsteps on the forest floor. Celeste hummed a melody in Elvish that seemed to belong to the trees and the shadows, an echo of the peaceful environment.

The afternoon light dappled through the leaves, painting patterns on the ground that danced with each soft breeze. I watched as the sunlight played off Yeska’s dark hair, occasionally catching glimpses of the wildness that seemed to be settling down, domesticated by the camaraderie of the day.

“Diane knows these woods like the back of her hand,” I remarked, admiring the way she avoided roots and low branches with an ease borne of familiarity. Yeska nodded, her eyes following Diane’s movements with an appreciative gaze.

Leigh piped up with her tone casual yet curious. “So, Yeska, you and Diane seem to be getting on alright now, huh? Haven’t seen any cat fights yet,” she said, a teasing lilt to her words that invited a light-hearted reply.

Yeska responded with a small chuckle, and though it didn’t carry any edge, I could sense a thoughtful undertone to her laughter. “We’ve found some common ground,” she admitted, the lines around her eyes softening. “Diane’s quite skilled, and I respect that.”

I knew this conversation was important. It mattered to me that Yeska felt welcome, that she and Diane could find harmony. “And Diane?” I prodded gently. “Do you feel she’s warming up to you?”

Yeska’s reply came with a subtle pause, hinting at the complexity behind the simple words. “She’s... cautious, I think. Maybe not entirely happy with my presence, but she’s civil. She is protective of you — of her family. I cannot blame her for that.”

Diane, a few paces ahead, didn’t hear our exchange, focused as she was on leading us through the woods. Celeste glanced back at us, her eyes registering the conversation, and nodded her agreement with Yeska’s assessment.

“Diane will come around,” I assured Yeska. “She’s protective of what we have here, of our peace. But she’s also fair. She’ll see the good you’re bringing to us.”

Celeste chimed in with quiet support, “Time helps us all adjust. And today has been good for everyone.” Her tone held the unshakable optimism that was part of her charm.

Leigh nudged my arm, her grin speaking volumes. “Trust us, Yeska. Our little family here? We’re a tight bunch, but we’ve got room for one more.”

The forest seemed to watch our passage, the old trees bearing witness to the bonds forming and strengthening among us. Birds called above, and somewhere, not too far off, the river accompanied our journey with its soothing burble.

As we emerged onto the dirt road that bordered the woods, I felt the shift beneath my boots, the texture of ground changing from the soft earth to pebbles and packed dirt. It was a familiar transition, one that always signaled the return to more populated realms.

The sun hung lower now, beginning its measured descent toward the horizon as evening would soon come on. Shadows lengthened, and the air held the promise of evening chill, prompting us to pull jackets tighter and quicken our steps.

Conversation turned to plans for our arrival in Gladdenfield, Leigh and Celeste speculating about the town’s reactions to our impressive catch, while Yeska listened with the attentiveness that seemed part of her nature.

“Think Darny will give us a good price today?” Diane called over her shoulder, knowing full well the proprietor of the Wild Outrider was always fair in his dealings.

“He’d better,” I replied with a grin. “After all, we’ve brought him some of the best fish the Silverthread has to offer.”

The dirt road curved gently, and ahead, the outlines of Gladdenfield Outpost began to take shape. The wooden palisades stood tall and reassuring in the fading light; a man-made stalwart defense nestled amidst natural splendor.

Yeska’s gaze followed mine, lingering on the sight for a moment longer than necessary. “Almost there,” she said, a note of something akin to reverence in her voice. Or perhaps it was anticipation, a newcomer’s eagerness to witness the heartbeat of a community.

We walked the final stretch toward the outpost, the sturdy wooden structures growing more distinct with each step. Thoughts of warm beds and a night spent within the town’s cozy embrace rose unbidden in my mind.

Our group moved with an easy flow, each lost in their own thoughts yet bound by the shared experiences of the day. The closeness I felt towards these ladies — my family — sparked a warmth that echoed the satisfaction of a day well-lived.

As we neared the entry to Gladdenfield, the sounds of out chatter fell away, replaced by a collective intake of breath. What lay before us was familiar, and we would easily make it inside before nightfall.


Chapter 18

As we stepped through the wooden gates of Gladdenfield Outpost, the evening air carried the sounds and scents of a town alive with the close of day. Smoke curled from chimneys, and the murmur of voices blended with the clop of horseshoes on the dirt road. Children played between the stalls, and their laughter was a bright and merry thing that brought a smile to my lips.

A soft pink hue spread across the western sky as the sun made its slow descent, washing the palisade and rooftops with a gentle glow. The townsfolk were busy with their evening routines, some closing up shop while others were just starting their night.

We followed the main street, making our way toward the heart of the outpost. Alongside me, Diane walked with an air of familiarity, nodding greetings to passersby who called out to her with smiles and warm hellos.

Leigh’s buoyant mood seemed to permeate the air around us, her spirited presence drawing looks from those we passed. Her hand gestured grandly as if introducing Yeska to the vibrant life of Gladdenfield, pointing out the quaint details of shops as we walked.

Celeste kept pace, her eyes taking in the scenes of commerce and community with the grace of an observer quietly making notes on the human condition. Every so often, she’d lean in to whisper a comment or question to Leigh or Diane.

As for Yeska, she took it all in with an appreciative gaze, her head turning this way and that to catch the sights and sounds. The hum of the outpost, the aroma of fresh bread from a nearby bakery, the gentle neighing of horses at the hitching posts — it all seemed to captivate her.

The warmth of recognition bloomed in my chest with each nod and wave directed my way. The people of Gladdenfield knew me, not just as a resident, but as someone who had brought honor to their home, from the victories at the Aquana Festival to the protection I had offered Clara and her party of adventurers at Hrothgar’s Hope.

A group of dwarves took notice of our approach, their bearded faces breaking into broad grins as they called out to me, “Hail, Dragon-Slayer!”

The title, a rare honor bestowed upon me by Lord Vartlebeck after I bested the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope, caused me to straighten a bit taller, acknowledging the respect they offered with a grateful nod. The dwarves stood to the side as we passed, their murmured words of reverence a reminder of the shared history that linked me to this place and its people through acts of bravery and unity.

“Dragon-Slayer, eh?” Yeska mused, glancing up at me with an expression that seemed just a touch more respectful than before. “Quite the title you’ve earned, David.”

“It wasn’t something I set out to achieve,” I replied. “But these things have a way of finding you, I suppose.” The pride was there, yes, but mingled with the humbling knowledge of what that title had cost.

Down the crowded street, the Wild Outrider came into view, its inviting weather-worn sign swaying slightly in the evening air. The tavern, a staple of Gladdenfield’s social life, was already alight with the promise of food, drink, and company as night drew near.

The windows of the tavern glowed, a beacon to weary travelers and those looking to unwind after a day’s work. The sound of a fiddle drifted on the air, the plaintive notes intertwining with the general bustle of the outpost.

The Wild Outrider’s door swung open as someone exited, letting out a brief burst of laughter and conversation that beckoned us to enter and partake in the establishment’s offerings.

“Ready for a well-earned rest?” I asked my companions, gesturing toward the tavern with a smile. “Darny always knows how to make everyone feel at home.”

Diane’s steps quickened slightly, her longing for a moment of relaxation evident, while Leigh practically bounced on her toes, her irrepressible spirit undimmed by the day’s activities.

Celeste glanced through the window, her gentle disposition finding solace in the idea of the cozy interior that awaited us. “It sounds wonderful,” she said, her voice quiet but pleased. “It’s been a while since I enjoyed Darny’s hospitality. I am still grateful for the lodgings he offered.”

I smiled and nodded, remembering how I had intervened on Celeste’s behalf to get her a gig at the Wild Outrider and a temporary place to stay after she could no longer afford the rent of the place Waelin had set her up with. “Well,” I said, “let’s head on in.”

Yeska, ever the adaptable one, nodded her readiness, her gaze moving from building to building as we walked, cataloging this new part of her experience with us. “Lead the way,” she encouraged.

We reached the Wild Outrider’s threshold, the wooden planks echoing under our boots. The scent of roasting meat and the warmth that spilled from within was an invitation we were all eager to accept.

As we entered, the familiar atmosphere of the tavern enveloped us: the soft glow of lantern light against dark wood, the murmur of conversations layered over the clink of mugs and plates.

Regular patrons glanced up from their tables, recognition lighting their faces as they took in our group, the day’s fatigue replaced by smiles and welcoming gestures.

Darny, the proprietor, stood behind the bar, his robust frame a familiar sight. A friendly man who was sharper than he’d let on; his keen eyes missed nothing. He stood still for a moment watching us walk further into the room.

The patrons continued their meals and conversations, yet there was a subtle shift in focus as many acknowledged our presence, the murmurs mingling with the soft music to create a backdrop that felt inviting, felt like home.

Darny’s eyes met mine across the room. His broad smile stretched beneath his gray mustache, his hand lifting in a silent greeting. His greeting held the promise of a warm welcome and perhaps, the beginning of a long evening spent in good company and tales exchanged as we entered the Wild Outrider tavern.
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The Wild Outrider tavern’s interior was wrapped in the warm glow of lanterns as we approached the bar, the burnished wood and the comforting din of evening chatter bringing an immediate sense of belonging. Darny, with his customary apron cinched around his waist and rough hands planted firmly on the countertop, awaited our approach with the open interest of a host ready to cater to familiar patrons.

“Caught yourself a nice bunch today, David?” Darny’s deep voice rumbled, his eyes moving briefly to the fish we were carrying. Over the many visits and shared experiences of living in Gladdenfield, we had formed a rapport that didn’t require much by way of explanation.

“We did indeed,” I answered, the pride evident even in the weariness of my voice. “We were thinking…”

But before I could finish, Darny was already nodding, reaching over the counter to take the covered bucket.

“Say no more! Let me have a look then,” he said, his fingers deftly unlatching the wrapper to peer at the day’s catch. An appreciative whistle escaped him, the sound making its way over the low hum of the tavern. “You’ll have the best fish dinner my wife can put together.”

“Thanks, Darny! Serve the rest to your customers,” I said. “Or have some yourself!”

“Ha!” he boomed. “We’ll eat this ourselves. We love a fresh catch! Now, come — sit, have a drink! The wife’ll get cooking for you!”

The exchange was amiable, the easy familiarity of it was comforting, making me once again realize I was at home here in Gladdenfield. With dinner secured, Darny gestured towards an empty table in the corner.

“Go on! Settle down, and I’ll send over a round of whatever you’re having,” he said, already moving to get our drinks.

We took our places at the table, the weave of the chairs conforming to our shapes as if remembering us from times before. The expectation of rest after a fulfilling day had us leaning back, shoulders dropping tension by degrees.

I stretched my legs under the table, the solid feel of the chair and floor grounding me in the moment. Diane’s chuckles mixed with Leigh’s brighter tones, drawing a smile from Celeste as she settled into her seat beside me.

Yeska seemed to melt into the surroundings, her posture relaxing in a way that suggested Gladdenfield was working its magic on her. She watched the table being set with undisguised interest, the setting becoming more comfortable with each passing minute.

The drinks arrived, steaming mugs and chilled glasses placed before us with Darny’s efficient care. “This one’s on the house,” he said with a wink before leaving us to enjoy the libations.

We raised our glasses in a small toast, the clink of glass to glass a tangible marker of shared time and blossoming friendship. The first sips were like seals on the day, honoring the work and the company equally.

Time stretched out like a pleasant yawn, our conversation ranging from memories of the day to plans for the future, light topics that didn’t stray too far into weighty thoughts. Leigh took the lead in entertaining Yeska, sharing stories of her upbringing and her coming to Gladdenfield after the Upheaval.

Yeska listened with a tilt of her head, her mouth curling up at the edges with each humorous anecdote. It was heartening to see the developing bond, the lines of communication growing stronger as they exchanged tales. I once again admired how effortlessly Leigh connected with Yeska. She had such a powerful and disarming personality — I supposed it was difficult for anyone to dislike Leigh.

The fish dinner arrived then; an aromatic vision of culinary promise set before us by Darny’s capable hands. The flaky white flesh steamed beside a medley of root vegetables; each piece cooked to tender perfection by Darny’s wife.

The first forkfuls were greeted with appreciative noises, the savory flavors and delicate textures melting on our tongues. It was a fitting end to the day’s fruitful endeavors.

Yeska sampled the fish with fervor. “This is exquisite,” she said, and I knew she meant it.

Diane’s sigh of satisfaction matched the expressions around the table, a collective sense of indulging in something crafted with care and shared with warmth.

Leigh’s eyes shone brightly as she glanced around the table, her enjoyment a palpable thing, infecting us all with its charm. “Who knew fishing could lead to such a feast?” she quipped, laughter bubbling up like a spring.

Celeste sipped at her water between bites, her movements deliberate and measured, each taste an experience to be savored. “A day on the lake followed by this,” she mused, “truly makes one appreciate the simple things.”

We ate with relish after that, and it took a while before conversation picked up again with the worst of our appetites sated. Then, as the meal wound down, our conversations quieted while the fullness settled comfortably in our stomachs.

Darny, ever the attentive host, watched from his vantage, ensuring our needs were met without fuss or fanfare. The tavern’s ambiance was perfect — the murmurs and drifting melodies from the other patrons a fine background to our contented sighs.

Leigh leaned back, her chair creaking slightly as she eyed Yeska, seeking to get to know the cat girl better. “So,” she said, folding her hands in her lap, “How did you enjoy the day with us? And how do you like Gladdenfield?”

Yeska’s response was a languid stretch, arms reaching toward the ceiling before settling back down. She then purred happily. “I enjoyed it very much,” she said. “And while I’ve been to Gladdenfield often enough, I’ve rarely lingered. It’s a charming place, and I’m happy to see it now in the company of people who know it well.”

With that, the conversation continued, the voices of my beloved women a gentle ebb and flow around the table. But as the evening stretched on, I realized it was time to take the next step.


Chapter 19

After our fulfilling dinner, I leaned back in my chair, a contented sigh escaping me. The warmth of the Wild Outrider tavern was comforting, its familiar creaks and murmurs a reminder of many evenings spent here with the locals and travelers passing through.

But tonight, my thoughts turned toward the adventure that beckoned us, the quests that could lead us into unknown dangers and hopefully bring us closer as a group.

I excused myself from the table, promising I’d be back shortly, and strode toward the bar where Darny was at work. The wooden planks beneath my boots felt solid, bearing me steadily to the counter, where the smell of aged wood and spilt ale greeted me like an old friend.

“David, back to stir up trouble?” Darny called out as I approached, his voice deep and rich with mirth. A smile was already stretching across my face, knowing well the kind of ‘trouble’ he joked about.

“You know I’m the picture of innocence, Darny,” I replied with a mock-serious tone, resting my elbows on the well-worn bar top. “I wouldn’t dare disrupt your fine establishment.”

Darny chuckled, wiping down a glass with a clean rag, his movements practiced and sure. “So you say,” he said with a good-natured grin. “But ever since you carried Celeste away to your homestead, my patrons have been nagging me for her songs! She has a voice that could tame a griffin!”

I laughed, understanding the tease buried in his words. “Well, it can’t be helped,” I teased back, “a girl like her can’t spend her days singing for a bunch of grubby dwarves, now, can she?”

His hearty guffaw rolled through the room, and a few heads turned, glancing curiously in our direction. “Grubby dwarves, he says!” Darny thundered, setting down the polished glass. “Now, you didn’t come over just for my delightful banter. What do you need?”

“Actually,” I began, leaning in a bit closer, “I wanted to ask if there’s word of any good quests around. Something that might suit a party of our level — about level 7. Heard anything like that?”

Darny paused, tapping a thoughtful finger against his chin. His eyes roamed the room for a moment before focusing back on me. “Come to think of it, there was something... An elven mage looking to fetch a magical staff from a cursed barrow-type Dungeon or something. The undead are involved, and he pegged it for level 6-7 adventurers.”

My interest was immediately piqued at the mention of the quest. “Sounds intriguing,” I said. “Something we might be able to handle. You think I could talk to this mage?”

“Upstairs,” he replied, jerking a thumb in the direction of the stairs leading to the rooms above. “He’s renting for the week while he looks for help. Third door on the left. You want me to send up word you’re coming?”

I considered his offer for a beat. “No need, I’ll go introduce myself. Thanks, Darny.”

As I made my way back to our table, the girls’ curious gazes followed my progress. “Got a lead on a quest,” I told them. “I’ll be back in a sec to fill you in — just need to have a quick word with the one who posted it.”

Diane nodded, her eyes flicking toward the staircase where I was headed. Leigh raised her glass as if in a toast to my endeavor, and Celeste gave a small wave, the gesture supportive.

Yeska’s intrigued eyes met mine, a trace of that same intensity from earlier seeming to ask silent questions. “Good luck,” she said.

I gave them a confident smile before I ascended the stairs, the weight of the quest already forming within my mind. The corridor above was dim, the lanterns casting pools of gold on the floorboards.

I passed the first and second doors, listening to the soft sounds of life from behind them — faint conversations, the rustle of pages, the hush of Gladdenfield at dusk. As I walked, I wondered what kind of challenge this new quest would pose.

So far, not all of the estimates regarding level and challenge had been accurate, but that was a risk of this world — a Dungeon could grow more dangerous over time.

Approaching the third door on the left, I raised my hand and knocked firmly. The wood felt cool and solid beneath my knuckles, the echo a sharp punctuation in the stillness.

A moment of silence followed, the waiting a small void between what was and what might be. Then, the latch clicked, and the door creaked open, spilling more amber light into the hallway.


Chapter 20

The door creaked open, revealing an elder male elf, his long silver hair flowing like rivulets of moonlight down his back. His eyes, though rheumy, regarded me with an intensity that belied his age. They spoke of wisdom and of years spent in pursuit of knowledge. The lines on his face suggested a lifetime of concentration and study, and yet, there was a softness there too, a hint of kindness in the downward curve of his mouth.

“May I help you?” he inquired, his voice carrying the faint trace of a distant luxuriance, as if his words were accustomed to echoing through the halls of a grand institution rather than the simplicity of a tavern room.

“Good evening,” I responded, extending my hand in greeting. “I’m David Wilson. I heard about a quest you posted — I believe it involves retrieving a magical staff?”

The elf’s hand met mine, his grip surprisingly firm, and a smile lifted the corners of his mouth ever so slightly. “Ah, you’re the Dragon-Slayer. I heard of you! Good, good! Step in, please. I am Lernoval of Thelluan,” he said, gesturing for me to enter the room, which was as uncluttered and solemn as a library corner, with only the necessary furnishings for a traveler and the unmistakable insignia of the Academy of Thelluan on his robe.

Once inside, the quiet of the room enfolded us, its sparse decoration a reflection of the man before me — utilitarian and without unnecessary embellishments. Lernoval moved to the window and beckoned me to take a seat in one of the two chairs by a modest wooden table.

“I apologize for the accommodations; they are rather austere for a conversation of this nature,” Lernoval commented, sitting across from me, his posture erect, every inch the scholar I had perceived him to be.

“Think nothing of it,” I assured him, eager to learn about the quest. “What can you tell me about this staff you seek?”

Lernoval’s gaze drifted toward the window, his voice a shade softer as he began to recount the tale. “It’s a family heirloom, passed down through generations. My ancestors understood its power and protected it. But during the Upheaval, it was lost to us… That is, until now. My studies have revealed it to me, and I wish to have it returned for my family’s benefit.”

The evening sun cast golden streaks over the room as Lernoval described the challenge: “The staff rests now in a cursed barrow Dungeon, deep within the forested area known as Copperwinde. The undead guard it. They were once the guardians of the staff — an elven mercenary company hired to transport it. However, they never completed their quest. Something happened — I never learned what — and they died. The power of the staff made their oath to guard it transcend their deaths, and a barrow-like Dungeon formed around it due to the innate pull and weight of the staff’s magic.”

I listened intently, absorbing every detail Lernoval provided. “What can you tell me about this barrow, and the undead who guard it?” I asked, my thoughts already racing through the implications of what he’d shared.

Lernoval leaned forward, his features sharpened by the gravity of his words. “The barrow is an ancient place of power, long before the elven academies rose, when mages practiced their arts without rule. The undead... they are not to be trifled with. Perversions of life’s natural course, they are bound to that staff as their last charge in life, which serves as a focal point for their restless spirits.”

Every sentence he uttered helped paint an elaborate picture of the potential dangers we might face, and the intricate dance between life and death that the quest appeared to involve.

“It’s about three-day march south from here into Copperwinde,” Lernoval continued, “through terrain that can be treacherous as it is beautiful. If you make good time, you’ll get there on the third day easily.”

I already felt the pull of the adventure, the call to arms that always resonated within me. “You have an exact location for this barrow?” I asked, my eyes not leaving his.

“I have maps, and I can provide you with the necessary references,” Lernoval assured me. “However, retrieving the staff will require more than knowing the way. It’ll demand bravery... and subtlety.”

The mage’s earnest tone revealed the value he placed on this quest, and in that moment, I understood that helping him is about more than just another adventure — it’s about restoring a sense of heritage and pride. The urgency burning in his eyes revealed to me that this was of great importance to him.

“The reward will be appropriate,” he said, taking a pouch from the table and tossing it over to me.

It was heavy, the jangle of gold easy to feel. I quickly inspected the contents, and Lernoval was generous.

“As I said,” he muttered. “It is a dangerous Dungeon. Level 7, I would say, and there aren’t many adventurers in this area who can take on such a challenge. Accordingly, the reward is high. It should be satisfactory.

“It is. And I appreciate your candor,” I said, my determination solidifying. I replaced the pouch on the table with an audible cling. “My companions and I — we have faced our fair share of dangers. I believe we can take on this quest.”

Lernoval’s eyes lit up, a youthful spark ignited in their depths. “Indeed? That’s heartening to hear,” he said. “It would mean a great deal to recover what was once a defining symbol of my family.”

I rose from my chair, offering Lernoval my hand once more. “Then consider us at your service. We’ll depart in the morning, taking a short detour to my homestead to get our supplies. Can you come down in an hour or so and talk to me and my Scout, so we know the way? I need some time to explain the quest to my party members.”

He clasped my hand, sealing the agreement between us. “Excellent,” Lernoval replied, a genuine sense of relief evident in the release of his breath. “And of course, I shall come down and tell you what I know of the way there.”

“See you in an hour, then,” I said, and he replied with a gracious nod before getting up and opening the door for me.

As I left, I felt the mage’s gaze on my back. This exchange had been more profound than a simple hiring for a quest — it’s as if I was giving him hope for something thought irretrievable.

The door closed behind me with a soft click, the sounds of the tavern rushing back to greet me. I headed back downstairs to my companions, my stride purposeful, thoughts of the quest filling my mind and the sense of excitement growing once more.


Chapter 21

I navigated my way back through the jovial crowd at the Wild Outrider, the hearty sounds of conversation and laughter acting as my guideposts. The evening had settled into that comfortable cadence found only in places like these, where the worries of the day give way to the easier rhythms of night.

At our table, my women greeted me with happy smiles. Slipping back into my chair with a grateful sigh, the eyes of Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska were fixed on me, each of their faces reflecting a mixture of curiosity and anticipation.

“So, any luck with the quest?” Diane’s voice cut through the surrounding noise; her eyes bright with an eager spark.

Leigh leaned in, her attention honed in on my every word, while Celeste’s gentle demeanor seemed to soften even further with interest.

“Lernoval, an elven mage, has lost a family heirloom — a magical staff,” I began, my voice low so as not to roam too far from the circle of our group. “He believes it’s fallen into a cursed barrow guarded by the undead. It’s a dangerous quest, suited for adventurers around level 7, and he’s offering generous compensation for its return.”

The information sank into the space between us, hovering like the first note of a long-awaited melody. Their faces remained still, absorbing the gravity of the quest I was proposing, understanding that this entailed more than the usual foray into the wilderness.

“Undead, huh?” Leigh’s tone betrayed no fear, only the thrill of the challenge. “We’ve handled worse, right?”

“We have,” I affirmed, meeting her gaze. “Lernoval seems to think highly of our capabilities. And, well, I’ve agreed to take on his quest.”

Yeska perked up, her earlier quiet supplanted by the intrigue I had come to associate with her. “When do we leave?” she asked, her voice a clear note among the tavern’s murmured harmonies.

“Tomorrow,” I replied, already feeling a surge of excitement at the prospect ahead. “We’ll return to the homestead after fetching some supplies here at market in the morning. Then, we’ll make the homestead ready for our absence and be on our way. It’s a three-day trip, so we should be back within a week.”

Diane gave a decisive nod, her determined mien showing her readiness. “Then we best prepare tonight. We’ll need to leave at dawn if we want to make good time.”

The table’s enthusiasm was palpable, a fervor that quickened the heart and solidified intent. Their nods and affirmations felt like a pact sealed in the quiet understanding of the danger we were about to face.

Celeste folded her hands atop the table, her serenity never once faltering. “I’m looking forward to it,” she said, a whisper heard clear across the wooden surface. “There’s much to do, but the thought of adventure stirs something deep within me.”

“Me too,” Yeska agreed, her green eyes vivid in the tavern light. “I haven’t had an outing like what you’re describing in... well, a long while.”

I could see in their faces the different tides of emotions — Leigh’s unshakeable cheer, Diane’s protective streak, Celeste’s poetic calm — all converging into a single stream of collective resolve.

Before we could delve deeper into the conversation, Darny ambled over, two pitchers in hand. “Another round of drinks,” he announced, setting them down with a practiced ease. “Seeing as you’re back and smiling, I’m thinking you got yourselves a quest.”

We each leaned forward to refill our own cups, the rich amber of the ale mirroring the lingering glow of the setting sun outside. Darny stood with a smile, eyes scanning over the glasses.

“Thanks!” I said. “And we did! We’re going to retrieve his staff from the undead.”

“Good!” Darny said, a note of caution threading through his otherwise convivial tone. “But the undead are no easy foes.”

“We know,” I reassured him, catching his eye. “We’ll be careful, Darny. We’ve always managed before, haven’t we?”

Indeed, the ambiance around us seemed to punctuate the truth of my words — the clinks of cups, the quiet strumming from a weathered lute near the hearth, the safe haven we were all part of.

“Just be sure you’re prepared,” Darny insisted, his gaze sweeping over each of us. “No heroics that’ll land you in trouble, alright?”

We raised our cups in a silent promise to the barkeep, our collective nod as solemn as any oath given in the more formal settings of courts and councils.

An hour passed with genial chatter, as our growing excitement for the journey pieced together plans for a meticulous departure. Darny made his rounds, leaving us to talk, laugh, and steel ourselves for the uncertain path ahead.

After that, Lernoval came down, and I introduced him to my women. He seemed impressed by the party, and he sat down with me and Diane and his collections of maps, explaining everything he knew about the route to Diane, who absorbed the information with care. It turned out the foxkin Scout had ventured into Copperwinde before, and she knew the way better than Lernoval.

When the signs and landmarks that would point us to the barrow had been explained, Lernoval bade us good luck and rose to leave.

“Expect us back within ten days,” I told him, already picturing us marching southward to the mysteries Copperwinde forest holds.

“I’ll be waiting for your triumphant return,” Lernoval said, the formality of his manner slipping into something warmly anticipatory.

After that, he returned to his chambers, obviously not a man for taverns.

Eventually, I glanced at the nearby clock and sighed. “I think it’s about time we headed to the apartment above the general store. We all need some rest for the early start tomorrow.”

My suggestion was met with reluctant agreement, the day’s pleasantries winding down as the night drew its dark curtain around Gladdenfield, the hour growing late.

“We’ll head back, then,” Diane said, standing up first, ready as ever to lead us.

We filed out of the Wild Outrider, satisfaction warming us from within as we ventured through the quiet streets of the frontier night, each of us looking forward to the adventure that was soon to begin.


Chapter 22

As dawn crept into the room, a soft light broke through the curtains and spread across the floor, touching the edge of the bed where I lay entwined among my companions. Diane’s breathing was steady and even, Leigh’s a gentle murmur, and Celeste’s a quiet whisper.

I slipped from the bed, taking care not to disturb the quiet scene, and tiptoed across the room. The floorboards were cool beneath my feet, the crisp morning air nipped at my skin as I made my way to the kitchen of Leigh’s old apartment. It was a space once familiar for daily routines, now a waypoint for new beginnings.

Yeska was already there, her silhouette outlined by the dim glow of the stove. She was the picture of solitude, early morning light casting soft shadows across her face. We exchanged quiet greetings, a mutual understanding between early risers, as we moved about the cozy kitchen to prepare breakfast.

The silence between us was companionable as Yeska placed a kettle on the stove, its soft hiss soon filling the room. I busied myself with setting out bread and jam, the simple act of breaking bread together an intimacy that life on the frontier afforded.

Yeska reached for plates from an overhead shelf, her movements fluid and graceful even in a task as mundane as this. “Did you sleep well?” she asked, as if our earlier acknowledgment needed reaffirmation now that the day was truly upon us.

“Very well,” I replied, turning my attention to the eggs I had started to scramble. The sizzle of the butter as it hit the pan melded with the sharp crack of the eggshells, the aroma soon wafting throughout the small kitchen. “And you?”

She smiled broadly as she watched me, and I felt my heart swell under her gaze. “I did,” she said. “Although the walls are thin…”

She let the last remark linger in a teasing way, and I knew full well what she meant. Last night, I and my women had indulged a little, and a little soon turned into a lot. No doubt she had heard us.

I just smiled, choosing not to say anything right now.

Leigh was the first to join us, rubbing sleep from her eyes with the back of her hand, a half-smile playing on her lips as she sniffed the air. “Smells like someone’s been productive,” she mused, taking a seat at the table.

Celeste followed, a touch more awake, her hair a tousled cascade of amber as she tied it back in a loose knot that revealed her elegant, pointed ears. “Everything looks wonderful,” she said, her voice clear and bright as morning itself.

Diane came last, stretching as she entered, each limb extended with a languidness that spoke of good rest. “I could get used to waking up to this every day,” she chimed, taking her seat and eyeing the food with appreciation.

Together we ate, the act of sharing a meal binding us in ways words often could not. Conversation flowed easily, snippets of laughter and soft replies drifting as we got ready for a long day ahead.

Yeska became more animated with each bite, her initial reservation melting away amid the chatter. Leigh recounted a humorous encounter from the day before at the lake, and I watched Yeska’s face light up with genuine amusement.

After breakfast, the four of us lingered at the table, cups of coffee warming our hands. Leigh stretched, a spark of energy already igniting her gaze as she said, “We should get moving. Supplies won’t buy themselves.”

I nodded in agreement, setting down my cup with a decisive clink. “An hour should be enough time,” I added. “Why don’t you accompany me, Leigh? The rest of you can get our stuff ready here.”

“Sounds good,” Diane said.

“Meet us downstairs in an hour,” I instructed, and the girls all acknowledged with nods, the routine of setting out familiar to each of us by now.

Leigh and I exited the apartment, making our way downstairs to the general store, which Randal was already tending to. The early birds of Gladdenfield had begun to stir, their own routines intersecting with ours.

As we entered the store, Randal looked up from his ledger with a warm smile. “Morning, you two,” he greeted, his eyes sharp and alive with the day’s promise. “Nice to see y’all in Gladdenfield once more!”

“Morning, Randal,” I replied. “How’s the store holding up?”

“Doing just fine, thanks to you,” Randal said, his tone rich with gratitude. “You keep bringin’ in the goods, and folks keep buyin’. It’s a good thing you set up this place when ya did, Leigh.”

Leigh beamed, proud and pleased by his words. “The store was the best decision,” she agreed, her eyes scanning the shelves she had once stocked herself. She then eyed me sideways and grinned. “Well, the second-best decision.”

I chuckled before turning to Randal again. “Any unusual requests or needs from the townsfolk lately?” I inquired, aware that Randal was often privy to the needs and wants of Gladdenfield’s inhabitants.

Randal shook his head, a chuckle escaping him. “Nope, nothin’ the store can’t handle. But I’ll let y’all know if anythin’ comes up.”

As Leigh and I rummaged through the supplies, selecting ammunition and odds and ends for the trip, conversation ebbed and flowed between us. The importance of each item was discussed, Leigh’s knowledge of the store’s inventory proving invaluable.

With supplies in hand, Leigh and I made our way back toward the front of the store, where Randal was just finishing a transaction with a customer. “If that’s all you need, I’ll tally up your total,” he said, a practiced smile guiding his actions.

We thanked Randal and, with goodbyes exchanged, stepped out into the brightening morning. Gladdenfield was coming to life around us, but now we had our sights set on a different sort of day ahead. With everything we needed for the expedition packed away, we were ready to return to the homestead and make the final preparations before setting out on our adventure.
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Soft light spread its gentle fingers over Gladdenfield Outpost, brushing the wooden gates with a warm, golden hue. We had assembled there, our little group of travelers, taking in the stillness of the morning before setting off. It was that still-on-the-edge quiet time when the world seemed to hold its breath, waiting for life to stir.

With our supplies strapped securely to our backs, we began our trek through the Springfield Forest. The path was well-trodden, wide enough to allow homesteaders and traders alike to journey to and from Gladdenfield. The air was crisp, filled with the scent of pine and earth, the kind of aroma that wakes you up and fills you with energy.

We weren’t alone on the path for long. Soon we came across other walkers, each engaged in their own early endeavors. A family of homesteaders came from the opposite direction, a sturdy wagon pulled by a pair of oxen creaking under the weight of freshly harvested produce destined for the market stalls. They waved cheerily at us, and we waved back.

Tradesmen with their carts full of goods traveled in the opposite direction, eager to set up their wares before the outpost fully awoke. Their faces were etched with the light of anticipation, hoping that they would do good business in the little frontier settlement.

We continued down the path, flanked by trees that stood like silent sentinels. As the forest canopy thickened above us, spears of sunlight darted through the leaves, creating a mosaic of light and shadow on the forest floor. The sounds of the forest accompanied us, the soft rustle of leaves and the distant calls of birds serenading our passage.

After a brisk walk, we reached the old cottonwood tree that marked where the larger path gave way to a narrower one, less frequented, that led to my homestead. It stood towering and broad, its bark gnarled with age and its boughs stretching wide like the welcoming arms of an old friend.

As we turned onto the smaller pathway, the ambiance of the forest grew denser, more alive with the secrets it held so close. Our steps became more deliberate as we navigated the roots and rocks, the earth beneath our feet speaking a language only known to those who frequent it.

We walked in a comfortable silence, each lost in thoughts about the upcoming journey. Diane’s hand brushed against the greenery lining the path, a connection to this place that was etched deep in her heart. Celeste moved with soundless grace, her gaze lingering on the gentle sway of ferns caressed by the wind. Even Yeska, the outsider among us, seemed drawn into the quiet rhythm of this place.

Then, the stillness of the woods was broken by a familiar hulking shape ambling toward us. It was Leigh’s pet larroling, lumbering out of the underbrush, its massive frame moving with surprising gentleness.

“There’s my boy!” Leigh exclaimed, her voice infused with warmth as she went to greet the creature, reaching up to scratch the place behind its tusks that she knew it loved. The larroling’s grunt of contentment rumbled through the air, a low and reassuring sound.

Celeste and Diane came forward to join her, their hands reaching out to the larroling’s shaggy fur, exchanging a look of affection with the beast. Even Yeska, who had watched with measured curiosity, stepped closer, offering a tentative stroke to the larroling’s side.

With our beastly companion content, we started moving again, the homestead drawing ever nearer. Leaves crunched underfoot, and small creatures darted away from our approach, the whole forest teeming with life just out of sight.

Then, ahead of us, another guardian of the homestead appeared. It was Mr. Drizzles, hovering in place, its form crackling with elemental power. I nodded to the storm elemental, signaling our peaceful intentions and familiarity.

Beside Mr. Drizzles floated the second storm elemental, the one I had summoned for yesterday’s departure. They both gave off low, deep thrums, the sounds of their innate power pulsating gently like a silent warning to any who dared to trespass.

We passed the elementals with nods, and I felt a surge of pride for the security they provided. Yeska glanced back at them with intrigue, her eyes reflecting the fading light like twin green lanterns in the growing shade of the forest.

The homestead came into view, its outline a comforting sight against the backdrop of the forest. The large front porch where many evenings had been spent was now bathed in a soft light that seemed to beckon us home.

Leigh was the first to step onto the porch, her boots thumping against the wooden planks in a triumphant return from our day’s journey. Celeste followed, her steps lighter, carrying the serene satisfaction of arriving back to familiar surroundings.

Diane joined her, setting down the cooler with a chuckle that spoke of both fatigue and fulfillment. Yeska, still taking it all in, stepped up beside me, a curious look crossing her face as if registering every detail of our home.

I felt a gentle relief wash over me, the comfort of returning home, even if it was temporary. The nostalgia mingled with the certainty of the challenges we would soon face.

Leigh turned, leaning against the railing of the porch, her gaze sweeping over the property. The land we had worked hard to cultivate, to tame and make our own, stretched out before us in the afternoon light, the fruit of our labors here.

Celeste moved to stand by her side, their shoulders brushing as they both took in the sight of the homestead. The corners of Diane’s mouth turned up in a knowing smile, understanding the depth of emotion this return stirred in each of us. Yeska remained quiet, her composure holding back whatever thoughts might be swirling within her.

Leigh’s gaze lingered on the horizon, her quiet remarks drifting toward us. “They say every journey begins with a single step. But it’s returning home that measures the distance we’ve traveled.”

I couldn’t help agreeing as I looked at the home we’d leave behind come first light. Preparing for the morrow’s journey, for the quest that Lernoval had entrusted us with, would be the task of the day. There was much to do, still, before dusk would creep in, and the homestead awaited to grant us a night’s reprieve.

Luckily, it was still morning; most of the day remained ahead of us.

“Let’s grab an early lunch, girls,” I said. “After that, we’ll get to work.”


Chapter 23

The bustle in the homestead kitchen had begun with the slicing of bread and the soft bubbling of a pot on the stove. Diane, Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and I moved about in a synchronized dance of cooking and serving, almost practiced in our movements as each of us contributed to the early lunch.

As the food came together piece by piece, platters and bowls filled with simple, hearty fare covered the sturdy oak kitchen table. The rich aroma of a stew, thickened with root vegetables and tender chunks of meat, mingled with freshly baked bread.

“Looks like we have enough food here to feed an army,” Diane commented as she came up to the table, filling her plate with a generous helping.

Leigh chuckled as she slathered butter on a slice of warm bread before passing it to me. Her lively spirit was as infectious as always, “Better too much than too little, considering the work we have ahead!”

I nodded in agreement, aware of the tasks that lay before us. “Eat well, because after lunch it’s back to chores,” I reminded them gently, my mind already turning to the fields and the tasks that would ensure the homestead could manage our short absence.

We sat down, making quick work of the meal, the conversation drifting to the chores at hand. Yeska listened attentively, her learning curve on the homestead still steep, but her willingness evident in the set of her shoulders and the note-taking gaze.

Celeste spoke up, her tone matter-of-fact, “I’ll start by checking the domesticants, making sure they’re all right.” Her affection for the little creatures brought a soft smile to my face. “After that, I’ll start preparing our supplies for tomorrow.”

“I’ll head to the workshop,” I said, finishing my slice of bread. “I need to make sure everything is in order and that the tools are cleaned and stored away.”

Leigh stood, plates already in hand, “And I’ll see to the larroling and the domesticants to make sure they’re all set with their tasks while we’re out. I’ll help Celeste with tomorrow’s supplies once I’m done.”

Yeska finished eating and pushed her plate aside, eager to offer her assistance. “Point me to where I can best be helpful,” she offered, a new side of her coming to light — the side that wanted to contribute and belong.

Diane nodded at Yeska. “I could use your help with the fences — they always need checking, and an extra pair of hands would be most welcome. I’ll check on the crops myself.”

Lunch wrapped up, and the plates were cleared away with a shared sense of purpose driving us. Yeska and Diane headed outside, each picking up the necessary tools as they went.

Celeste moved with a quiet grace to where the domesticants — Ghostie and Sir Boozles — hovered, waiting for her instructions. Her gentle words seemed to settle the creatures, their eager chirps showing their readiness to work.

I made my way into the workshop, the scent of sawdust and the tang of metal greeting me. Methodically, I began to arrange everything, cleaning saw blades and sorting through screws and nails, placing them back into their respective jars and bins.

The alchemy laboratory was mostly untouched as I had done no alchemy these past few days, and I was looking forward to getting back into it once this quest was finished. The reward would allow me to purchase many new ingredients, perhaps even seeds to grow some of my own.

Leigh’s voice traveled to me through an open window, a soft melody carried by the breeze as she issued quiet commands to the larroling and Mr. Drizzles. Their deep thrums in response assured me they understood the importance of their tasks.

Time passed, marked by the sun’s glare as late afternoon came around. The domesticants flitted back and forth from the garden plots to the well, tending to Magebread flowers and Wispsilk leaves before the day’s end.

It was in the golden hour of the late afternoon that we reconvened on the porch, everyone’s skin glistening with the sheen of honest toil. Yeska and Diane returned from the fence line, the latter describing how Yeska caught on quickly to the work, while she had observed as Diane inspected the crops.

“The fences should hold up nicely now,” Diane said, and Yeska’s cheeks flushed slightly with what I took to be pride at accomplishing something so outside her usual expertise.

Celeste and the domesticants completed their rounds as well, the tiny creatures whirring happily around her, their part in the day’s chores done efficiently.

Leigh stooped to pat the larroling on the snout, murmuring words of thanks before nodding at Mr. Drizzles, who crackled softly in response, towards his usual patrolling track.

With the day’s work behind us, supper was a quiet affair — a simple meal to end the work-filled day. Our plates filled with greens from our garden and the last of the bread and butter we had brought from Gladdenfield, we ate mostly in silence, the fatigue settling into our bones.

“Feels good though,” Leigh mused as she leaned back, “accomplishing so much in one day.”

I couldn’t help agreeing with her sentiment. The work had been fulfilling, and each chore was a step closer to ensuring the homestead would be fine without us.

The meals were cleared away, and the evening waned. The kitchen’s warmth held us a moment longer before we all began to feel the pull of our beds beckoning for a night’s rest.

As I lay down, the day’s efforts weighed heavy on my eyelids. Rest came easy, a welcome friend in the quiet cocoon of the homestead. Despite the exhaustion of the day, I was happy to get some sleep and looking forward to the expedition tomorrow.


Chapter 24

The next morning, we gathered around the table where our supplies lay, each of us with a cup of coffee in hand, ready to take stock of what we’d carry into the forest and beyond. I cleared my throat, encouraging my companions to tuck into the quick breakfast of porridge that lay before us.

Diane, her brow furrowed with concentration, checked off items from a list she’d written the night before. “Two tents, got them here,” she announced, patting the canvas bundles that were neatly rolled and tied. They were compact and easy to carry, vital for our journey.

Leigh, unrolling a sleeping bag to ensure it was dry and free of tears, flashed me a cheeky grin. “And don’t forget the bedrolls. Wouldn’t want to sleep on hard ground, would we?” She winked, her good humor a constant even in the midst of preparation.

“Got the torches,” Celeste piped up, pressing the button on one to test its beam. The light cut sharply through the morning shadows, a beacon that promised safety when night would fall on us along the trail.

I reached for the cooking gear, a compact set that included a small pot, pan, and a portable stove that would serve us well when we made camp. “This should see us through,” I said, ensuring everything was accounted for and in working condition.

Yeska hefted the water containers, her eyes sweeping over the labeled jugs that held our drinking water. “Plenty to keep us hydrated,” she confirmed, the muscles in her forearms standing out slightly as she judged their heft.

Diane continued through the inventory, her voice steadily calling out each item. “Ropes, check. Foldable shovel’s here too,” she disclosed, ensuring the essentials wouldn’t be left behind.

Leigh handled the ammunition, her fingers deft as they counted the rounds for her revolver. Diane did the same for her crossbow bolts, her attention meticulous, while I made sure my rifle’s magazines were fully loaded.

Celeste went through our food supplies, checking the sealed packs of preserved meals we had purchased in Gladdenfield. High-calorie and nourishing, they’d sustain us through the physical demands of the upcoming days. “We won’t go hungry,” she said lightly, a small smile reassuring me.

Satisfied with the state of our gear, I looked around at the expectant faces of my companions. “Looks like we’re all set,” I encouraged them, receiving nods of consent as we all felt the gravity of the expedition before us.

Leaving the dishes to the domesticants, we each grabbed our packs, feeling their weight as a tangible reminder of the adventure we were embarking on. Yeska lingered by the table, taking one last look at the map Lernoval had provided. “Alright,” she said, clutching her now packed bag, “time to go.”

I called upon Ghostie and Sir Boozles, the domesticants who had been buzzing about, eager for their instructions. “Keep an eye on the homestead, alright?” Their chirps were like affirmations, their eyes glowing a steady blue. “Tend to the crops as well.”

Mr. Drizzles and his fellow storm elemental hovered in their usual places, their presence a silent promise of vigilance. I addressed them with a nod, appreciative of my summons’ unwavering loyalty to our home’s safety.

The larroling grunted softly as we loaded it with some of the heavier supplies, mainly the drinking water. Its large frame was built for such burdens, and it shifted under the weight with reliable grace.

Distributing the remaining supplies among our packs, we each shared the load. The balance of weight against our shoulders was a familiar comfort, the snug straps a sign that we were ready for the journey ahead.

With everything secured, I glanced back towards the homestead, its sturdy walls standing as a haven for our return. “Let’s head out,” I said, motioning towards the treeline that marked the beginning of our journey.

Diane stepped forward at my request, her Scout Class skills coming to the forefront. She examined the forest ahead, her keen eyes scanning for the subtle signs that would lead us through the underbrush and towards our destination.

“This way,” Diane directed, her confident stride carrying her into the greenery, a pathfinder in her element. We followed her lead; the forest’s embrace a welcome constant as we ventured into its depths.

The sun climbed higher as we walked, the light slipping through the leaves in a dappling of golden spots on the forest floor. Our footsteps were in sync, a rustling symphony complemented by the occasional calls of birds overhead.

Leigh remained beside me, her pace light and assured. Whether it was the comfort of companionship or the thrill of the quest, her bright spirit lent an energy to the group that was irreplaceable.

Celeste moved with a hush of motion, her steps seeming almost to respect the silence of our surroundings. She left no trace as she walked, her presence among us as natural as the woodland itself.

Yeska took up the rear, her gaze sweeping over her new companions in contemplation. I sensed the beginning of a deep kinship taking root, her place among us becoming clearer with each shared mile.

The forest around us was alive, a hidden audience to our passing. The crisp air filled our lungs, the uneven terrain tested our steps, and the destination called to us with the promise of untold challenges.

Our conversation was minimal, words spoken softly against the backdrop of nature’s chorus. It felt good to be on the road again, the path unrolling before us like a ribbon of possibility.

The shadows grew shorter as the morning wore on, our progress gradual from the known to the unknown. And with the homestead behind us and the promise of the quest ahead, there was a sense of rightness to our endeavor — a fitting quest for the bonds we shared, and the future we were building together.
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The forest around us was a living thing. Each step we took set off a small flurry of birds or squirrels that then settled back into the invisible weave of their everyday lives.

The Springfield Forest was familiar to us, an often-traveled space around the homestead — a stretch of green between New Springfield and Gladdenfield Outpost, yet it never ceased to offer tiny surprises — a flower I hadn’t noticed before, a footpath barely visible beneath the brush.

As the morning wore on, the sun climbed higher, and the light filtered through the leaves in a pattern that painted the forest floor. This part of the journey was comfortably familiar, a preamble to the unknowns we would soon face as we drew closer to the Copperwinde Forest.

Diane, Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, the larroling, and I walked in an easy silence, communication more about companionship than words. The larroling had taken well to its burden, the jugs of water now familiar weights upon its already massive frame, plodding along with a steadfast certainty.

We took our lunch break on a fallen log, using it as a makeshift bench. Pulling the food from our packs, we set up a simple meal of bread, cheese, and dried meat. “We should hit the Red River by tomorrow,” I said, breaking off a piece of bread, “after which the real journey begins through the magical lands of Copperwinde.”

“Copperwinde is a different beast,” Diane replied as she took a bite of her cheese. “It’s touched by Tannoris, and it is certainly different from the forests of Earth.” She smiled softly. “It is more like home. It holds magic... more magic than we see in Springfield. More creatures, too, and not all of them friendly.”

I nodded, taking her words seriously. Copperwinde sounded like a place awaiting our mark — a new chapter to write, and potentially a more dangerous one. “I trust we’ll manage,” I said with reassuring confidence. “We’re prepared, and we have each other.”

Lunch continued pleasantly, with talks of what lay ahead filling the space between bites. Leigh told another chapter of her life before the homestead; each anecdote laced with laughs and the rolling cadence of fond memory. Celeste shared her meal with Yeska, each girl picking things they liked best first.

Yeska seemed to have settled into this new rhythm. The earlier hint of a cat-like readiness to pounce had been replaced with a deliberate calmness, as if she had found her footing among us. Her eyes flicked from face to face, a quiet observer soaking in the tales and the bonds between us.

After lunch, we picked our way back onto the path, the remainder of our day marked by steady hiking. The forest seemed to change as we moved — subtly, almost shyly offering up its less familiar aspects as if it were assisting us on our journey.

Late afternoon came, wrapping the forest in a pre-evening glow. We found a clearing and decided to camp for the night. We divided the tasks; Diane and Yeska went to collect firewood while Leigh, Celeste, and I unpacked the tents from the larroling’s load.

I started a fire, working until its flames were just robust enough to cook our meal using the supplies we had packed — smoked fish. Diane and Yeska returned with enough wood to last the night and then some, their faces flushed with exertion.

Meanwhile, Celeste and Leigh set up the tents with practiced ease. Yeska watched and helped where she could, still the newcomer learning our ways but engaging with an earnestness that bridged any gaps from her inexperience.

We sat around the fire, eating once again, this time with the forest as our dining room. The crackling of the flames provided a backdrop to our meal, the snapping and popping a counterpoint to the softer sounds of the night beginning to settle around us.

As darkness seeped through the trees, more stars than I could count began to appear, a symbol of the purity of the wilderness we were lucky enough to call our temporary home. Celeste pointed out a few constellations that had carried over from Tannoris after the Upheaval, their histories woven into the fabric of her elven heritage.

Leigh plucked a small harmonica from her pack and played a few bluesy notes, a touch of music to end our day. It wasn’t a song so much as a series of sounds that somehow matched perfectly with the evening. Celeste leaned back, gazing on the skies, while Yeska watched Leigh, taking interest in the soothing notes the blonde produced.

After dinner, I sent Yeska and the others to rest in the tents while I took first watch over the camp. “I’ll wake you for the next shift,” I promised Diane as I saw them off, eyes already heavy with sleep.

The forest at night was a wholly different world, each shadow was thicker, and the silence was filled with the nuanced noise of nocturnal life. The firelight threw everything beyond it into obscure relief, and I felt the weight of our safety on my shoulders.

I kept the fire steady, adding wood every so often to keep the darkness at bay. My thoughts hovered between the protective warmth of the flames and the unknowns held beyond. Would the creatures of the night keep their distance, I wondered, or would curiosity draw them closer?

With each log I placed on the fire, I considered the strength of the group sleeping behind me. They were more than a collection of wanderers; they were my family, each bound by something stronger than the road beneath us.

The sky continued its slow revolution, unaware of the small band of travelers nested beneath it. Celeste had described the stars as the eyes of the gods, and I couldn’t help but feel, perhaps, they were watching over us.

I occasionally glanced back at the tents, the rhythm of deep, peaceful breathing reaching me from within. It was late, and the chill of the evening air hinted at the approach of deep night.

Time passed, the night deepening, the forest around us hushed and dark. A few clouds drifted lazily across the sky, occasionally obscuring the brightest stars — a veil of mystery over the night’s clarity.

Ensuring the fire was strong enough to last, I stood and stretched the stiffness from my limbs. I walked the perimeter of our camp, alert and ready, a final check before I would wake Diane for her turn at watch.

Shouldering my rifle, I patrolled the camp to make sure the women would get in a good night’s sleep. After that, it would be my turn.


Chapter 25

The stirrings of dawn ushered a soft chill through the trees as we rose from our rest. Shafts of light pierced the canvas of our tents, and within the tangle of sleep-warmed bodies, silence lingered. The world outside beckoned us to begin anew, the next leg of our journey ready to unfurl beneath the weight of our footsteps.

As I emerged, raking fingers through my hair, I found the others stirring, their movements slow but determined against the breath of the morning. Diane was the first to join me around the fire with the cooking supplies we had arranged the night before. Together, we began the ritual of breakfast preparation.

The air warmed as the porridge bubbled in the pot, a simple fare that would sustain us for the hours to come. I watched the steam rise in thin wisps, dissipating into the canopy above. Leigh yawned her way into wakefulness, rubbing at eyes that held the remnants of dreams as she took her place beside us.

Celeste’s sleepy smile bloomed as she shuffled from the tent, draping a soft blanket over her shoulders. The serenity of the forest dawn seemed to find a reflection in her, its hushed symphony a match for her muted grace. Yeska followed, her catkin alertness cut through by a thread of weariness, yet the anticipation of the day’s journey appeared to shore her up.

We gathered around the pot, ladling the steamy porridge into bowls. The breakfast was consumed with few words, each spoonful chased down with sips of strong coffee that Diane had brewed. The meal was quiet, yet the silence felt like the calm before the song, the intake of breath before the first note is played.

Once our bellies were filled, we set to breaking camp with the practiced ease of those familiar with the wilderness. The larroling eyed our progress, snuffling softly as it awaited the weight of packs and provisions. Diane folded tents with mechanical precision; her motions fluid as the forest breeze.

Leigh checked every knot and tie, ensuring our supplies were secured against the long day’s march. She hummed, a habit she had on mornings filled with purpose and destination. The sound was a soft thread pulled from the heart of contentment, soothing the fold and spindle of fabric and rope.

Celeste folded bedrolls with delicate fingers, each crease and tuck betraying the care that underpinned even the most mundane tasks. The motions were folded into the lore of our companionship, the fabric telling stories of past travels and shared dawns. We had gone on several trips now — first just me, Diane, and Leigh. Later with Celeste, and now with Yeska.

Yeska observed and learned, her hands slowly gaining the memory of tasks such as snuffing out the fire and dispersing its cooled ashes. Each instruction was absorbed; her previous life’s formalities eased away by the tactile truth of life under the open sky.

With everything packed, we shouldered our burdens, the larroling obediently waiting to be laden with gear. The weight felt familiar across my shoulders, a solid comfort that rooted me to the road we would travel.

Diane led us away from the clearing, her strides finding rhythm with the heartbeat of the forest. I followed, watching as her form blended with the shifting patterns of shade and sun, a Scout in her element.

Leigh’s steps formed punctuations in the quiet, her boots a soft staccato against the dirt. She had an energy about her that defied the early hour, a readiness that fed the very air we breathed.

Celeste walked lightly, the whisper of leaves and the murmur of distant water a song tailored to her step. The trees seemed to acknowledge her passing with a nod of branch and bow of bough — something magical about her wood-elven nature that made her seem so in tune with every aspect of the outdoors.

Soon, the Red River appeared as a ribbon of silver cutting through the land. Its banks were embraced by reeds and willows that swayed in the gentle current. The sound of its flow was a persistent whisper, a reminder of the fluidity of our own journey.

Diane navigated us to an old bridge, its timbers worn but holding strong against time and weather. “This’ll see us across safely,” she assured, her eyes scanning the structure’s span.

One by one, we tread its width, the creak of aged wood beneath us mingling with the river’s song.

On the other side, the Copperwinde Forest revealed itself, its thresholds marked by the curling tendrils of mists that wound themselves around the trunks of trees. Hues of green were deeper here, splashes of Tannorian blue bees darting amidst the foliage, a sight unseen in the lands we’d left behind.

The first steps into Copperwinde were like entering a realm set apart from our own. There was a tang of magic to the air, a vibrancy that pulsed beneath the leaf and loam. Bovine rofthuari loomed in the distance, their six-legged bodies wholly alien to this Earth.

In addition, we caught the occasional glimpse of larrolings in this wood, shaggy and wild. They reminded us that we were not astray from the familiar, yet their presence seemed accentuated here. Our own larroling grunted whenever it caught scent of one of its own kind.

We walked on, the forest embracing us in a fold of shadows and secrets. At its edge, where the day neared its close, Diane found the perfect spot for our next camp — a nestled cove surrounded by protective thicket and overlooking a misty vale cradling our destination.

A fire was kindled, its light a beacon against the coming of night. Tents rose amidst murmurs and soft laughter as once again, the domesticity of our troop spun warmth into the evening chill.

Dinner was a contented event, simple rations of dried foods mixed with the occasional sweet berry foraged from the forest’s bounty. Our conversations deepened, braided with the threads of shared endeavor and the yarns only twilight could tease from memory.

As the stars appeared one by one above the reaching hands of Copperwinde’s trees, I found myself looking towards the vale enshrouded in mist, knowing that soon we would step into a legend older than many of the songs that Celeste sang so sweetly. An elven barrow Dungeon was a new challenge altogether, and I was excited for it, but I knew we would have to be on our guards.

The others retired to their beds, each in turn softly wishing me goodnight as I took the first watch. With a nod, I accepted their trust, my gaze lingering on each tent flap that fell closed, sheltering my sleeping family.

Night fell upon us, and the Copperwinde held its secrets close. But together, we understood that we would venture into the Dungeon tomorrow, and as I settled in for my vigil, that knowledge was both a weight and a wing, tethering us as surely as the embers that glowed before me.


Chapter 26

Morning arrived with a hush, the early light weaving through the branches above and brushing against the fabric of our tents. I woke up to the serene sound of our surroundings, feeling the sense of a new day filled with unexplored possibilities. There was a slight chill in the air — a crisp reminder of the dew that settled overnight.

The camp began to stir, wakened by Celeste who had drawn the last watch. She glanced around, her eyes taking in the pale mist that shrouded the vale beyond our campsite. As she stood like that, I realized she was a creature of silent beauty, her presence blending seamlessly with the natural world she so revered.

Diane stretched as she exited her tent, a look of determination already set upon her features. “We should break camp quickly; we have plenty to uncover today,” she said, her voice clear in the misty air.

Leigh was soon by our side, her energy undimmed despite the early hour. She pulled on her boots and rolled up her sleeping bag with efficient swiftness, mirroring the purpose that drove all of us.

Yeska’s gaze swept across the camp, her eyes reflecting the subdued tones of dawn as she helped Celeste gather and pack our gear. They moved together quietly, bonded by the shared tasks of the morning.

The larroling grunted softly, waiting for us to load it up. Its large body seemed ready and capable, as much a part of our journey as any of us.

With breakfast a quick affair of leftover bread and dried fruit, we did not linger. The early meal was sustenance for the path ahead, the flavors barely registering as we readied ourselves to leave.

Once the final checks were made and the last straps tightened on our packs, I signaled to the group. “Let’s head out,” I said, my eyes already on the vale that awaited us, cloaked in mystery and mist.

Diane took the lead, guiding us with secure steps through the thick fog that began to envelop us as we left the sanctuary of our camp behind. The mist seemed to be a living thing, caressing our skin and hair, leaving tiny droplets in its wake.

As we walked deeper into the misty vale, Celeste broke the silence. “This place,” she murmured, almost to herself, “It’s like walking through one of the ancient burial grounds on Tannoris.”

Her observation resonated with us, lending an ethereal quality to our march. The deep mist seemed to hold secrets, and the standing stones that dotted the landscape were sentinels to a time long past.

“These monuments,” Celeste continued, gently brushing her hand against a stone adorned with Elvish script, “mark the place as sacred — a resting place for those who once walked among us.”

Diane regarded the inscriptions with admiration, a reverence for the history they represented. “They’re a reminder of what stood before the Upheaval,” she said thoughtfully.

Leigh watched us interact with the monuments, her natural curiosity kindling. “To think these stood in another world — a world linked to ours through events we still don’t fully understand,” she mused.

Yeska listened closely, an appreciative nod to the words shared. “There’s an undeniable power to this land,” she agreed, the mist swirling around her.

As we descended deeper into the valley, the number of standing stones increased, larger and more intricately inscribed. Celeste’s translations touched on themes of honor and remembrance, bringing depth to our expedition.

The mist began to thin as we approached the heart of the vale, revealing the startling sight of a vast stone barrow, its entrance a dark maw in the pale morning.

“This must be it,” Diane commented, taking a step closer. “It matches the description Lernoval gave us.”

I nodded in response, my gaze fixed on the ancient structure. “He said the staff lies within, along with the remnants of those who once sought to claim its powers.”

“The Undead,” Yeska hummed, and I gave her a nod.

Leigh squinted into the shadows of the entrance. “We’ll need to be cautious,” she said evenly. “Dungeons are rarely as straightforward as they appear.”

Celeste’s eyes scanned the stonework, catching glimpses of further inscriptions that wove around the entrance. “The elven text speaks of guardianship and eternal wakefulness,” she relayed to us, voicing a silent prayer in her native tongue. “That does seem to imply the undead roam here.”

It was a sight that brought introspection to us all — the balance of light against dark, the weight of history against the pulse of our own lives.

Yeska peered into the dimness beyond, the notion of exploration and discovery evident in her stance. “We’re about to step into a tale,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I can feel it.”

I looked at each of them, feeling a unity in our shared resolve. “We’ll eat an early lunch, discuss our approach, and gather ourselves before entering,” I decided, the echo of my words hanging in the balance between anticipation and apprehension.
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We settled on a grassy knoll strewn with boulders just a stone’s throw from the barrow entrance, where the cold damp of the misty vale seemed less intent on reaching our bones. The larroling positioned itself beside us, its hulking presence both familiar and comforting in this strange part of the forest. Leaves clung to its shaggy coat, remnants of our trek through the Copperwinde.

Diane laid the cloth out before us, a makeshift tablecloth that spread across the grass. Onto it, she placed dried venison, nuts, hard cheese, and a loaf of crusty bread that had survived the journey well enough. The simple meal spoke to our need for practicality over luxury on expeditions such as these.

Leigh uncorked a thermos, the scent of strong tea wafting towards us as she poured into tin cups. “Warmth from within as we plan for the venture ahead,” she said, handing out the tea.

Celeste passed around slices of apple, their freshness a sweet reminder of the comfort and care of our homestead. Yeska accepted her share with a small, grateful nod, one that acknowledged the thought behind each picked item.

We chewed in the companionable silence that shared hardships often birth, finding solace in the rhythm of bite and chew, the warmth of tea in our throats, and the closeness of trusted companions around us.

“Once inside,” I said, breaking the calm, “Diane should scout ahead a little. Or take point at the very least.” The mist wrapped around us like a shawl as I spoke, my breath visible in the cold air.

Diane nodded; her sharp features set with determination. “I can manage that. I’ll look for signs, traps, anything out of place.”

“I’ll follow close behind,” I continued, “The larroling can flank us.”

The larroling snuffled, its large nostrils flaring as if understanding its role in our plans. Its loyalty was unfaltering, a fact that brought me immeasurable peace as we faced unknown challenges ahead.

Leigh and Yeska elected to bring up the rear, a position from which Leigh could watch our backs with sharp eyes and quickdraw if need be. “Don’t you worry,” she said, “we’ll have no problem keeping pace.”

Yeska, looking over to the shadowed barrow entrance, her expression one of focus rather than the carefree mannerisms from days spent idle in the sun. “When necessary, I can provide a buff. It will cost the recipient some Health, but it might be just what we need in a pinch.”

“And those curses?” I prompted, remembering the power Yeska possessed that was unlike anything I had encountered before. “A means to weaken our enemies?”

“Just so,” she confirmed. “Especially if they carry a strong Bloodline. Most bosses do. It could be crucial in a Dungeon such as this.”

As we conversed, Celeste kept one eye on the entrance, the elvish runes whispering forgotten tales to her senses. Her connection to the arcane was undeniable, a silent commitment to the world’s older magics at play around us.

The meal was soon finished, and the leftovers carefully stowed away. I brushed crumbs from my hands onto the ground, where the world would reclaim them in time.

Diane checked her crossbow, her fingers familiar with each curve and notch of the weapon as she examined the string and stock. Her readiness was like a stone in a running stream, unmovable and sure.

Leigh checked her revolver. She tested the release and gave me a slight nod. “All set.”

Celeste arranged her satchel, ensuring her sword and supplies were secure and within easy reach. Despite her shapely and womanly frame, Celeste was an impressive swordfighter, her Stellar Maiden Class a boon in any Dungeon.

Yeska’s loadout was the lightest, a testament to her role that relied more on skill and less on material aid. A dagger hung at her side, a simple blade that held more purpose than it let on.

The larroling was prepared, its broad back ready to shield us from harm should the need arise. Its patient wait felt like the breath held between two notes of music, necessary in the melody of our venture.

As the sun climbed higher, the chill of the vale’s mist began to dissipate, replaced by a tempered warmth that felt like encouragement from the world itself. I rolled my shoulders to ease the slight tension, readying for what was to come.

I took one last look around the clearing, ensuring we had left nothing behind that we would need in the dungeon. The camp itself we left as it is.

Diane scanned the landscape, her gaze lingering on the rise and fall of the land, her mind already mapping our path before she turned to the others. “We should get moving,” she said, “the day won’t wait on us.”

I nodded. “We don’t want to be in a Dungeon when it’s night, and we’re getting tired. Let’s move out.”

We gathered our courage like we had our packs, slinging it over our shoulders with an acceptance that bore the weight of the responsibility we carried — to one another, to Lernoval, to the greater order of the world we fought to protect.

And with our strategy laid out and weapons checked, we stood before the Dungeon’s yawning entrance. The mist had now completely lifted, revealing the barrow’s promise of peril and possibility.


Chapter 27

The barrow’s entrance loomed before us, raised by the errant magical energies of the staff itself. It had to be a powerful artifact indeed to be able to create such a Dungeon.

Yeska bore the torch, and it cast flickering shadows that danced across the elaborate carvings adorning the doorway. She hesitated just a moment before crossing the threshold after me, her eyes catching mine with firming resolve.

With a nod from me, she followed us. Before us, the first chamber unfolded.

The air was still, the silence deafening, as if the barrow was holding its breath with our intrusion. The walls were covered in elegant bas-reliefs, depicting scenes of elven majesty — the rise and fall of kingdoms, the passing of wizards whose wisdom seemed almost palpable.

The chamber stretched out, grand and stoic, with a high ceiling that vaulted into obscurity above, shrouded in darkness that the light from Yeska’s torch could not pierce. The ground underfoot was smooth, stones fitted so perfectly together that no sound betrayed our steps. It was cold here, the kind of cold that whispered through layers of armor and clothes and nipped at your bones.

Large statues — maiden figures with serene faces, hands clasped in eternal prayer — flanked a path leading towards the center, where a solitary dais stood, empty but clearly once a resting place for something revered. The air was rich with the quiet power of histories untold, woven into the very fabric of this sacred space.

“What were they like, do you think?” Celeste pondered aloud, her voice a ghostly echo. “The ones who walked these halls before us?” She reached out tentatively, touching the base of one statue, as if half-expecting it to impart some ancient wisdom.

Leigh gave a low whistle, her eyes wide as she scanned the room. “Elves sure knew how to impress,” she remarked, only half-joking. “Imagine the kinda gatherings this place must’ve seen.”

Yeska held the torch higher, the flame’s quiver sending erratic patterns against the walls. “It’s impressive, yes,” she agreed, “But also... there’s a sadness here, don’t you think? The kind that weighs on you.”

I felt it, too, a heaviness in the air that bore down on us with the echo of loss — of glory days faded and wisdom lost. The chamber seemed to tell its tale with every notch and sweep of the carvings, a silent narration of a grandeur absent.

“Let’s be careful,” I cautioned, instinctually lowering my voice. “Diane, would you scout ahead? There’s a hallway there,” I gestured towards the only exit from the room, a dark passageway that promised both secrets and dangers unseen.

Diane nodded; her features set in determined lines. Trust shone clear in her eyes — trust in her skills, in us, in the unspoken bond among our little group.

“I’ll be quick and quiet,” she promised before slipping into the shadows of the hall, her form soon swallowed by the darkness.

As she vanished from sight, I felt the trust settle over me like a mantle — a weight and a privilege. She was our eyes and ears now in the ancient solidity of the barrow, and I stood at the ready, waiting with a patience born from necessity and faith.

Leigh and Celeste held their breaths with me, a mutual tension holding us still. Yeska remained a silent sentinel, her presence a sturdy reassurance as we lingered in the chamber, allowing Diane to scout the path ahead.

The minutes stretched, marked only by the crackling of the torch and the soft sound of our breathing. Time here seemed a concept devoid of meaning, untethered from the world outside.

And then Diane was back, emerging from the shadowy corridor. Her expression was taut, the lines around her eyes pronounced with unease. “There’s a large chamber beyond,” she reported, her voice a touch higher than usual. “Lots of sarcophagi, either side of the hall.”

A chill shot through me at her words, the sharp twist in my stomach betraying my own concern. “Anything else?” I probed, hoping for a detail that might lessen the weight of foreboding her report carried.

Diane nodded gravely. “There’s... something there. A force, dark and oppressive. It felt like it was watching me, waiting.” She shook her head, her decision explicit in her firm stance. “I wouldn’t go in there alone.”

I took in her words, each one shaping the picture of what awaited us. “We’ll go together then,” I said. “Whatever this force is, facing it as a team is our strength.”

Diane seemed relieved, the affirmation of our support a visible balm to her nerves. “Together,” she echoed, her resolve steadying in the shared commitment of our group.

I took a deep breath, feeling the air of the chamber fill my lungs. This was it, the moment before the plunge into depths unseen, where the history of the barrow would unfold before us on terms not our own.

We fell into a ready formation, a line of heartbeats synced with a singular purpose. With Diane taking point, the torch in Yeska’s hand casting light upon our path, and Leigh’s steady hand at the rear, we advanced to the chamber Diane described.

Each step echoed in the hall, the sound of our collective courage reverberating off the cold stone walls. The anticipation was a living thing amongst us, heightening our senses as we approached the darkness that waited beyond.

We paused at the threshold; the air was thick with the tangible possibility of encounters unknown. The chamber with the sarcophagi beckoned; its secrets hidden by the shadows.
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We stood at the entrance to the chamber, the stillness of the barrow wrapping around us like an unseen cloak. An uneasy quiet reached out from the open maw of the doorway, as if the shadows themselves were listening.

“Something feels off,” Diane hummed, peering into the darkness. “I think there might be a trap here. Let’s not move.”

I nodded, trusting in her Scout abilities as we all looked around, cautious and immobile.

I peered closer at the threshold, my eyes tracing over the edge where stone met stone, and that’s when I saw it — a small, cleverly concealed groove that ran along the lintel.

“Look here.” I pointed to the groove, its purpose clear to me: a trap that would seal us inside once activated.

Diane’s gaze followed where I pointed, a frown creasing her brow. “Good catch! And you think... once we’re in, it’ll close on us?” she asked. She moved closer, her Scout’s instincts kicking in, analyzing the trap’s design with a critical eye.

Yeska leaned in, squinting to make out the detail I had highlighted. “Clever,” she muttered, a note of respect in her voice. “Designed to seal intruders with whatever lies beyond.”

Leigh nudged my shoulder, her eyes wide with curiosity. “So, what’s the plan then, baby? How do we outsmart this age-old security system?” Her voice was light, but I caught the undercurrent of tension.

I glanced back at the sunlit forest visible through the barrow’s entrance, an idea forming in my mind. “We’re going to block it,” I said. “We can use boulders from outside to keep the mechanism from fully engaging. It’ll be hard work, but it’ll create a narrow opening, allowing us a way out and a bottleneck to fight, should creatures come once the trap is sprung.” My finger jabbed toward the chamber, where shadows hinted at the dormant sarcophagi. “Considering the undead theme of this Dungeon, I expect those sarcophagi will open.”

Celeste nodded, her understanding immediate. “Smart,” she affirmed, her voice steady despite the gravity of our situation.

With our course of action decided, I summoned two domesticants to help with the heavy lifting, their playful energy a stark contrast to our focused intent.

“You’re going to help us,” I told the domesticants, and the creatures darted around in expressive chirps, ready to follow my commands.

The domesticants, the larroling, and Leigh followed me outside. We scanned the woods, searching for stones sizable enough to serve our purpose, yet small enough to be moved.

Yeska stayed by the entrance, keeping an eye on the chamber. Diane knelt by her side with her crossbow ready. An air of concentration surrounded them, a shared silence that bespoke their dedication. Celeste was there as well, massive two-handed sword drawn and ready.

It didn’t take long to find what we needed: large, irregular boulders that had been tossed aside by time and the elements. The larroling and the domesticants gripped the edges of one, while Leigh and I grabbed another. The rocky surface felt rough against our hands, and we hauled with all the strength we could muster.

The boulder’s weight was oppressive, each push and pull a test of our resolve. Together we grunted and heaved, inching the stones toward the barrow’s entrance.

“That should do,” I panted, as we positioned the first boulder by the doorway. It stood like a sentry, its bulk partially blocking the mechanism I had spotted earlier. I nodded at the domesticants. “Get a few smaller ones to make it fit nice and snug.”

One of the domesticants gave a happy chirp and began zooming back and forth, its form a blur of motion as it assisted by nudging smaller stones into place, filling the gaps to ensure the doorway would not close. The others followed its lead.

Soon enough, the work was done, and I dismissed the domesticants — they would be of no use if battle followed, and they would fade when the spell ended anyway.

The sweat on my brow was cold as I surveyed our handiwork. The opening remained accessible, but now it was narrow, restricted. We had turned a potential trap into a strategic choke point.

Diane wiped her hands on her trousers, stepping back to judge the makeshift barrier. “Looks sturdy,” she said.

Yeska, who had been watching our progress intently, gave a small nod. “A bottleneck,” she said. “A way to control the flow of battle.”

Leigh bounced slightly on her toes, the energy never quite leaving her. “Now we’ll have ‘em right where we want ‘em,” she said with a confident grin. “Provided there are indeed some nasties waitin’ to hop out of those stone boxes.”

With the women in position, I felt a readiness settle over me. My gaze met each of theirs in turn, an unspoken pledge passing between us, a commitment to face whatever emerged from the sarcophagi.

Diane clasped her crossbow a little tighter, her instincts as a scout telling her that vigilance was our best defense. Leigh’s hand rested on the grip of her revolver, a small comfort against the unknown.

I turned back to the entrance, my palms itching for the grip of my rifle. Confidence surged within me, a feeling both familiar and exhilarating. The trap was set, our preparations complete.

I was ready to trigger the trap and see what would come out of the sarcophagi.


Chapter 28

Stepping into the chamber alone, the torch in my hand carved a circle of light against the pressing darkness. I studied the sarcophagi lining the walls, each one carved from dark stone that seemed to absorb the flickering flames, rendering them almost ineffective. Their lids were etched with intricate designs that spoke of nobility and long-lost power.

My heart hammered in my chest as my next step triggered the trap, a simple step onto a concealed plate within the floor’s mosaic. A grating sound erupted as the massive stone door behind me began its descent, intent on sealing me within this chamber of the dead.

But as the door met the boulders we had placed, it ground to a halt, leaving a narrow opening back into the hallway. I felt a rush of relief, knowing our plan had worked.

The moment I retreated into the hall; the sarcophagi creaked open. From within, ghouls emerged, crawling out with grotesque slowness. Their sharp teeth and elongated claws glistened under the torchlight, their movements quick and agile despite the confines of their stone prisons.

“Let’s light ‘em up!” I called out to the others, my voice a steely calm as I backed through the narrow doorway, leaving the bottleneck to the undead monstrosities.

I raised my rifle, aiming carefully, and I let loose. Leigh and Diane followed my example, thinning their numbers before they even got to the bottleneck.

At once they came, shrieking and clawing, eager to taste the flesh of the living. But the opening was narrow, and it forced the frontmost ghoul to slow down to a crawl.

More ghouls emerged, each one attempting to break through our bottleneck. But they could only come one by one, and with grim precision, we confronted each threat as it appeared.

Leigh’s aim was unwavering, each shot punctuating the silence with its finality. Diane, beside us, readied her crossbow, her bolts finding their mark with deadly accuracy in the narrow space we had created.

The ghouls came in a relentless wave, but our fortress of stones, and the skilled hands that wielded weapon and bolt, held firm against the tide. They had to squeeze through, and they got stuck. And we would just shoot them.

With every ghoul that collapsed before us, the next ones who would enter shrieked in frustration as they pulled and clawed until the remnants of their fallen compatriot were gone and another could try to climb through. We didn’t even have to clear the bottleneck ourselves thanks to the ghouls’ mindless bloodlust and willingness to throw themselves at our weapons.

Still, the chamber beyond the bottleneck was alive with movement, but the narrow opening disrupted their advance, turning their number from advantage to downfall.

Ghoul after ghoul was met with the bark of Leigh’s revolver, the sharp report of my rifle, and Diane’s bolts, each one felled before it could so much as set foot into the light. Diane was unyielding, her crossbow a harbinger of swift ends.

Yeska watched; her readiness untouched by the fray. Beside her, the larroling growled lowly in its throat, eager for a command from Leigh, its body a barrier should the ghouls break through despite our best efforts.

Like the larroling, Celeste stood in reserve, her countenance serene amidst the chaos. Her sword hung silent at her side.

One by one, the ghouls continued to come, and one by one, they fell. At last, twenty-four ghouls lay dispatched before us, each delivering a message of what lay within the barrow’s heart — a cautionary tale written in blood and malice.

The last ghoul gave a final shudder before going still, its claws scratching the stones in its dying spasms. Silence descended once more, heavy and absolute.

We caught our breaths as the reality of our victory settled around us. Diane leaned against the wall, her eyes alight with the triumph of our success. “Well done,” she said, her voice rich with pride.

Leigh holstered her revolver with a flourish, her face aglow. “That’s how we handle things at the Wilson Homestead,” she declared, her joy a reflection of our shared sentiment.

Yeska approached the opening, her gaze lingering on the stone door that had failed to imprison us. “Resourceful,” she whispered as she glanced at me, and there was admiration in the quiet certainty of her words. “Very good.”

Celeste’s smile was one of quiet satisfaction. “The music this time,” she observed, “was in our coordination and planning.”

As I surveyed the scene, the resolve within me hardened. We had faced the first of the barrow’s challenges and emerged the victors, but I felt certain more tests awaited us before we found the staff. The ghouls were only the beginning.


Chapter 29

“Let’s keep moving,” I said to my women, my voice steady as we collected ourselves for the next phase of our descent into the barrow’s heart.

The passage ahead was carved with the same care as the rest of the barrow, though the walls appeared closer here, the weight of the earth pressing in around us. Our steps echoed in the confined space, a quiet drumbeat to accompany the steady thrum of blood in my veins. With each step, the air grew cooler, the stone beneath our feet firmer, as if leading us toward a place untouched by time.

The corridor opened up as we journeyed deeper, expanding into an underground chamber that stretched out before us. It was small, but that didn’t mean it was safe. The only thing here was the staircase.

“Let’s keep our eyes open for more traps and nasty surprises,” I whispered, eyeing the emptiness that seemed to swallow the torch’s light whole.

Diane agreed with a nod, her eyes scanning the chamber’s edges. The light from the torch played across her face, emphasizing the resolve etched into her features.

Finding no traps or hidden enemies, we descended deeper into darkness. The staircase invited us with a silent promise of discovery and hidden things below. We did not falter, and we went down in order, ready for anything.

The stairwell twisted downward, a helix that wrapped around itself. My hand trailed along the wall, the cool surface reassuring under my touch. The descent was slow, measured — each step taken with the deliberateness of those who know that haste can be a misstep’s or a cunning trap’s invitation.

At the bottom, the air felt even colder, a chill that suggested the depth of our venture. There was a smell, too — old, like damp earth and stone. It brought to mind images of hidden places and the secrets they kept shrouded within.

We emerged onto a landing that bordered a wide chasm, the space opening into a cavernous void that my instincts told me was dangerous. Yeska’s torchlight faltered at the edge, unable to penetrate the abyss that yawned before us.

A bridge spanned the chasm, a narrow arch of ancient stones fitted together with an architectural grace that defied their utilitarian purpose. I eyed the bridge, the way the shadows seemed to clutch at its sides.

“Wait,” I cautioned, holding an arm out to stop the women as they approached the bridge. My gaze settled on the stonework, seeking out the tell-tale signs that had saved us before. In the wavering torchlight, I spotted them — small, indistinct shapes etched into the stone surface.

Diane leaned in beside me, her eyes sharp. “Pressure plates,” she confirmed, pointing to the patches on the bridge in front of us. “Another good spot! Definitely traps.” Her voice echoed softly, undercutting the quiet.

I focused on the nearest patch. “It’s like the doorway — step on these, and I bet something unpleasant happens.” My eyes lingered on the first plate, its outline now clear against the rest of the stone.

Yeska’s hand was steady as she handed me a small rock from the ground. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” she said, her tone a mix of curiosity and caution.

I tossed the rock onto the pressure plate, the thud of its landing punctuated by sudden movement. Bolts shot out of hidden recesses in the walls, their flight swift and deadly. They sliced through the air where a body would have stood, clattering with sharp clanks on the far wall of the canyon.

The women watched with their eyes wide. “Good call,” Leigh murmured, her brows raised at the array of traps now revealed. “Even if we’d survive those bolts, they’re goin’ fast enough to make a body lose their balance on that nasty old bridge.”

I nodded, agreeing with her comment, picked up another rock, and lobbed it onto the next pressure plate. This time, swinging blades emerged from the walls, mimicking a deadly dance designed to cut and maim. Then, I tried the bolts again and found that they had been depleted.

“Alright,” I said. “They look to be single use. But let’s triple-tap each of them to make sure.”

One by one, I triggered each plate from a safe distance, the subsequent traps springing to life and then falling silent. Spears, darts, flames — each presented a new terror that would have awaited an unwary traveler.

As the last trap spent its fury and did not reactivate on the second or third toss, the women exhaled in unison, a collective relief washing over us.

“You have a sharp eye for these things,” Diane said, a touch of pride warming her voice. “Even I didn’t spot them. You would’ve made an excellent Scout!”

“You would’ve seen them before you stepped on them,” I assured her.

Yeska nodded in agreement. “I think so too.” Diane shot her a warm smile at that.

The bridge was now seemingly safe with its surface laid bare, and all hidden dangers revealed or triggered. I crossed first, feeling the smooth stone beneath my boots, the chasm’s emptiness yawning below.

Celeste followed, and Leigh and Yeska came next, their steps less wary now that the way appeared clear. Yeska looked back at the cavern after she had crossed the bridge, her green eyes reflecting the torchlight.

“This place keeps you on your toes,” she remarked, and I could only nod in response. We needed to remain sharp.

Diane brought up the rear this time, her eyes lingering on the mechanisms of the traps, the way they had been cleverly hidden within the architecture. “Makes you appreciate the minds that built this, traps and all,” she said.

On the other side of the bridge, I allowed myself a small smile of victory. We had so far managed to avoid injury or risky confrontation, but the journey was far from over.
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As we delved deeper into the barrow, the hush of ancient stone surrounded us. Our progression was marked by the soft padding of our boots and the careful breathing that mingled with the air of long-kept secrets.

With Yeska’s torch leading the way, we encountered a room that spread wide and high with statues of exalted elves, noble figures emanating a once-lived regality, now immortalized in stone.

The statues stood tall with their faces carved with quiet honors and their pedestals inscribed with the flowing script of Elvish. Eyes upon them, I spoke in a near-whisper, respecting the sanctity of this chamber.

“Look at these,” I urged Leigh and Celeste, who approached with intrigue, their fingers already tracing the archaic symbols etched into the bases.

While Leigh admittedly knew only bits and pieces of Elvish, Celeste, on the other hand, was fluent and began to translate the writings. Her voice was filled with an awe that paid homage to the times long past, recounting stories carried by the lines. They were tales of the major families of Thelluan, the feats of their kin during times the wars waged, and the peace cherished. The Dungeon that the staff had created around itself was filled with the memories of the family it had served.

Leigh hung on every word, the few Elvish terms she knew springing to mind, aiding her in piecing together the historical puzzle. “This one’s from the house of Eäron,” she guessed correctly on occasion, a fire of discovery aglow in her eyes.

Yeska stood beside me, less invested in history but no less caught in the gravity of the moment. “You have an impressive heritage, Celeste,” she observed, her tone suggesting that she, too, felt the weight of the legacy before us.

We lingered, our tour becoming a silent study, taking the time to honor the memories of a people whose bloodlines wove through the elves that still populated the world today, where Tannoris and Earth had met.

After a respectful pause, we moved on, the stillness broken by the sound of our steps echoing softly in the chamber. I led the group, with Diane by my side, vigilant for any signs of hidden dangers that might lurk among these relics of a proud lineage.

It wasn’t long before we stood before another obstacle: a door, closed and formidable in its sturdy construction. Its entire face was covered in a riddle, peculiar lettering that invited not just to be read, but to be understood. The letters curled and arched across the stone, composed yet enigmatic.

Celeste leaned forward, squinting at the script. “It asks what begins but has no end and is the key to hearts and home,” she recited, the torchlight flickering over the words, highlighting their intricacy. “And we must speak the answer aloud, or the door shan’t open!”

“Now that’s a riddle if I ever saw one,” Leigh remarked, her head tilted as she tried to decipher the puzzle. The lines were crafted in an older style of Elvish, deep and complex, full of traditions that predated even the tale-filled chamber we had left behind.

“Hmm,” Yeska pondered, bringing a slender finger to her plump lip. “Can we force it open?”

“Good question,” Diane said as her gaze followed along the carved words. “But this is no simple lock; it is magical. It’ll take more than a blade or bolt to open this.”

The women began discussing the riddle, and Celeste’s expertise in Elvish was invaluable now as they pondered the riddle together. She murmured the words, again and again, giving them space to breathe, to be more than mere inscriptions on stone.

“What begins but has no end and is the key to hearts and home?” I muttered, contemplating the answer.

We settled into a thoughtful silence, each of us weighing the words, their possible meaning. The trick wasn’t in outwitting the riddle’s author but in reaching into the depths of its truth.

“Love,” I finally uttered, that singular point of clarity piercing through the conundrum. The word felt right, evoking the endless quality of the most profound of feelings.

Yeska’s green eyes widened, reflecting the triumph the answer sparked. “Yes, of course,” she agreed. “Love is endless.”

Leigh nodded. “And only through love can you win hearts and open doors.”

“Exactly,” I said.

Diane nodded with an approving smile. “That sounds about right.”

I turned to Celeste. “The Elvish word for ‘love,’ do you know it?”

“Of course, my love,” she said with a smile before taking position before the door and spreading her arms. She spoke the word aloud, and the sound of fair Elvish speech reverberated throughout the hall.

The door responded with a slow and heavy grind of shifting stone.

“That was it!” Diane said, clapping her hands as she gave a happy hop.

Yeska grinned, joining Diane in her exuberance. “Well done, David!” she purred.

The others watched with expectant gazes as the door inched open, revealing darkness beyond. I stepped forward while the others took up their defensive positions beside me. We braced for what we might find, our anticipation palpable in the cool air of the dungeon.

Leigh crouched slightly, her eyes darting swiftly from shadow to shadow, watching for any sign of movement. Her readiness was the complement to my own, and the larroling flanked her, ready to rend and tear if anything hostile came out.

Yeska scrutinized the widening gap of the door, her analytical mind likely racing infinitely faster than the door’s arduous opening. Diane remained close, her crossbow loaded and ready, though I knew she hoped for a moment’s respite on the other side — a break in our vigilance more welcomed than another fight.

Celeste took a discrete step back, allowing the fighters to advance. Her trust in us mirrored in her steady posture, her art to soothe rather than to attack.

The door’s opening reached its utmost, enough space for us to pass through single file. We paused for the span of a heartbeat, for the breadth of hope intertwined with trepidation.

At my signal, Diane took the lead and stepped through the open door. Beyond was a corridor, we fell in behind Diane as we advanced.


Chapter 30

Diane paused at the entrance to the next chamber, her hand raised in a silent command that halted us all in our tracks. She had gone ahead to scout, and her signal told us she wanted a little more space between her and us to scout farther ahead.

I watched as she eased forward, each step deliberate and poised as she melded into the shadows stretched out before us. The faintest rustle of her clothing against the stone floor was the only sound that betrayed her movement as the others and I waited, holding our collective breath.

Yeska clutched her torch close, the light flickering uncertainly at the edge of the dark expanse that spread beyond the doorway. Leigh shifted weightlessly beside her, her gaze darting with barely suppressed restlessness while Celeste’s fingers grazed the hilt of her sword, a comforting presence that belied the tension of the moment.

In the stillness, our whispers felt too loud, too jarring, as we speculated in hushed tones. “What do you think she saw?” Leigh’s voice was barely audible, her hand resting on the grip of her revolver with an unreadable anticipation.

“Could be anything,” I murmured back, my finger on the trigger guard of my rifle, ready for whatever might come. “Trust Diane. She’ll know if there’s danger.”

The larroling let out a low, rumbling sound — a subdued note of vigilance as it sensed our unease. I glanced at it, reassured by its solid presence at my side, a constant ally amid the uncertainty.

Time seemed to twist and stretch, a waiting game played in the arena of echoes and half-lights. And then, just as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest, Diane reappeared, her form coalescing from the shadows.

She slipped back into the light of Yeska’s torch, her face etched with something like awe. “There’s a skeleton,” she announced, her voice low but firm. “Floating, in a robe — keeps muttering to itself in Elvish as it reads a book.”

A chill tiptoed down my spine at the description — a being existing between the realm of the living and the dead, a keeper of ancient rituals and forgotten lore.

“A lich,” Yeska breathed, her catkin eyes wide with both fear and fascination. “A powerful undead mage.”

The word ‘lich’ piqued my interest — so that was the being guarding this place. I nodded, processing Yeska’s explanation. “If it’s a lich, we’ll need to be extra careful. Their magic is old and potent.”

“What’s the strategy?” Diane’s gaze went from face to face, waiting for my lead. I admired her courage, her willingness to face what was before us with unyielding resolve.

“First, we’ll buff up,” I said, remembering the collective strength that lay within us, the raw potential of magic and bravery. “We’ll use your passive buffs, Yeska, even if it costs us a little Health.”

“Celeste, you’ll go in with the larroling,” I instructed, grateful for the versatility of our small yet capable group. “You two are the melee fighters, and my summons can support you.”

Celeste nodded, acknowledging her part to play as the spearhead.

“And I’ll keep up my fire,” Diane said, “and aim for whatever will stop the lich from focusing on its spells.”

Leigh cracked a quick grin, the tension dissipating slightly with her humor. “Sounds like a fitting dance for us,” she said, her revolver already in her hand.

Yeska exhaled softly, the weight of her mana-heavy role settling upon her. “I’ll start with the buffs then,” she said, her confidence an anchor amid the swirling doubts.

“And I’ll get some summons up first,” I finalized the plan, feeling the steely thread of leadership winding tight. “Aquana’s avatar and a storm elemental. And a guardian to shield the others.” Every part of me was alert, primed for what had to be done.

The plan was in place, each knowing their role within the intricate beats of the combat that lay in wait. Leigh had her revolver aimed down the passage. Yeska began incantations for our buffs. Diane prepared her bolts for quick firing. Celeste clutched her sword. And finally, the larroling, was ready to flank or charge on command.

It was there, in the silent accord of our shared determination, that I reached into my pack and drew forth a small vial. A mana potion — vibrant and swirling with captured potential. I needed to restore my mana to ensure I could cast as many spells as were necessary for this confrontation.

As I uncorked the vial and drank deeply, the potion’s magic surged through me, a resurgence of power that tingled in my veins. It restored the mana I had expended to summon domesticants.

“Time to go,” I said, holding the empty vial loosely in my hand.

Yeska cast her spell on each of us. Receiving the buff was a strange sensation — a pang of pain, not altogether unpleasant in a strange way, followed by a rush of power and adrenaline. Heightened senses, increased mana and damage.

“Wow,” I hummed, clenching my fists as they thrummed with power. “This feels amazing.”

Yeska gave a smile. “It does, doesn’t it?” she agreed before buffing my other women.

As she did so, I set up my summons, calling forth Aquana’s avatar, a storm elemental, and a guardian. I also cast my Evolve Summon spell on each, and watched with a satisfied smile as their forms grew more powerful — muscles became more pronounced, colors more vibrant, and the crackling energy more intense. When I was done, I drank another potion to restore some of the 38 Mana spent casting my array of spells.

Yeska finished her incantations, her own aura flaring with magical readiness, while Diane and Leigh gave sharp nods, their eyes narrowing with fierce intent.

And as the others readied themselves, the larroling took its place, a grounding force amid the bubbling currents of magic and adrenaline.

We stood, a force of combined might, each of us poised on the precipice of action, the moment before the storm. With roles assigned and hearts aligned, we faced the shadowed corridor ahead.

With everyone knowing their duty, we were ready to confront the lich.


Chapter 31

The chamber where the lich lingered was cast in shadows with only the faintest glow from Yeska’s torch to guide us. We paused just outside its reach, huddled in the semi-darkness of the barrow’s hallway. The air was thick with the musty scent of undisturbed stone and the faint echoes of the lich’s droning incantations.

My heart raced, adrenaline pumping through my veins as I reached for the comforting weight of my rifle, feeling the solid stock against my palm as my summons got into position. Diane’s poised silhouette beside me was reassuring; her crossbow ready in her hands as we prepared for the ambush.

Leigh’s steady breathing was audible in the silent chamber, revolver at the ready while her gaze fixed on the lich’s form — a mere wraith among the more substantial outlines of the barrow.

Celeste stood a step behind, sword ready. The serene expression on her face belied the intensity of the moment and of the battle we would soon join.

Yeska’s voice was barely above a whisper, “Ready.”

In one fluid motion, I signaled to Diane, and like a whisper of wind, she slipped into the chamber. The lich remained oblivious, floating pensively with its book; it was now or never. I swiftly cast my Aura of Protection, bolstering the defenses of my allies and my summons.

My fingers tightened on the trigger as the lich continued to mutter, a drone of sound that vibrated through the ancient stone and into my bones. This was it — the moment between breaths, between heartbeats, where everything would change.

With a nod to Leigh, I stepped into the chamber, rifle aimed at the floating figure. The lich’s empty sockets turned toward me, a silent recognition of my presence breaking its vigil.

Leigh’s revolver cracked loudly beside me, the sound a harsh punctuation to the previous silence. The bullet found its mark, disrupting the lich’s woven spells with a flash of impact.

Diane’s crossbow twanged as she fired a bolt. The magical water damage and her Mark Foe ability combined to greatly increase her damage output. And the lich twitched as the bolt struck it.

Yeska’s voice rose in a chant, and a glow enveloped the figure. Blood Pox — a curse that sent pulsing waves through the air, wrapping around the lich like a virulent shroud.

Then came Celeste, the larroling, and my bolstered summons. Before the lich could lay down a web of defensive spells or pelt us with a fireball, they were there. The lich shrieked and clawed, but the guardian was there to catch bony claws on its stone-like shield.

Then, Celeste, the larroling, and my two other summons were upon it. The battle raged, each attack from Leigh and Diane met with shadowy spells from the lich as it fought fiercely, summoning skeletal minions from the ground with outstretched claws.

The skeletons joined the melee, trying to divert our fighters so the lich could focus on its more complex spells, but I commanded my storm elemental to intervene. It darted forth, blasting the lich with lightning that disrupted its more complex shadow spells as the guardian shielded Celeste from the horde of skeletons that seemed to grow by the second.

“Focus on the lich!” I called out to the ranged attackers. “It can summon more skeletons than we can handle, so we need to take it out.”

Diane nodded as she reloaded her crossbow, her movements a blur of efficiency even as one of the lich’s spells sent a shadow dart her way, narrowly ricocheting off her shoulder thanks to my aura of protection.

After reloading Leigh’s revolver continued its song, each shot a note of defiance against the deathly magic that threatened us. Her aim never faltered, her eyes alight with the thrill of the battle.

Meanwhile, Celeste’s dervish of death continued, the sword a streak of metal as it shattered bones and skulls to each corner of the chamber. But the web of skeletal warriors was too thick for her to reach the lich now, and I knew we needed to rely on ranged damage. Even as I understood this, the storm elemental went down, having exposed itself to many attacks to follow my order to disrupt the lich’s spells.

But Yeska followed my command as well. Her hands weaved intricate patterns in the air as she cast Boil Blood on the lich, a scorching spell that sent tendrils of heat snaking around the malevolent mage.

The lich, though formidable, began to falter under our assault and the stacking damage over time from Yeska’s blood magic. Its incantations grew desperate, the skeletal minions falling before us one by one, decimated by our strategic offense.

I focused my fire on it, my rounds shattering bones and taking a chip out of its skull. Leigh followed suit, and with a final, resounding shot from her revolver, the lich stumbled in its hovering dance, sparks of dark energy erupting from its bony fingers as another malicious spell was disrupted.

Diane was relentless, Yeska’s buff granting her even more accuracy and damage at the cost of a slight wince as her Health had dipped from the spell’s price like mine.

“Keep it up!” I encouraged them, seeing that the lich’s skeleton was damaged. “Just a little longer!”

I pulled the trigger of my rifle once more, the shot echoing through the barrow. A direct hit — the lich’s form convulsed before it began to dissipate, the robes emptying as its skeletal frame disintegrated.

“That’s it!” Diane shouted. “You got it!”

And as the lich disintegrated, its skeletal minions followed suit and faded. Celeste struck one apart even as it shimmered, and then they were gone. It was a good thing, too, for my guardian had fallen as well, leaving only the slightly battered larroling and Aquana’s avatar at Celeste’s side.

“Well done, everyone,” I said, and the girls all beamed with pride.

Battle-bred brotherhood, or — in this case — sisterhood; there was no substitute for it. I noticed my women throwing impressed looks at Yeska, whose blood magic had borne a large part in this battle, both in terms of buffs as well as in terms of damage dealt. I was happy to see these signs of acceptance.

And now, we stood among the remnants of shadow and bone, catching our breaths as the realization of victory washed over us.

As my breath steadied, a notification blinked at the edge of my vision. I focused on it and saw the words in the air before me: I had leveled up.


Chapter 32

Breathless from the fight, I gazed around at my companions, the torchlight flickering over our faces, still etched with the tension from combat.

“I’ve leveled up,” I announced, a satisfied smile on my lips despite the exhaustion.

Diane brushed away a stray lock of hair, her blue eyes reflecting a mixture of relief and excitement. “So have I,” she said.

Leigh and Yeska shared similar sentiments; they too had gained a new level. Celeste, usually more reserved, exhaled softly as she relayed her own progress.

They had all grown in strength — Diane, Leigh, and Yeska reached level 7, and Celeste level 5.

Yeska leaned heavily against the wall; her gaze fixed on me with newfound respect. “Such quick advancement,” she murmured, more to herself than to us. “It wasn’t too long ago that I attained level 6, and many never reach that level or stay there for years. I’ve never advanced this rapidly.”

The thought seemed to perplex her, the mysteries of power and advancement suddenly deepened with the unknown factors at play.

“It might be my Bloodline,” I speculated, recalling the conversations I had with Caldwell. “Caldwell believed it could influence the growth of those around me.” My eyes met Yeska’s, trying to convey the complexity and the gravity of what we were discovering together.

Yeska nodded with her green eyes sharp with an analytical glint unique to her Bloodmage sensibilities. “There’s definitely something extraordinary about your lineage,” she agreed. “I can sense it even now, pulsing around us. Unraveling it will be... fascinating.”

As the implications of my Bloodline and its effects hung between us, the group proposed we take a moment to apply our advancements. I looked to each of them in turn, considering their suggestion. They insisted I should go first.

Turning my attention inward, I felt along the channels of my own power, now more pronounced with the leveling up. With clarity, I realized I had gained 10 Health and 5 Mana, a clear indication of my growth as a Frontier Summoner.

Three spells materialized in my mind, clear options for me to choose from. Call Vapors offered concealment with its promise of mist. Summon Duergar could bring forth a skilled dwarven crafter from another realm. And Summon Pest, the ability to plague foes with a swarm. Weighing the choices, I considered our needs and what would benefit us most.

The choice seemed clear. The potential utility of a dwarven craftsman would be a valuable asset, and I already had several good combat summons. A craftsman would be useful. I chose Summon Duergar, intrigued by the skills it could bring to our quest. Though now was not the time to test the spell, its presence in my arsenal was a comfort.

Another notification flickered into my awareness — I had one more slot to bind a familiar. Deciding quickly, I extended my power further, summoning a new storm elemental and binding it to myself — at least for the dungeon’s duration — bolstering our strength with another ally.

Satisfied with the options and my choices, I gave my character sheet a once-over, noticing that Summon Storm Elemental had advanced beyond level 15, meaning the Mana cost had been reduced by 1.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 10
Health: 110/110
Mana: 55/55 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 25 (3 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 29 (5 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 23 (7 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 17 (9 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 16 (9 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 9 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 3 (6 mana)
Banish — Level 1 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 3 (4 mana)
Summon Duergar — Level 1 (8 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 19 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 21 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 24 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 23 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 12 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 1 (1 mana)

As I emerged from the focus of my level up, I informed the others, “Your turn now.” Trusting in their ability to manage while I stood guard, I stepped away, allowing each of them space and quiet needed to discover their new abilities.

Diane went first, focused and precise. She closed her eyes, delving into the essence of her Scout class. The faintest of smiles touched her lips as she finished, a silent acknowledgment of the newfound strength she now commanded.

Leigh followed suit; her enthusiasm barely contained as she embraced the energy coursing through her. She seemed to draw on it as naturally as one would draw on a deep breath, ready and willing to explore its extent.

Celeste approached her advancement with a soft reverence. She too felt the surge within, allowing it to wash over her. Her gentle nature seemed to absorb the change, weaving it into the fabric of her being.

Lastly, Yeska closed her eyes, a concentrated frown gracing her brow as she reached out to the power of her level up. Her presence took up more space somehow, as the increase in her strength became a tangible part of her Bloodmage essence.

As I watched them, a sense of pride surged within me, mixed with the readiness that was beginning to buzz through my veins. Each of them showed signs of fatigue, but also clear signs of strength and capability.

Diane’s figure straightened as she opened her eyes. No words were needed to express the success of her level up. Leigh practically glowed with her usual vibrancy with her grin as wide as the day is long.

Celeste sighed, a sound so content and peaceful that it spread calm throughout the chamber. Yeska’s determination had only grown. She met my gaze with a nod that spoke volumes of her readiness to continue.

“Well now,” I said to my women. “We shouldn’t linger too long, but let’s quickly take turns to explain the benefits of our new level. That is, after all, valuable knowledge of our own capabilities since we’re in the middle of a Dungeon.”
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As the adrenaline from the fight began to ebb away, I explained in a few short words what abilities I had gained. The duergar wouldn’t be very useful in this Dungeon, so I wrapped up swiftly, then nodded to Diane.

Diane’s focused gaze met mine as she explained her Shroud ability, which would cloak her presence and make scouting ahead even more effective. “It’s like I can weave the shadows around me,” she explained. The notion of her becoming even more adept at moving unseen piqued my interest. I nodded in approval, eager to see it in action.

Leigh was next, her ever-present energy tinged with excitement as she described her newly acquired ability to heal her pets. The larroling grunted nearby, almost as if understanding that Leigh’s care for it would now extend beyond just physical attention.

“I can mend their wounds with just a touch,” she said, eyes sparkling with the joy of this newfound skill.

She then demonstrated her new ability at once, healing her larroling’s minor wounds sustained in the combat with the lich. I couldn’t suppress a smile. This was not only useful but fit Leigh’s nurturing spirit perfectly. Plus, it would make the larroling an even more valuable ally.

Celeste detailed the Stunning attack she had gained, an ability that could momentarily incapacitate enemies with its potency. “It’ll give us the upper hand when we need a moment to breathe,” she said softly.

Yeska, having observed us all, held herself with quiet confidence. Her intensity had only sharpened with her advancement, and she spoke of intensifying her Heat Blood spell.

“The buff it brings now could turn the tide of battle,” she stated, a hint of pride in her feline eyes. I felt reassured knowing her abilities would bolster our strength further, making us a formidable force.

The mood was high, our collective morale boosted by the progress we had each made. “These are great advancements,” I said, “We’re stronger, more capable. Let’s keep this momentum going.”

Encouraged by the developments, we all felt ready, maybe even eager, to move forward and face whatever the deeper parts of the Dungeon might hold. And it was certain there was more in store for us.

Once we regrouped and readjusted our packs, we decided it was time to continue our exploration of the barrow. The larroling took its position beside us once more, and we ventured on. The torchlight bobbed ahead as I led the way, the flickering flames casting a soft glow on the age-old architecture surrounding us.

Walking in step with the others, I felt the weight of my rifle on my shoulder and the comforting presence of the familiar faces moving in front of me. Each step took us farther into the ancient structure, the hushed sounds of our movement a counterpoint to the quiet majesty of the barrow.

Our path wound through silent corridors, the craftsmanship of the stonework speaking to a history of meticulous care and reverence. I ran my fingertips along the carved walls, feeling the cool touch of the stone. The very earth around us held stories, the whispers of which seemed to linger in the air, and I wondered what secrets it still kept.

We eventually came upon another staircase, its spiraling descent beckoning us to realms untold. I glanced at Diane, who nodded back at me — a silent confirmation that we would continue down with caution, minds alert for any hint of danger.

The staircase itself was a marvel, age-worn stones smoothed by centuries of use, dark shadows clinging to each step leading to the unseen depths below. Diane took point, her lithe form descending with a scout’s grace.

I followed closely behind, the grip of my rifle firm in my hands, senses sharply tuning into the encompassing gloom. Each step seemed to take us deeper not only into the earth but also into the mystery of the place we were intruding upon.

Yeska’s torch cast a precarious circle of light in the dense dark, revealing glimpses of walls that felt close enough to touch. The muted shuffle of our group’s passage was the only sound that filled the descent, a cadence to the silent song of exploration.

I saw Leigh pause for a moment to study an engraved passage, a curious glint in her expressive eyes. She was interested in elven culture, in a way that would likely surprise many that didn’t know the bubbly blonde.

“Let’s stay alert,” I urged the others. “Deeper is usually more dangerous.”

The women nodded their assent as we reached the bottom of the stairway, and the Dungeon opened further to us...


Chapter 33

As we reached the third level of the barrow Dungeon, a sharp chill enveloped us, biting through our layers and nipping at any exposed skin. I wrapped my jacket tighter around me, casting an inquisitive glance toward Yeska, whose torch did little to warm the frigid air.

“I think this cold isn’t just from being underground,” I murmured, my breath visible in a cloud of condensation.

Yeska nodded, holding the torch before her like a talisman against the creeping cold. “I agree. The chill is… unnerving. Too uniform, too persistent. It doesn’t fluctuate like natural cold would — it’s almost as if it is being sustained,” she said, her words measured and thoughtful.

Leigh hugged herself, shivering visibly as she stepped closer to Diane. “Feels like it’s seeping into my bones,” she said with a forced chuckle, trying to lighten the mood despite the oppressive cold.

Diane seemed less bothered by the temperature, her focus on the task ahead. “All the more reason to be cautious,” she cautioned, her gaze sweeping the dark passage that stretched out before us. “There could be some sort of ice magic at work here — maybe even a guardian creature that uses it.”

Celeste, who had been quiet, spoke with a soft certainty that drew our attention. “The cold might be an elemental barrier — like those that protect ancient tombs in Elvish lore.” Her eyes met mine, and I could tell she was piecing together bits of knowledge gleaned from her heritage.

With the consensus that the cold had a magical origin, we agreed to move forward with increased vigilance. Diane, with her newly acquired Shroud ability, would scout ahead. “I’ll be as quiet as a shadow,” she promised, disappearing into the dim corridor with an almost spectral grace.

Leigh turned to us with a wry smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Guess all we can do now is wait,” she said, sitting down with her back against the cold stone wall.

As minutes ticked by slowly, the sense of anticipation was palpable. I found myself rubbing my hands together for warmth, my thoughts drifting to the potential threats we might face.

An ice creature, perhaps, or some ancient Elvish construct set to guard its secrets against intruders like us. Or maybe it was just an atmospheric magical effect because of the undead — they were traditionally associated with cold.

I pushed away the considerations and focused on my surroundings, my gaze drifting to Yeska. The pretty cat girl’s eyes remained fixed on the path Diane had taken, her expression unreadable. The flickering torchlight threw her sharp features into relief, casting dancing shadows across her face. Leigh gave a barely audible sigh, her gaze following the subtle movement of Celeste’s fingers as they tapped on the hilt of her blade.

I glanced back the way we had come, the darkness of the staircase looming behind us. The thought of something coming down from those shadows, following us, made me uneasy, my hand instinctively reaching for the trigger guard of my rifle.

Our breaths hung in the still air, a testament to the cold that seemed to swallow all warmth. I shuffled my feet, trying to maintain circulation, while the larroling beside us was stoic and unmoving, unaffected by the chill.

Suddenly, a faint noise echoed down the corridor — the sound of Diane’s return. We all stood, our eyes turning toward the sound as she emerged back into the dim light cast by Yeska’s torch.

Diane’s face was drawn, her eyes wide with what she had seen. “There’s a chamber ahead,” she began, her voice hinting at the awe she felt. “A vast underground lake, completely frozen over and eerily blue. Beneath the ice are... Well…the ice is thick — unnaturally so. And within it, the remains of various creatures are encased. As if they were... preserved,” she continued, her tone filled with disbelief.

“Creatures?” I prompted her, eyebrow raised.

“Yes. Elves, dwarves, even catkin and foxkin,” she said, the list causing a collective intake of breath. “There must be a couple of dozen, at least, frozen within it. Some look recent. They look like adventurers who met an ill fate.”

“That sounds like the work of an ice elemental or maybe even a frost spirit,” Yeska whispered, her expertise on magical creatures lending credibility to her words.

I processed her theory as we all huddled closer to discuss our next move. “Or another trap. But whatever it is,” I deduced, “it must be the source of this cold. If these remains are recent, it means it’s still active, and we might be next.”

Leigh nodded, her hands tightening around her revolver. “If we have to cross that lake, we’d better be on our guard,” she said. “Shadows beneath the ice or not, we’ve got no choice but to face it.”

“Can we avoid the lake?” I asked Diane.

She shook her head slowly. “I tried to look for a way around it, but there are none. We must cross it.”

“That settles it, then,” I said. “Let’s go and see what we can see.”

The weight of the decision hung over us like the chill in the air. We gathered our gear, each of us carrying the silent acknowledgment of the danger we would soon confront — whatever lay ahead had power over cold and death.

“We move slowly,” I advised. “Stay sharp and together. Diane, keep scouting ahead, but no more than a few paces.”

Diane’s nod was firm, a promise of her continual vigilance and skill. “I’ll lead the way,” she replied, her confidence a beacon in the surrounding chill.

Celeste’s grip on her sword was steadier, her preparation evident. Yeska’s expression was serene, her readiness apparent despite the unnerving discovery.

Resolved, we made our way toward the chilling sight Diane had described. With every step, an awareness grew within me — the certainty that the frozen lake held a hidden threat we were bound to face. It now lay ahead of us, a glacial barrier we must cross, the undeniable obstacle between us and our quest’s end.

[image: AOIcon]

The otherworldly chamber revealed itself slowly, arcing overhead and around until even the light from Yeska’s torch seemed swallowed by its breadth. Our mere presence in this expanse felt like intruding on a sacred slumber, the chamber’s air undisturbed until our breaths fanned it into subtle, swirling eddies.

My gaze fell upon the ice that blanketed the lake, its surface a reflection of ghostly azure against the torch’s fire. A frozen mirror to the world above; I saw shapes encased within like macabre sculptures; a gallery of tragedy held in frigid stasis. There were humans, elves, dwarves, catkin, and foxkin — some formidable warriors and mages, others mere commoners.

“Careful,” I cautioned, the word a sharp exhale that crystallized before my eyes. “Spread out and move slow. Keep to the surface — if it’s solid enough to trap them, it should hold our weight.” My voice carried, rebounding in low echoes that lingered long after I’d turned to test the ice with cautious steps.

Diane followed, her footfalls measured as she navigated onto the quivering surface. Tendrils of frost snaked out, creeping over her boots, each step a pilgrimage across the lake’s crystalline sheath.

Yeska gripped her torch tighter, brightening its light as though urging it to push back the cold. “I’ll be right beside you,” she affirmed, stepping onto the ice with the same mindful poise she’d carried throughout this journey.

Leigh flexed her fingers, fighting against the chill that sought to pry into her bones. She moved to flank Diane, revolver glinting dully in the pale light — a ready ward against any uncertainty that lurked beneath us.

Celeste’s breaths came in soft clouds; she hesitated before venturing forth, her eyes bright with an inner resolve that contrasted with the creeping trepidation shadowing her features.

The larroling grunted, its fearsome claws biting into the ice. It led the way with ponderous strides, more surefooted than any of us could hope to be on the slippery surface thanks to its clawed feet.

I watched as Diane tread farther out, a spread hand and whispered words keeping us tied together — visible threads that connected us across the perilous terrain.

The encased remains were grotesquely magnificent, and my heart twinged at the sight. Would-be explorers, mages, warriors — each one captured in a moment of despair, their final struggles eternally stilled by cold’s unforgiving grip.

“They were like us,” I murmured, so that even my closest companions had to strain to hear. “Adventurers, drawn to the whispers and promises of the Dungeon. Victims of the ice now.”

Leigh cast a glance downward, her expression a silent question at the sight of a frozen foxkin, jaws opened in airborne protest. I shook my head gently, acknowledging the shared fate we sought to avoid with each delicate pace we maintained.

Yeska’s brow knitted at the realization. “To freeze in such a manner,” she whispered, “is to become a monument to caution. We’ll heed their silent warning.”

Celeste caught my eye, a glint that spoke of the unsaid kinship felt towards those entombed in cold’s embrace. “Their journey has ended here, but ours must continue,” she voiced, a mix of empathy and determination in her soft words.

As we reached the center of the lake, the ice behind us cracked, barring our way back unless we would go around. It was sudden and unexpected, not preluded by cracking or groaning. I had seen ice in nature and I realized at once this cracking was fueled by magic.

I paused, ashen breath held within my lungs, the torch’s flame now a timorous dance amid the cavern’s breath. A sign, a portent — something within the very earth had stirred against our passing.

Diane, stepping lightly, turned her head over her shoulder, a wisp of worry darkening her eyes. “Don’t like that,” she said, her usual fervor dulled by the deep, fathomless cold.

“It… It’s getting worse,” Yeska muttered.

She was right; the vibrations beneath us heightened, subtle at first, then more assertive, as if the chamber awoke from an eon-long slumber with an ire that geared towards unwelcome guests.

Leigh’s fingers tightened on her revolver; her balance unerring even as the tremors sought to contest her. A flurry of silent curses danced on her lips — a silent portrayal of her innermost thoughts.

I noticed a minor crack threading out under my feet. “Stand still,” I commanded, the order a grainy rasp that betrayed my disquiet. It whispered out but echoed back a thunderous sound.

But it didn’t help. The ice was cracking, and it was not because of our weight or movement.

It was a trap.


Chapter 34

The chamber resounded with the alarming crescendo of ice giving way underfoot. In the cold clarity of imminent danger, my eyes darted around, seeking something, anything, to offer refuge. Amidst the chorus of cracking, a shape solid against the sliding world caught my attention — a rock outcropping that jutted from the ice like a lifeline.

“There!” I pointed to the salvation within our slippery grasp. The urgency in my voice cut through the fear, rallying our group into action. “Make for that rock! Now!”

I watched as Diane took the lead, her steps a careful sprint across the treacherous expanse. Leigh and Celeste followed, their movements swift, with the larroling and my storm elemental coming up behind them. Their dash mirrored the desperation for their lives that I felt.

Yeska, however, hesitated, her eyes wide with alarm as the ice groaned doom, a symphony of potential endings.

“Move, Yeska!” I shouted over the sounds of destruction, propelled by worry fueling my words.

With instincts kicking in, Yeska pushed off, a burst of speed carrying her toward safety. I covered the rear, my steps a syncopated beat against the ice’s rhythm, rifle clutched firmly, ready for hazards yet unseen.

As the stability of the world shifted with each step, the rock outcropping stood as a beacon amidst the chaos. Each of the girls reached it, grasping at the stone, pulling themselves up and away from the fracturing plane.

I lunged for safety, closing the final distance with an adrenaline-fueled jump. My hands scrambled over the rough surface of the rock — solid, real, and wonderfully motionless.

Together, we huddled on the narrow perch as the ice splintered in a grand orchestration, the water beneath revealed in a rush of cold air and violent waves, the nightmare ballet complete as our frozen path vanished.

The waters churned, each wave an animal movement in this sudden sea. Then, without warning, shapes emerged — long, sleek, and deadly — leaping from the freezing depths from between the drifting shards of ice and eager for our flesh. They were shark-like fish, only a little smaller and much more aggressive.

I saw Leigh’s muscles tense, her Beastmaster instincts identifying the creatures with instant recognition. “Thimmerfish!” she hissed, dread lacing her acknowledgment.

Without hesitation, I raised my rifle as one of the predatory shapes launched itself toward Yeska, its jaws wide in a violent promise. The shot I fired rang true, sending the Thimmerfish back into the icy embrace from which it came.

Yeska, who had just been gathering her composure, shot me a thankful look, knowing I had saved her from injury — or worse. “Thank you, David,” she said.

I smiled at her despite everything, then turned to Leigh. “Thimmerfish?” I prompted her. “Not friendly little fellows like we see in the Silverthread, right?”

Leigh’s expression turned grave as she locked eyes with me and shook her head. “They’re aggressive, and there are more surfacing. They thrive in the cold.”

The Thimmerfish circled our little rock outcropping. Each leap and snap of their maws was a sharpening of their intent while the rocky outcropping remained an island in a desperate ocean.

Diane held her crossbow at the ready with her focus narrowed to the threat below. Celeste stayed close to me, her sword a silent companion to her courage, her eyes calculating our scant options.

“You’re the Beastmaster, Leigh,” I said. “Any ideas?”

As I took the moment to unload my rifle and push some new rounds into the magazine, Leigh’s mind worked rapidly, her knowledge of water creatures a potential key to our survival. “You’re right. They’re animals after all — even if they are vicious ones,” she muttered, her eyes tracing the patterns of their assaults.

Yet, in the confrontation of elements — water, air, and the intrusions of the cold — my thoughts began to churn, possibilities crafting scenarios within my mind.

Celeste leaned into me. “The water is too cold,” she said. “Even if Leigh could tame them all, we can’t swim for it. We need to think of something fast, David.” Her breath was a puff of anxious white, a cloud against the severity of our circumstance.

Leigh’s focus intensified, her gaze now going past the immediate, to the far shore, the breadth of the frozen lake, and the confines of the chamber. “My Calm Waters ability might just stop the Thimmerfish, but the crossing — how?”

I recalled the ability she had learned on one of our adventures — shortly after we crossed the Blighted Land and our encounter with the grapplejaws. It would allow her to tame the creatures in the water for a short time, and we might cross during that window of opportunity.

But how indeed?

A shiver shook my frame, not from the cold, but from the rapid whir of ideas. The solution danced on the edge of understanding, a peripheral hint at an unconventional exit.

My lips tugged into a broad grin, the action surprising even me, juxtaposed against the bleakness of our outlook. “I might...,” I started, glancing at the girls, the challenge igniting a small fire. “I might have an idea.”

They exchanged hopeful looks, but I gestured for silence as I scanned the treacherous waters. The Thimmerfish continued their circling, each jump near our rock a reminder of their deadly potential.

The girls watched me, hope layered within their stares. “Well, now would be a really good time for one of your plans, David,” Leigh joked, the undercurrent of unease unmistakable.

I smiled and nodded, the idea solidifying in my mind. “Alright,” I said. “Listen up…”


Chapter 35

Standing on the frostbitten outcrop, enveloped by the darkness of the chamber and the biting chill, thoughts rushed through my head — ideas intertwining with the necessity of survival. My voice broke the tense silence, clear and confident, “Here’s the plan.”

Yeska’s torchlight sputtered against the icy air as my companions shifted their gaze toward me, anticipation mirrored in their stances — like actors awaiting their cue. “I can try to use my Summon Aquana’s Avatar spell,” I proposed, “creating a water elemental that can tread upon water and carry each of us to safety.”

Acknowledgment unfurled across their faces as I laid out the notion of summoning the elemental individually for each of them. They knew the inherent risks; our safety net was the measure of my magic’s reliability. Yet their trust in me held steadfast as they nodded in approval, words unnecessary for the promise we all felt.

Leigh’s eyes glinted as she chimed in, “And what about our sturdy larroling here?” Her usual mirth was threaded with the gravity of the moment. “He should manage the swim with your help as he’s used to cold biomes, and my Calm Waters spell can keep those Thimmerfish at bay while we cross.”

I agreed, grateful for her quick mind and her Beastmaster’s connection to our companion creature. “That’s the plan,” I said, the foundation of our plan solidifying with each contribution. “And I’ll go first to see if it works.”

A collective spirit of resolve bolstered us as we prepared for this unconventional crossing. Leigh voiced her faith, stem-winding with a hint of her old vigor amidst the cold, “David, if anyone can get us through this, it’s you.”

Celeste’s gentle expression bore the soft glow of admiration. “I agree,” she said, a serene smile lifting her spirits against the chamber’s despair. “And this is a fine plan! The best we can do.”

Diane’s nod came firm and sure, an implicit agreement that was as robust as her armament. “Let’s do it,” she put in. “It is the only chance we have.”

Yeska, typically self-assured and untamed, seemed touched by my willingness to risk myself first. She regarded me with a new depth of respect, the sentiment lacing her features. “It is a fine plan,” she said. “And you are a brave man, David.”

I grinned and gave a little shrug. “Wouldn’t be much of a plan if I didn’t trust in it myself,” I quipped, winning a smile from the girls to take the edge off a little bit.

With the affirmation of my makeshift family, I turned to face the elemental plane that lay ahead. Hands steady yet apprehensive, I began the incantation of the Summon Aquana’s Avatar spell.

A blue light bloomed in the darkness as I called forth the avatar. It emerged — a watery silhouette against the stark backdrop of the chamber, taking shape with a fluid grace that could belong only to a being of pure elemental power.

Leigh, on cue, activated her Calm Waters ability. The surface of the water stilled under her command, the circling Thimmerfish suspended in a temporary reprieve of their predatory circling, like dancers in the wings awaiting the orchestra’s command. In this state, they were less harmful than goldfish.

“There ya go, baby,” she said. “Should be all good!”

I gave her a thankful nod and, with the scene set, stepped toward the water elemental. It was a formidable form of shifting waves, majestic and poised, as it waited for my approach — an ally bound to my will and ready to serve.

I motioned for it to do a test round of the water, to demonstrate to me that it could indeed move on the surface and that the Thimmerfish would not accost it. The elemental glided across the water with a sureness borne of a creature at one with the element, and I smiled with satisfaction as the plan took its initial breath — the beginning of an escape from our dire straits. The Thimmerfish left the elemental alone as well, content to simply swim and do nothing.

“Looking good,” I remarked, and my women gave hopeful nods. I mentally commanded Aquana’s avatar to return to me. “Now, for the real test…”

The water elemental reached our rocky perch, the blue of its form deep and rich against the starkness that enveloped us. Like a lantern in the dark, it caused shadows to flee, if only for a moment.

I gave the women a reassuring look and instructed the elemental to carry me first. No futile bravado, only the intrinsic need to ensure their safety above my own — the weight of responsibility I could not, would not, shrug off.

It extended what I could only think of as its arms — columns of swirling water that promised the buoyancy of hope. I took in a deep breath and gripped them, the chill from the elemental a stark contrast to the surrounding cold that I had become accustomed to.

The water elemental lifted me without falter, and it placed me on its shoulders as easily as I would a child. When I sat, I flashed a grin and a thumbs up at my women, who stood wringing their hands with worry on the rocky outcropping. They answered my gesture with nervous smiles, concerned for my safety, but I remained confident.

“Let’s go,” I said softly to the elemental.

And it moved. With each passing second, the elemental tread upon the lake’s surface, carrying me effortlessly. The water lapped around us, an icy void that awaited any misstep.

Though droplets splashed upward, soaking through my layers, the mere discomfort could not overshadow the emerging hope that I harbored deep within. I held fast as the elemental drew closer to the safety of the far shore.

The others watched from the outcrop, their forms a line of steadfastness against the uncaring cold. Celeste clutched her harp close, Leigh’s hand never straying far from her holster, Yeska’s torch a guiding beacon.

The elemental set me down upon solid ground; the feeling of firm rock beneath my boots was as invigorating as a new dawn. I turned, motioning to the others that the plan was effective.

Their gazes met mine across the intervening space, each pair of eyes alight with relief as the realization settled in that we had found our passage, our way across the desolate span of frozen lake and hungry fish.

With my plan proven, the water elemental could now proceed to move the women from the precarious perch to my side, one by one, with the storm elemental and the larroling crossing on their own.
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The chill of the underground lake receded as if yielding to our collective determination, and we watched as one by one, Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and finally Yeska made their way across the icy expanse cradled by the water elemental’s grasp.

Leigh, with the larroling swimming alongside her, managed a grin despite the cold, her Beastmaster’s instincts keeping the Thimmerfish calm as they glided over the treacherous surface.

Diane reached solid ground, her Scout’s poise never wavering as she stepped off the elemental and onto the frost-kissed stone. “Well, that was one way to make an entrance,” she said, a light laugh betraying the residual adrenaline from our crossing.

Leigh, with a relieved exhale, complimented our strategic planning, patting the larroling’s wet hide. “That was a proper bit of thinking, using the elemental like that.”

“And your Calm Waters ability kept those Thimmerfish in check,” I said. “It’s a great ability.”

“We couldn’t have asked for a smoother ride,” Diane said, nodding to both me and Leigh appreciatively.

Celeste, her expression serene as ever, added her own note of gratitude. “The way you orchestrated our escape was nothing short of masterful. It speaks volumes of your leadership, David,” she said.

Yeska, last to step off the elemental, shook off the cold as if shrugging away a mere inconvenience. “This was well contrived,” she told me, her green eyes sharp with newfound respect that seemed to pierce the lingering shadows of the chamber.

With our group now safely reunited on the other side, we shared a moment of quiet celebration, the relief palpable in our collective breath. “Let’s move on,” I urged, “Time is still against us, and we’ve got a staff to locate.”

Diane once again took point, her silhouette slipping through the dim corridor, alert for any unseen dangers. We huddled closer, following her into the heart of the barrow, each shadow holding the potential for mystery or menace.

Our progress was slow, as if the weight of the barrow pressed down on us with each step we took. The black stone underfoot was slick with an unseen frost, and the dark sigils etched along the walls seemed to watch us with ancient, unblinking eyes.

Suddenly, the corridor opened into a vast, pillared chamber. Our torches flickered, casting long, dancing shadows across the pillars that stood like silent watchers. At the back of the chamber, an altar rested, and upon it lay a staff that caught the dim light in a peculiar way.

I motioned for the group to halt, my hand instinctively reaching for the rifle. “Hold on,” I said, eyeing the mysterious staff. “This feels too easy. There might be guardians or traps we haven’t triggered yet.”

Diane stepped back, her instincts as a Scout affirming the caution I had advised. “It does look suspiciously unguarded,” she agreed, bowing her head as she examined the floor for any telltale signs of traps.

Leigh stood by; her grip on the revolver still firm, ready for any movement that might spring from the shadows. “It ain’t ever straightforward with these ancient places,” she murmured, echoing my sentiment.

Celeste stood still like a statue, but her sword was at the ready. “We should take the time to study the chamber more closely,” she suggested, her gaze lingering on the icy glow of the staff.

Yeska stepped forward, her bright eyes scanning the chamber with a hunter’s precision. “The light plays oddly in here, bouncing among the pillars,” she observed, tilting her head slightly as she pinpointed the source of her intrigue.

We all took notice of the strange shimmer that Yeska had pointed out, the torchlight refracting in ways that defied natural law. The columns held more than just shadows — they concealed something else, something unseen.

“Invisible creatures, maybe?” I voiced aloud, the thought chilling despite the already cold air that encompassed us. “That would explain the eerie feeling this place gives off.”

Yeska’s eyebrows drew together, her lips pressed into a thin line as she pondered the notion. “There is one way to be sure,” she said, her voice laced with determination.

With a swift incantation, her hands weaving through the air, Yeska cast her Bloodsight spell. The room became illuminated by an otherworldly glow, bathing everything in a spectral light that revealed the previously unseen.

“Specters,” she confirmed, her eyes now seeing through the veil of invisibility that the creatures had hidden behind. “And there’s the spectral mage, an elven mage — right at the far end of the chamber, guarding the staff.”

The revelation sent a shiver down my spine, and I tightened my grip on the rifle. Specters were not to be taken lightly, and a spectral mage, that apex of undead mages, even less so.

We stayed silent with our eyes trained on the shimmerings that betrayed spectral figures that Yeska could now clearly see. Their transparent forms drifted among the pillars.

“There are more than I initially thought,” Yeska said, her voice betraying a hint of unease. “They float through the columns, guardians of the barrow, but they do not seem to have noticed us.”

Diane’s hand edged toward the bolts of her crossbow once more, her mind already calculating the distances and potential trajectories necessary to pierce the ethereal beings. Meanwhile, Leigh tightened her jaw, her resolve firm as she weighed our odds.

With the invisible specters unveiled to Yeska’s spell and the aim of our weapons uncertain, this was a new kind of challenge. I knew we couldn’t do this without having a clear line of sight, and the vague shimmerings were not enough.


Chapter 36

The barrow’s chilled breath clung to our clothes, a coldness that seemed to seep into our very bones as we huddled together near the entrance of the vast frozen chamber. Yeska held her torch steady, its light pushing weakly against the encroaching darkness. The spectral figures flowed between the pillars; their presence revealed only to Yeska.

I drew my rifle close, eyes fixated on the peculiar dance of light around the silhouettes that only Yeska could see. “We need a way to reveal them,” I said quietly, “to even the playing field.”

Celeste tilted her head, considering the torch’s battle against the cold chamber’s gloom. “If light bends around these specters, they must have substance — physical forms that are touched by this world.”

Diane’s lips pursed in thought as she contemplated the riddle before us. “A form that bends light — it must be like a glass lens.” Her pragmatic approach to the mystery at hand was reassuring in its simplicity. “What if we could make them visible somehow?”

At the same time, Yeska and I spoke the same words, “Perhaps if we covered them in some sort of liquid...” Our voices mingled in the darkness, proposing the same strategy in an almost comical synchrony.

A shared chuckle rippled through our small group, a light moment amidst the tension that brought a warmth that even the barrow’s frost seemed to honor. Such brief respite reminded us of the bond we shared — the kind of unity forged in the quiet moments.

With a more focused gaze, I detailed my strategy for the non-visible opponents. “I can have my Aquana’s Avatar advance and start spraying water around,” I offered, the thought of watery outlines revealing the specters a plan both rudimentary and ingenious in design.

The women wore expressions of agreement, their acquiescence to the role my elemental would play as obvious as our shared breaths in the icy air.

“It’s a sound plan, David,” Diane said.

“It will cost us the element of surprise, though,” I added, acutely aware of the delicate nature of the situation.

“That’s acceptable,” Celeste replied with a measure of resolve. “To see our foes is to be one step ahead, regardless of the surprise we forgo.”

I gave a curt nod, feeling the mantle of leadership settle around my shoulders as I issued my summons. Aquana’s Avatar and two water spirits emerged from the mystic veil at my calling, their forms rippling with elemental power.

I glanced back at the women, each one poised and braced for the next inevitable confrontation. “Are you ready for this?” My voice was hardly more than a whisper, but I knew my words would carry clearly to them.

“Ready,” they each confirmed, the singular word a mesh of assurance and apprehension.

With an unwavering stare, I gestured for the water elemental and its lesser siblings to enter the chamber. I commanded them to move swiftly, knowing that just spraying foes with water and not defending or fighting meant they would not last long.

At my command, the three water-based beings glided forward, light dancing off their liquid forms in a display that, had the situation been any different, would have been mesmerizing.

“The specters will see them soon,” Yeska hummed, still seeing through her spell. “Should they engage?”

I nodded. And at my command, they fanned out. At once, their aquatic streams arched through the air. The projected liquid was as a quill upon parchment, poised to write revelation across the darkness. I watched the water cascade and the expectant faces of my companions, each one mirroring my own hope that this plan would shed light on our ghostly adversaries.

And it worked! Water’s touch began to articulate forms. Invisible became visible, the droplets clinging to the specters. They were still not as visible as I wanted them to be, but their shapes were outlined by water — good enough for us to target them.

“It’s working,” Yeska hissed in an excited voice. “It’s really working!”

In a barely audible murmur, Celeste whispered a soft prayer to the elven gods. Her lips moved in the silent incantation that spilled forth to curl around us as we witnessed the birth of clarity in the water’s wake.

“Get ready,” I commanded.

Diane let out a controlled breath, steadying her crossbow as the revealing specters took shape before us. “Solid targets to aim at,” she noted, her practicality a welcome companion in the burgeoning urgency.

Leigh’s hand twitched reflexively near her revolver as her gaze fixed on the shapes now visible in the chamber before us. A nod passed between us, affirming our readiness to confront whatever challenge awaited.

The elementals’ work complete, the chamber now home to discernible threats, the moment came — a pause that stretched into an eternity before the specters’ awareness of our presence would ignite our battle.

And just as the final specter was revealed — the spectral mage itself — that undead conjurer turned, and the time of hiding was over. Our plan had worked, but the elementals had drawn attention.

They converged on the elementals, and they would make quick work of them.

“Let’s go!” I called out. “Spread out and keep up the fire!”


Chapter 37

The spectral mage hovered near the altar at the chamber’s rear. It raised a hand, and with a swift incantation, a torrent of flame burst forth, enveloping my elementals in a consuming inferno.

The perfect timing of Yeska’s observation cut through the shock of the fiery explosion. “They’re all doused. The plan can proceed,” she noted, her voice steady despite the fury that had just transpired.

With her assurance, I signaled to charge, relying on the strategy we had hatched in the safety of light and reason. The women followed my command, readying weapons as I called forth a guardian and bolstered it with my Evolve Summon spell, bracing for the encounter with these dripping adversaries. I followed up with Aura of Protection.

We advanced as one, a solid phalanx pushing into the heart of spectral resistance. My rifle crackled as I called out my command to Celeste, the larroling, the storm elemental, and the guardian to advance. The report of my firearm rang sharp in the confined space as it sought the soaked entities that lunged at us from their shimmering concealment.

Diane’s form melded into the shadows, her newfound ability cloaking her advance. She moved unseen, her crossbow singing a silent song of death. With every bolt released, a specter faltered, its wet outline scattering in tendrils of dissipating mist.

Leigh’s revolver punctuated the chamber’s quiet with explosive echoes, her shots ringing clear. She stood her ground near the entrance, picking off specters that aimed to close in, her aim true and protective.

Celeste’s bright call rose above the commotion, her voice calling on the gods as she engaged and sought to carve a path to the spectral mage. Her sword whirled and danced with the Stellar Maiden’s grace, and the specters fell before her.

Beside me, Yeska radiated a calm fury, her hands weaving through the air as she cast her spells. Blood Pox sprouted among the specters, a curse that bound them in a vicious thrall of damage over time as they attempted to press forward — the seed for their destruction.

The larroling, a creature of formidable strength, advanced with Celeste. At Leigh’s command, it barreled into the fray, its mass a testament to the Beastmaster’s influence as it scattered enemies with primal ferocity. It did not need the liquid outlining because it could sense the unnatural undead as clearly as I could see my own hands.

But there were many specters.

“There’s a lot of ‘em,” Leigh called out, echoing my own thoughts.

I gave a grim smile. “And they’re all wet,” I muttered, hardly loud enough for any to hear me as a new plan surfaced in my mind.

As the specters converged, their numbers now visible and constrained, I reached out with my will, summoning another storm elemental to join the battle beside the first. Its form crackled into existence, a gathering of thunderous energy at my side.

The elemental flexed its growing form, its essence forged of tempests and sky’s wrath. Then, at my command, dual bolts of lightning streaked across the room, aimed at the heart of the specters — figures still dripping from their exposure to elemental water.

And water and lightning don’t mix…

The electrical discharge danced across the wet outlines of our enemies, the lightning finding eager conduits in their moistened forms and amplifying the damage. Each hit was a burst of light, a thunderclap of victory as the specters faltered under the elemental’s assault.

“Brilliant!” Leigh called out, recognizing this relatively old trick in the book.

I grinned and called forth another storm elemental, setting up a battery of the summons to blast lightning at our dripping enemies, although I bade them take care not to hit Celeste, the larroling, or the guardian keeping Celeste safe.

The electrified onslaught proved devastating, the specters reeling and sparking as the currents unraveled their existence. One by one, they crackled into nothingness, their howls of departure a fading echo in the vastness of the chamber.

Through the elementals’ relentless fury, we pressed on, closing the distance between us and the spectral mage that still loomed near the altar. It seemed uncertain now with its fiery offense dampened by the demise of its allies.

My rifle’s muzzle flashed repeatedly as I moved up, a steady rhythm that marked the decline of the spectral warriors. I quickly renewed Aura of Protection as I advanced, but my Mana was running dry.

Diane’s form flickered into visibility as she dispatched specters with precise shots, her presence a shadow amongst shadows. The specters were undone by her skill, their numbers dwindling beneath her crossbow’s whisper.

Leigh’s laughter mingled with the reverberating gunfire with her spirit undampened even as the spectral mage launched another desperate incantation. Her bullets tore through the conjured flames, disrupting the mage’s deadly spellcraft.

Celeste’s swordplay reached a crescendo as she hacked her way to the boss. She did so with trust in my bolstered guardian and aura of protection, and many of the specters’ life-draining attacks were deflected by both, although my guardian was worse for the wear and would not last much longer.

Meanwhile, Yeska’s curses wove through the chamber, a weave of sorcery that entangled the remaining specters. Her spells were a chorus to the elemental’s arcs of power, the specters caught in a perilous symphony of our creation.

The larroling, encouraged by Leigh’s calls, tore through the ranks of the spectral figures with an animalistic fervor. Each strike sent chills through their essence, a corporeal testament to the beast’s might.

The spectral mage, now faced with the full brunt of our assault, unleashed a last wave of fire in a bid to halt our advance. The guardian threw himself in front of Celeste and perished protecting her, but the path was clear now. She advanced with a fierce and clear cry; two-handed sword ready to destroy the creature.

With a mental command, I forced my storm elementals to focus fire on the spectral mage. Bolts of lightning struck true even as Celeste swung her blade. The power of it was overwhelming, and the specter wailed before the attacks scattered its form like ashes in the wind.

And as the spectral mage fell, its allies howled dolorously as they withered and faded, the spell that had bound them to this world now finally broken.

We stood victorious…
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As the last of the spectral forms scattered like smoke, a jubilant feeling coursed through the chamber. Diane let out a whoop of delight before joining Leigh and Celeste in engulfing me with hugs. They clung to me with love and enthusiasm, and their voices formed a chorus of joy that rang as true as the songs Celeste often played.

Smiling as I held my women, my eyes found Yeska’s, who stood with a broad grin, her cat ears upright. “We did it!” she exclaimed, her eyes shining brightly in the torchlight. There was genuine admiration in her voice.

“The lightning idea was great, baby!” Leigh purred before planting a kiss on my lips, and the other women joined in with words of agreement and praise.

I felt a flush of warmth at their praises, though my own thoughts were more tempered. “It was really everyone’s efforts,” I said, deflecting the compliment with a modesty that felt more comfortable than basking in any limelight.

In the shared silence that followed, I turned to each of my companions in turn. Observing Yeska’s reaction out of the corner of my eye, I noted the slight blush coloring her cheeks as she watched me plant a grateful kiss on the forehead of Diane, Leigh, and Celeste.

Yeska’s gaze lingered with a curiosity I found endearing, her usual composure tinged with what appeared to be a mixture of bewilderment and fascination. It was evident that she still tread unfamiliar ground amidst the intimate bond we all shared, which had grown stronger still in this adventure.

“Let’s not dally here,” I suggested after a moment, the weight of our mission refocusing my mind. “We should quickly search the chamber. The day is likely waning, and crossing back over the lake, leaving the barrow will take some time.”

The women sprang into action, their movements methodical as they combed the chamber. I watched as Diane investigated the recessed niches along the walls, Leigh examined the grounds, and Celeste perused the remaining contents of the altar.

Yeska, her torch now set aside, aided in the search, her fingers tracing along the cold stone in search of hidden compartments or overlooked treasures that might have been secreted away.

The chamber, though grand in scale and rich in history, held no further secrets, no other treasures to claim. And so, I focused on the staff. Approaching the altar where it lay, I felt a sense of completion as my hands closed around the intricate artifact. It was heavier than it appeared, a solid heft that hinted at power dormant within its craftsmanship.

With careful motions, I turned the staff in my grasp, the dim torchlight catching along the inlaid runes that spiraled down its length. The markings were familiar — echoes of the same Elvish script that adorned the walls around us.

I caught my reflection in a polished segment of the altar’s surface, the staff held before me like a new piece of my history now touching the legacy of this place. The sense of responsibility that came with such a relic was not lost on me, a weight beyond its physical presence.

After a lingering examination, I stowed the staff securely in my pack, ensuring it was wrapped tightly to prevent any damage during our return journey. The others watched, understanding its significance and the need for care.

A steady resolve settled around our shoulders as we turned back toward the entrance of the chamber. Our mission had been successful. The retrieval of the staff marked the completion of Lernoval’s quest, though our return to the surface remained.

We retraced our steps, the silent shadows of the barrow whispering farewells as we left the grand chamber behind. Celeste’s light tread led the way, her ease amidst the dark a beacon for us all to follow.

Leigh’s quiet hum filled the spaces between our footfalls, a sound more contemplative than her usual boisterous tones. Her contemplation mirrored my own thoughts on the journey’s end that lay ahead.

Yeska walked beside me. In its absence, her presence provided a different sort of illumination, that of a mind still turning with the thoughts of an enigma unraveled.

Diane’s vigilance never waned, her gaze moving like a lighthouse beam, cutting through the cavern’s shadows. The inherent danger had not diminished, yet we moved with a confidence earned through trials faced and overcome.

The ascent to the surface was, of course, shorter than our descent — except for crossing the treacherous underground lake. The traps were disarmed or overcome, the riddles solved, and each step was confident, although we remained careful and watchful. The chill of the barrow’s depths lightened with every level we climbed, a subtle warmth returning to our limbs.

Soft whispered conversations began to fill the air as we navigated the spiraling staircase, our voices low but filled with the warmth of a shared experience ending. As we approached the threshold between barrow and world, the soft glow of daylight appeared, inviting us back into life and light and warmth.

Each of us emerged from the barrow’s grasp with a shared sigh of relief, the open sky a welcomed sight. We paused for a moment, taking in the sun’s rays as they caressed our faces, erasing the cold from our bones.

The larroling stretched its massive form under the sunlight, shaking off the remnants of the barrow’s chill. I smiled at the sight, then followed suit.

Standing at the entrance to the barrow, we all shared one final glance back into the descending dark — a farewell to a challenge met and overcome, a chapter in our history that would remain etched in stone and memory.

With the barrow Dungeon behind us, our eyes could turn to the path home.


Chapter 38

Evening descended upon Copperwinde Forest like a sigh of relief, the sky painted in shades of soft pinks and deepening blues as we emerged from the dank bowels of the barrow.

As the group stepped out into the fresh forest air, taking in deep, grateful breaths, there was a chorus of pleased murmurs. The earthy scent of pine and the undercurrent of flowering thyme were a welcome contrast to the musty chill of the dungeon we had left behind.

I led us away from the stone mouth of the barrow, the forest floor springing gently beneath our boots. The canopy above rustled with the last whispers of the day’s breeze, and the fading light dappled the ground through gaps between the leaves. It felt good to be out in the open, to feel the space around us, the limitless sky overhead.

I turned to Diane, who was pulling on her jacket against the evening chill. “Would you mind scouting around to make sure we’ve found a safe spot for the night?” I asked, confident in her exceptional skills to safeguard our temporary haven.

Without a word, she gave a smile and a short nod before she slipped into the shadowy embrace of the forest’s edge. Her form seemed to blend with the trunks and underbrush, something about her quieter and more at one with the woods since her leveling up.

The rest of us gathered our supplies from the larroling’s back, unloading the tents and our cooking gear. Yeska and I grabbed one of the tents, its fabric sturdy and familiar in our hands as we began to lay it out on the relatively flat ground we had chosen.

Working side by side, the two of us unfolded the shelter, coordinating effortlessly as we slotted the collapsible rods into their fabric loops. It was a routine task, one we had done before, yet there was an undercurrent of a new depth to our relationship that made it exciting somehow.

As we stretched the tent’s base and began to stake it into the ground, our hands occasionally brushed — one ‘accidental’ touch following another. Each contact sent a jolt, electrifying in its own right.

The flirtatious energy built with every smile we exchanged, with every quiet chuckle at our ‘mistakes.’ There was something about the way Yeska moved, agile and close, that hinted at stories untold and latent tension waiting to be explored.

In the midst of our work, I couldn’t resist the pull of curiosity that had been nagging me since our rapid advancements earlier that day in the Dungeon. “Yeska, have you had any revelations about my Bloodline yet?” I ventured; my voice casual as I met her eyes.

She paused, one corner of her mouth quirking up in a half-smile as she considered the question. “No certain insights yet,” she said, her tone contemplative as she gestured toward the tent’s entrance we were securing. “I need to meditate on our findings, but I can feel the power. Considering the quick advancement I’ve experienced, I’m certain it’s something formidable.”

The thought lingered between us, the implications of such potential power painting both exciting and daunting possibilities for the future. There was a brief silence, the forest around us coming alive with the sounds of evening: a distant owl’s call, the scuttle of nocturnal creatures through the brush.

Just as I opened my mouth to speak again, our intimate bubble burst with the sound of Leigh’s voice calling from nearby. “Dinner’s ready, you two! Come and get it!”

At the same time, Diane’s form materialized from the dusky woods, her report ready. “The area’s clear — no signs of any beasts or threats. We’re good for now,” she assured us, brushing off a few clinging leaves from her sleeves.

We finished up with the tent and headed toward the campfire, where the alluring smell of our evening meal wafted through the cool air. Leigh had outdone herself, the simple cuisine appearing as a feast thanks to the hunger our strenuous day had fostered.

The campsite was alive with light and warmth, the fire crackling as Celeste laid out bowls and utensils on a large flat rock for us to use. Her knack for creating pockets of home in the wilderness never failed to impress me.

Yeska and I joined the others beside the fire, the orange glow reflecting off our faces as we took our seats on fallen logs and smoothed stones. It was a makeshift setting, but we had all we needed, from pots and pans to provisions. A collective effort had turned a spot in the forest into another branch of our homestead.

The smells of boiling broth and roasting root vegetables mingled together. It reminded us that comfort was not solely found within walls, but in the company we kept and the way we adapted to the earth we shared.

As we prepared to eat, our conversation steered toward recollections of the day — the icy challenge within the barrow, the battles won, and the threats overcome.

Diane shared a particularly harrowing moment, replicating the crash of ice and the fear she had felt, her theatrical portrayal eliciting a round of laughter that cut through the darkness like a beacon. I enjoyed it with generous laughter, for it was rare that Diane took the stage.

And indeed, she seemed to blush at the laughter and then sidled up against me as if for safety, while Leigh recounted details of the battle with the ghouls at the beginning, once again praising my ingenuity at coming up with the bottleneck strategy.

“This is what it’s about, isn’t it?” Leigh said after the brief silence that followed her tale, a thoughtful expression softening her usual merriment. “Facing what the world throws at us and still managing to sit here, around a fire, as a family.”

Celeste nodded, her gaze wandering over our faces, her lips curling in an unspoken agreement that encompassed all the emotions that had passed through us during our journey.

Yeska caught me looking at her, and a shared smile formed between us — a recognition of the remarkable changes we’d faced together, how they bound us to the same thread of destiny.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s eat. I think we earned it today…”
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The evening sky began to embrace the hues of night as we settled down around the simmering campfire. Our stomachs were eager for the warmth of the meal Leigh had prepared. The scent of the stew, filled with the spoils of our foraging and the supplies we had brought, embraced the campsite. We huddled closer, sharing the comforting space with the spreading chill of the forest night.

Diane reached for the ladle first, serving generous portions into our bowls. “Nothing like a good stew to end the day,” she said, her voice carrying a tired satisfaction. I watched her spoon the broth, observing the precise movements that spoke of her inherent meticulous nature.

Yeska sat across from me, the light of the fire reflecting off her eyes, giving them an eerie glow that seemed to embody the mysteries of the Dungeon we had faced together. She caught me looking her way and offered a faint smile before breaking the silence. “I think it’s fascinating, really, the way we all manage to work together when it counts,” she mused.

Leigh nodded in agreement, spooning a mouthful of stew, her earlier boisterous laughter now subdued into a contented quiet. “Yeah, it’s like we’ve found our rhythm as a team,” she added, a hum of approval in her throat as the flavors of the food hit home.

Celeste, who had been busy unpacking the rest of our supplies, joined us with her own bowl. Her usually animated gestures were now replaced with the calm motions of someone winding down from the day’s exertions. “What we’ve encountered today, the things we’ve seen... it’s a lot to take in,” she said, a thoughtful expression softening her delicate features.

Conversation flowed naturally as we shared our meal, with everyone reflecting on the events that had unfolded in the depths of the barrow. We recounted close calls and clever tactics, each story underscoring the strength we found in unity and quick thinking.

Diane looked over at Yeska curiously, echoing the question I had asked earlier by the tent. “Have you come to any conclusions about David’s Bloodline?” she asked with a tone gentle but inquisitive.

Yeska mirrored the smile she had given me not too long ago, her head tilting slightly. “No certain insights yet,” she repeated with a reflective look in her eyes. “It will take some time to meditate on what we’ve experienced. But I’m certain it’s something special.”

As the fire crackled and popped, Celeste began to hum softly, her gaze drifting to the flames. Inspired by the moment and the day’s adventure, she began to sing an improvised tune, her voice as clear as the Copperwinde air.

Diane chuckled, a sound of delight and encouragement. Picking up on Celeste’s melody, she lent her own voice to the song, adding words to commemorate our journey through the Dungeon:

“In the depths where shadows cling,
Together brave, we’ve faced the king.
Specters fell before our might,
With teamwork strong, we won the night.”

Celeste’s voice mingled with Diane’s, a duet crafted in the spur of the moment yet holding the profound weight of our shared experiences. Their song rose to the treetops, carried on the breeze as an ode to our courage and camaraderie.

“The barrow’s secrets ours to claim,
United force, we end the game.
A prize now won, a quest complete,
With hearts resolved, we shan’t retreat.”

The soothing strains of the improvised song danced around the fire, drawing smiles from Leigh and Yeska. It was a shared moment of peaceful reflection on the trials we had faced and the victory we had achieved.

As the final notes of the song dissolved into the whispers of the Copperwinde night, compliments flowed freely from one to the other.

“That was beautiful,” Yeska said, her voice full of earnest admiration. “You both have a way with words... and tunes,” she added with a wistful note that spoke to her appreciation for the arts.

Leigh’s applause was soft, her hands coming together in quiet praise. “What a way to remember the day,” she remarked, her grin returning, as infectious as ever. “Should’ve known you’d turn our escapade into a melody, Celeste.”

Celeste blushed lightly, a modest dip of her head acknowledging both the praise and the shared sentiment behind the song. “It just felt right,” she said, her voice carrying the warmth of the fire before us.

With the hours stretching late and our bodies craving the rest that would prepare us for the journey back, I looked up from my empty stew bowl. “I’ll take the first watch,” I suggested again, but before I could stand, Diane placed a gentle hand on my arm.

“I’ll sit with you for a while,” she offered, her eyes not leaving mine. “The fire’s warmth is too inviting, and I want to talk.” The unspoken layers of her simple desire hinted at a conversation laced with something deeper than the night’s vigil.

Agreeing to her request, the two of us settled by the dwindling fire, our legs stretched out toward the remaining embers. The others bid us goodnight, retreating to their tents with yawns and the satisfying exhaustion that promised a deep slumber.

Yeska gave me a knowing smile as she departed, the shadows of the night cloaking her retreat. I returned the gesture, contemplating the bond that had been forged between us all, tight and unbreakable.

The forest around us sighed as it settled into repose, the sounds of nocturnal creatures the only whispers that dared encroach upon the silence that had fallen. The fire’s heat was subtle, a lingering touch against the coolness that seeped in through the treetops.


Chapter 39

As the others tucked themselves away in their tents, the silence of the night enveloped us, leaving Diane and I seated on a blanket by the fire’s dying embers. I looked at her, the crackle from the campfire casting a warm glow on her delicate features. She scooted closer, seeking warmth in the cold night air of Copperwinde Forest and found it in my arms.

With the subtle ease of familiarity, Diane nestled against me, and I wrapped an arm around her. The weight of the day’s events seemed to melt away as we settled into the comfort of each other’s embrace. The surrounding forest remained still, as if holding its breath in reverence to our private moment.

The campfire’s glow danced across our faces, and in its light, Diane’s sapphire eyes glistened with tranquility. Tentatively, I placed my hand on her belly, feeling the faintest stir of life within.

“How’s the little one?” I asked softly, a whisper of wonder tugging at the edges of my words.

Diane’s hand rested atop mine, her touch light and reassuring. “As restless as the wind out here,” she replied with a tender chuckle. “But he’ll be here in a few months... Or she?”

“A few... months...” I muttered and blinked. “You mean seven months?”

Now it was her turn to blink, confused. “No, my love... Four.”

It took me a moment to process that. “You’re that far along? Five months?”

“No... Just two.”

Was I going insane? I did the math again, and Diane must’ve read my confusion. “How... How long do you think a pregnancy lasts?” she asked.

“Well, nine months,” I replied, immediately realizing that there might be something else at play here.

“They last six with us,” Diane said, realizing the same thing. Then she laughed and covered her mouth. “Oh no! I should’ve told you. I didn’t know that human women...”

I laughed and held up my hand. “No, no!” I said. “How could you have known? Six is normal for your kind, and nine is normal for mine. I didn’t even consider it might be different, but it makes sense, I suppose.”

She grinned and placed her pretty head on my shoulder. “It does not scare you?”

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m only happy that it’ll happen sooner rather than later... Although there are some preparations I’ll need to move up...”

The realization that our time to prepare was shorter than anticipated made my mind shoot into overtime. Four months. The house had to be made ready sooner, and with that knowledge, the future felt closer, almost tangible. It was a thought that brought both joy and a twinge of anxiety.

“We’ll be fine, my love,” Diane said. “Even if we make no preparations at all.”

I smiled and held her close. She was right, after all. But still, there were things I wanted to do. Luckily, the duergar summon could help.

As the forest around us settled into the rhythms of the night, I turned the conversation. “Diane,” I began, the flicker of the fire reflected in my eyes, “what are your thoughts on Yeska?” The question lingered in the quiet space between us.

She glanced up at me, her features softening. After a moment’s thought, she admitted, “At first, I wasn’t sure I liked her. But these past days... we’ve bonded.” Positivity colored her words, the truth in them a relief to my ears.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said, comforted by her admission. “It’s important that we’re all on the same page.” I paused, allowing a moment for the sincerity of my statement to sink in.

Diane’s voice held a hint of curiosity as she posed a question of her own. “David, are you attracted to her?” Her gaze locked with mine, searching, inquisitive.

I took a moment to reflect, choosing honesty over obfuscation. “Yes,” I admitted, feeling no point in concealing the undeniable. “But you know me, Diane. My will is strong, and I would never let anything get in the way of us.”

Diane listened, her quiet acceptance and understanding a testament to the trust we shared. “You mean I have nothing to fear from Yeska then?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I assured her with gentle firmness, reinforcing the commitment we had made to each other. “Your feelings are important to me. If you aren’t comfortable with her, that’s all I need to know. While I’m open to seeing Yeska as a friend and ally — maybe even more — I wouldn’t do that if you weren’t on board.”

A smile graced Diane’s face, and she leaned in to press her lips to mine. The kiss was deep, and I felt her hum against my mouth.

“You are sweet, my love,” she hummed. “I have not yet made up my mind, but she has surprised me in a positive way more than once. We will see what the coming days hold.”

She then placed a soft hand on my chest, her sapphire eyes boring deep into mine. “But I’ve wanted you for myself these past few days,” she whispered with a hint of desire in her voice. “I know I share you, but I treasure these moments together as well.”

Her hands found their way to my hair, pulling me closer as our kiss grew more passionate. The sound of her purr was mesmerizing, almost intoxicating, and I felt a surge of warmth rush over me.

She deepened the kiss, and I responded in kind, feeling the connection between us strengthen with each second. There was an urgency we both shared, a fervor that only nights like this could ignite.

A tenderness permeated our embrace, born from the profound bond we had forged over time. It was in moments like these that I found myself most grateful for Diane and the love we shared.

Suddenly, Diane pulled back slightly, gazing into my eyes with a mix of fondness and anticipation. A playful glint sparkled in her eyes as she whispered, “I have something special in store for you.”

I arched an eyebrow, intrigued by her words. “Oh?” I asked, feeling my curiosity pique.

Diane leaned in once more, her lips brushing against mine as she murmured, “Just wait and see.”


Chapter 40

Diane gracefully repositioned herself onto my lap, her sapphire eyes glowing with anticipation under the silvery hue of the moonlight.

Her black hair spilled over her shoulders, catching the glow of stray embers that popped from the fire. As her fox tail curled around us, a distinctive yet pleasant hint of lavender filled my senses, causing an involuntary shiver of excitement to ripple through my body.

With a demure smile, she let her slender hand drift downwards, deftly removing the barriers posed by my clothing, and found their way to my hardened manhood. Her touch was feather-light yet held a potency that was intoxicating. As she softly kneaded me, I found myself biting playfully onto her lower lip, an unspoken dare between lovers.

“Oh, David,” she whispered. “I want to feel you inside me tonight. Just me and you.” Her words came out in breathy syllables that left no room for misinterpretations. Her movements became more deliberate, her body squirming seductively in my lap.

Diane’s innocence had given way to a newfound boldness, and I couldn’t help but enjoy the liberation she now experienced.

The anticipation in her eyes stoked the flames of my own desire, and together we moved in silent understanding. Lifting her gently off my lap, I laid her on the soft, dew-laden blanket. Her clothes removed piece by piece, each one revealing another tantalizing facet of her flawlessly sculpted form.

Diane’s body was a hypnotizing spectacle, fit and toned, her curves generously lined in all the right places. Moonlight painted her skin with a gentle glow, highlighting each curve and crevice as her bosom heaved, excitement and arousal firing her up. She was divine, a goddess of the foxkin draped in human desires and vulnerability.

My hands roamed her exposed body, tracing her form and the gentle swell of her baby bump with an intimate familiarity. My fingers ran over her soft, pert breasts, circling her areolas before gently kneading the supple mounds. Her nipples were hard pebbles under my touch, a potent indication of her arousal.

Her hand reached up with the hem of my shirt clenched tightly in her lithe fingers. In a surprising display of strength and urgency, the fabric ripped apart as it was pulled over my head. Her actions, bold and raw, elicited a hint of laughter from my lips.

“Eager, are you?” I playfully teased, and watched as a roguish smirk grew across her face.

With a coy smile, she pushed me over, taking firm control. Straddling me, she made quick work of removing my trousers, freeing my hardness swiftly.

“I am eager,” she admitted. “I’m always eager for you, my love.”

She cradled my manhood in her soft hands before slowly easing her mouth onto it. I groaned with delight at the searing contact, the warmth of her mouth enveloping me in an intimate cocoon of pleasure. She took her time, pleasuring me with her mouth, every wave of sensation more potent than the last.

Her tongue twirled and caressed, sending tremors of bliss tingling down my spine. She was nothing short of a magnificent artist, painting my body with her amorous brushstrokes. I reveled in the sensation, each wave pushing me further onto the precipice of pure ecstasy.

Slowly, Diane withdrew, a trail of saliva still connecting us. Looking up, she maintained the tantalizing eye contact. She pressed my swollen manhood between her firm breasts, using them as warm pillows to stimulate me further.

“Oh, Diane,” I groaned. “That… That feels so good!”

Her gaze was teasing, almost challenging, as she rubbed her breasts rhythmically against my hardened length. For a moment, I noticed her eyes dart somewhere behind me as if she had seen something, and a coy smile appeared on her plump lips. But I was too preoccupied with my own impending release to ponder over it for long.

As Diane moved faster and faster, I could feel the orgasm building within me. Her breasts, slick with spit, heated with the friction against me. Pulsating in rhythmic waves, lips forming pleas, she urged me, watching closely as I approached my climax.

“Cum on me, David,” she begged. “Let me feel your seed on my skin.”

There was nothing I could do — even if I wanted to. My pleasure erupted over her breasts, overwhelming in its intensity. I released myself, coating her breasts with my cum. It was an electrifying sight, my seed gleaming on her heaving chest against the silvery moonlight.

But my euphoria did not ebb away. Instead, it transformed into a raw, primal lust for the woman writhing on top of me.

On the edge of this precipice, we remained suspended for a moment, ready to plunge into a realm of pleasure again.
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No sooner had my seed cooled on Diane’s breasts when she reached for me once again. Resting her soft hands against me, she guided my still hard cock towards her, allowing me to slip inside her center.

To describe the sensation as heavenly would be an understatement. It felt like being held in delicious warmth, a sensation that was both comforting and arousing.

“David,” she moaned. “Oh, it feels so good!”

Diane began to move, her hips gyrating in motions that served to enhance our connection. With each rise and fall, I became more entrenched within her. The smile on her face was one of joy, a candid expression that echoed the affection we shared.

Everything about Diane while she rode me was enchanting — from her soft hair that brushed against me, to the way her eyes glowed under the moonlit sky. Her body, slick with a sheen of perspiration, bobbed in rhythm to her movements.

I watched, mesmerized, as my seed still shining on her bosom, glistened with her movements. She was mine, claimed in every way, and I enjoyed her as deeply as she did me.

As she rode me, one of her hands dipped down to tease her little nub — to give herself pleasure. I released a deep groan at the sight of her arching her back, touching herself as she rode me in the moonlight, as if we were gods of the old world, free and loving in nature’s heart.

And as she pleasured herself, I felt her tighten around me. Her body reacting to her own touch. I savored the delicious torment it brought me. It felt as though we had become an extension of each other’s pleasure, a shared conduit for our desires.

My hands gripped her hips and set the rhythm, bouncing her on my lap at the pace I desired, and she mewled with happy lust as her deft fingers moved faster and faster. Soon, she would cum, and I would give her my second load, but I wanted to postpone the moment, to make our dirty dance in the moonlight last but a while longer.

Her eyes interrupted their focus on me and flitted away, drawing my attention towards something that interested her, and again she grinned before focusing on me and intensifying her efforts.

“David,” she hummed. “Oh… It feels so good… David!”

“That’s it,” I grunted, slamming her down in my lap again. “I’m gonna fill you up!”

“Yes!” she mewled. “Oh, yes! David!”

Her body trembled, signaling her release was imminent, instilling in me a deeper lust still, knowing that I had facilitated her ecstasy. She clung to me with one hand, her nails pressing little circles on my chest as her climax washed over her.

“I’m… I’m cumming, David!”

I slammed her down again, then winced as her nails dug into my skin. Then, she gasped and trembled. The intense tightening around me created a delectable friction that sent me spiraling into my own climax.

I raised her again, slammed her down, and gave a deep grunt of delight as I spurted my seed into Diane, quivering and trembling as she came on my cock. It was a sea of pleasure that coursed through my veins, and I succumbed to it, releasing all of my essence inside her in an explosion that matched her glory.

Then, her movements slowed, and she panted for breath. And as the waves of pleasure subsided, there was a moment of utter tranquility. Cushioned against the soft soil and enveloped in each other’s scent, I realized there was no place I’d rather be.

This, to me, was utter perfection.

Diane fell into fits of light giggles, her body quivering against mine as she toppled over, her face next to mine — lips seeking mine.

“That was delicious,” she murmured when she withdrew from our kiss.

“Indeed, it was,” I agreed, my voice husky from exertion. I turned to her, “I hope we haven’t woken anyone up.” I ventured, keeping my curiosity subtle.

Diane rolled off me, landing lightly on the now crumpled blanket beside me. Her eyes held a hint of mischief, her body a tempting canvas illuminated by the dying embers of the fire. “We may have,” she finally admitted, her grin bright against the dark.

As she said this, my eyes were drawn to a streak of my seed trickling down her thigh. The sight, far from being distasteful, held a primal allure.

She chuckled, prompting me to look up. “Who did we wake?” I asked, my voice echoing in the silent forest. I considered the others in our party, their tents tucked away in the shadowy veils of the Copperwinde night.

Diane’s sapphire eyes twinkled with mischief. “I am not entirely sure. It looked like someone with a cat’s tail,” she confided with a wink, her voice carrying a teasing note.

Yeska, of course…

The thought of Yeska witnessing our intimate moment sent a thrill through me. It was unexpected, but not unwelcome. Diane seemed undisturbed by it, and that was good. After all, if she didn’t find Yeska watching us make love disturbing, she might like the catkin woman better than I hoped.

I found myself smiling at the revelation. The dynamics of our group were changing and in ways that held my interest.

“Interesting,” I just mused.

Diane winked again before she yawned, her gorgeous body stretching out on the blanket, unfazed by the open sky above or the dew-laden soil beneath. In that moment, I appreciated just how genuinely beautiful she truly was. All thoughts of our unseen audience faded into the background.

“Why don’t you get some sleep?” I told her. “I’ll finish my watch. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

She smiled and nodded. “Sleep sounds really good right now…” Her eyes were already shut.

I laughed, rolled her over, and slammed her hard on her butt. She yelped, then reached around to cradle where I’d smacked her before chuckling.

“Go on!” I said. “Into the tent with you before I have my way with you a second time!” I gave her another teasing slap on her other cheek. “If you stay out here to distract me, anything could sneak up on us.”

She laughed and hopped to her feet before gathering up her clothes. She then shot me a loving look, blew me a kiss, and scampered off toward the tent, leaving me to my reflections and the quiet night.

Lying in the quiet stillness of the Copperwinde Forest for one more moment before I would gather my things, I let out a sigh of relief, arms folded behind my head.

This little adventure had thickened the plot with Yeska. But rather than anxiety, I felt a bubbling anticipation for what lay ahead. A tantalizing puzzle, a captivating mystery of love and attraction, that was just beginning to unfold.

I had a feeling that Yeska might still play a larger part…


Chapter 41

The first light hadn’t yet given way to a clear blue sky when I stirred from my makeshift bed, the remnants of last night still humming in the back of my mind. Diane was already up, shadows playing over her as she packed her stuff with quiet care, already preparing for the journey home.

We all set about breaking camp with a rhythm born of necessity, the larroling watching us with mild interest as we loaded our bags onto its back. For a moment, I watched the creature, its shaggy body offsetting the more delicate shapes of the tents and packs, and I was thankful that we had it along for the ride.

“We should make good time today,” I remarked to the group, “Gladdenfield will welcome us back in about three days.” There was comfort in knowing our direction, and a growing warmth in the thought of returning to the town that had become a haven.

Our journey began anew as we left the clearing, Copperwinde Forest wrapping around us like a familiar cloak. Diane walked close beside me, her hand occasionally brushing against mine, a silent echo of the previous night’s intimacy.

Our path meandered through the magical realm, the Tannorian blue bees buzzing idly around us and the distant roar of a larroling calling out to its kin. It was in those moments, surrounded by otherworldly flora and fauna, that I felt a profound connection to this place.

The atmosphere among us was one of shared contentment, as if the forest lent us its peace. Steps untroubled, we made our way. The ground beneath us was soft with ancient moss and the scent of thyme thick in the air.

Evening drew near all too soon, and the light of day faded as we settled in a new clearing. Once more, tents were erected, each motion speaking volumes of our familiarity with the task.

The forest around us settled as we worked, the bustling of day creatures giving way to the soft pad of nocturnal life. Our campfire crackled to life, a beacon amid the emerald expanse of Copperwinde.

Dinner preparations were a communal affair; Leigh unpacked our leftover provisions while Yeska started the fire, her movements more assured than the days before. The dance of flames against the growing night was almost hypnotic.

Our meal consisted of smoked fish and root vegetables, a simple offering that tasted of home and wilderness melded into one. We sat around the fire, savoring each bite as if it were both our last and our first.

As we ate, the conversation ebbed and flowed, a gentle stream of laughter and recollection, now made lighter because the job at the Dungeon was finished. There was an easy companionship among us, a congeniality born of shared experiences.

This night, I listened more than I spoke, content to absorb the warm interaction and reflect on victories past. Diane sat to my right, her glow in the firelight matching the sparks that rose into the evening sky. She reached out, her fingers tracing a line on the back of my hand — a tactile reminder of our connection.

The night deepened, and one by one the girls made their way to their respective tents. I volunteered for the first watch, a quiet alone time I sought. Leigh’s whispered, “Goodnight, baby,” followed by Diane’s softer “See you in the morning,” left echoes of tenderness in the air.

With the camp settled and the fire reduced to glowing embers, I found myself alone with the steady pulse of the forest. The rhythmic chirring of insects, the occasional rustle of a creature moving through the underbrush, the soft hoot of an owl — the nighttime wonder of the living forest that I had grown to love.

The tranquil chorus of Copperwinde’s night kept me company, a steady reminder that life teemed all around, unseen but vibrant in the veil of darkness.

I added another log to the fire, watching the sparks jump and dance before being swallowed by the night. The wood caught quickly, sending fresh warmth radiating out into the small camp.

With the others asleep, I enjoyed the solitary peace, letting the sounds of the forest seep deep into my consciousness — a balm to the day’s weariness and the echo of adventures past.

I poured myself a cup of water, taking in the simple purity of the forest air mixing with the cool liquid. Even here, so far from what we called civilization, I found a home in the cadence of nature’s breath.

Settling back, I let my vigilance relax ever so slightly, embracing the night’s embrace. My thoughts drifted to Diane, to the warmth of her smile, the softness of her voice, and the life we were soon to welcome together.

Then, in the silent, eternal watch of night, a sound caught my ear — a delicate disruption. My eyes turned towards the tents.

There it was— the subtle noise of a tent’s zipper, a faint but unmistakable reminder that, even as some slept, others stirred.

I rose, curious to see who was still awake.


Chapter 42

I turned to find Yeska stepping out of her tent and into the cool night. She zeroed in on my solitary form by the now smoldering fire. Her approach was unhurried, the sync of her steps with the forest’s nocturnal rhythm a familiar dance.

“Can’t sleep?” I asked with a low voice to match the night’s tender notes, my question hanging between us like the mist of breaths in the air.

Her nod came with a small shrug and a smile, her silhouette outlined by the receding glow of the embers. “My mind is too active.” She took a seat beside me on the log, her presence a welcome addition to the quiet watch.

Together, we settled into the tranquil vigil, the scene of the forest night manifesting a play of shadow and starlight. It was a display that tempted one’s thoughts to wander the infinite paths between the heavens.

Our conversation, a mere trickle at first, soon flowed, meandering through topics as varied as the stars above. At first, we spoke of the barrow’s secrets that we had learned and the battles fought under the earth with the sigh of relief that the forest seemed to share with us. Later, we turned to the wonder all around us.

“It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?” Yeska finally mused, tracing a finger along the log, her words as much an observation as they were an embrace of the moment.

“It is,” I agreed, allowing my gaze to lift skyward. The stars, scattered across the night canvas, reminded us of our place amidst the vast gentle wild.

I pointed to a cluster of stars that winked back with an ancient gleam. “See that? That’s Pegasus,” I told her. “The flying horse of Greek mythology.”

Yeska followed my gesture, her eyes seeking the celestial artwork I had outlined. “I’ve seen it from many forests,” she said. “It’s almost overwhelming to think of the rich history of Earth before the Upheaval. So much has happened here, like on our world.” She chuckled. “I wonder if anyone could ever learn the histories of both places.”

I smiled and nodded, wondering that same thing myself.

The following shared silence was comfortable, the kind that only arose between individuals with a mutual understanding of nature’s untamed beauty.

Eventually, I broke the calm by inquiring further. “So, what’s keeping you up, Yeska?” My curiosity was genuine, seeking the root of her restlessness.

“My mind… It’s just grinding away.” Her voice carried a contemplative softness. “Being with you and your wives… It has awakened something.”

I looked at her sideways, my curiosity definitely roused. “And what is that?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve always lived on the move, offering my Bloodmage services. Bloodmages are rare enough, and our services are always in demand...” She hesitated. “But now, I’ve seen your homestead, your life here, your...” She trailed off, seeming to grapple with a newfound aspiration.

I nodded, absorbing her confessions, internally gauging her words and their implications. “You’re thinking you might want a life like ours?” I ventured, probing the change that stirred within her.

“I might,” she admitted, a note of certainty creeping into her timbre. “I’m looking forward to the coming months at the homestead. A steady life, if that makes sense.”

My smile, upon hearing her affirmation, was one of anticipation. Seeing her connect with the girls had sparked a hope in me for a harmonious future.

“It makes perfect sense, and I am looking forward to it, too,” I said, my own thoughts turning to the potential within Yeska, the possible kinship beyond just allyship. “It’ll be good to see how things unfold.”

She reached out, her action instinctual, and her arms wrapped around me in a heartfelt hug. The gesture was filled with the appreciation of the bond we were fostering.

Holding Yeska, I felt a myriad of emotions envelop us, much like the night did with its serenity. There was something blossoming, a delicate bloom nurtured by shared experiences and the promise of tranquil days ahead.

I returned the embrace, my hands gently rubbing her back, the warmth of her nearness speaking volumes more than any exchange of words could.

As we sat in comfortable silence, my mind wandered to the bonds formed and forming within my homestead with my other women. Yeska was right: our lives were rich, full, and vibrant. The homestead itself was an intricate weave of personalities and spirits that I hoped would welcome Yeska as one of our own.

The forest bore witness to the quiet moments between us, the hoot of the owl and the whisper of the wind through the leaves a soft underscore to our companionship.

Yeska pulled back but remained close, her eyes reflecting the last light from the dying fire. Her features were softened by the dim light and the comfort found in shared affection.

“Whatever your future holds,” she whispered, “I’m glad to be part of it, even if only for a while.” Her voice carried the weight of sincerity and an unspoken yearning for permanence.

I replied with a quiet optimism, “The future looks bright, Yeska. I know the others will feel the same.” My words wrapped around us, a vow made beneath the stoic presence of ancient trees and stars. “Let’s enjoy the time that’s coming, and we will see what we will see after that.”

We held each other, feeling the tranquility of Copperwinde Forest around us and the stars above. I felt my desire and appreciation for the cat girl rise, understanding that feelings were blossoming between us and hoping that the other women would accept Yeska.


Chapter 43

Dawn ushered in the promise of our last day in Copperwinde Forest before we would hit the more familiar grounds of Springfield Forest. Birdsong wove through the crisp air, and the world outside awakened to the touch of dawn. Inside our shared tent, I lay for a moment longer, the grogginess of sleep still clinging to my limbs.

The rustle of movement stirred me from my slumber as Celeste, bright and chipper from her last watch, peeked into our tent. “Time to rise, everyone,” she called out softly, her voice a gentle harbinger of the day ahead. Leigh, Diane, and I exchanged sleepy glances before we began to untangle ourselves from our blankets.

Outside, the chill of the morning greeted us, but the activity warmed our bones. Yeska was already up, tending to the dying embers of our campfire, coaxing them back to life for a quick breakfast. We gathered around the revived flames as Diane prepared a pot of oatmeal with dried fruits we had stored away, the simple smells inviting us to a hearty start.

Conversation was light, the soft laughs and easy banter washing away the hold of night. We savored our breakfast, spooning the warm oatmeal into our mouths with contented sighs — a satisfying prelude to breaking camp.

With nourishment settling comfortably within us, we packed our belongings and took down the tents. The larroling watched patiently, its presence a steadfast reminder of our journey’s end drawing near. We loaded our gear onto the creature, its frame well-suited for the burden, as we prepared to re-enter Springfield Forest.

Soon enough, we hit Red River and the bridge that crossed it — the border between Copperwinde Forest and Springfield Forest — and we once again set foot on familiar trails. As we walked along the paths Diane knew better, the forest enveloped us in a comforting embrace.

The trees of Springfield Forest, a symphony of green hues, felt like old friends welcoming us back. Our conversations flowed naturally, returning to cherished topics and recollections of our recent adventure that already felt like distant memories.

We spoke of the barrow, the challenges within, and the triumph of retrieving the staff. Joyous laughter rippled through our group as I recounted the moments of tension turned into victory, with Diane adding her recollections of scouting the unknown. Leigh’s hearty chuckles punctuated our tales, her spirit never flagging.

The hours hiking passed with the ease of a well-loved story. We traversed the leafy paths, breathed in the scents of wildflowers, and watched as the sun cast dappled patterns on the forest floor. Our steps were buoyed by the anticipation of home drawing closer with each mile covered.

As the second evening of our hike back approached, the shadows of the trees grew longer, pulling the cloak of dusk tight around the world. Diane’s keen eye picked out a suitable spot for our night’s rest — a small clearing nestled within the woods, protected and serene.

We set up camp with a practiced efficiency that spoke volumes of our shared experiences. Tents rose, and the campfire was lit, its flickering light a beacon against the advancing night. The forest around us eased into quiet, the creatures settling down as we did the same.

After a dinner of the remaining travel rations, Yeska and I found ourselves seated away from the others, enjoying a moment of peace. It was then I seized the opportunity to inquire further about her work on my Bloodline, knowing that her observation of us in a Dungeon had been one of the prerequisites of her finishing her work.

“What else do you need, Yeska, for your observations?” I asked, eager to know the extent of my lineage’s powers.

She turned to me, the reflection of the fire in her curious eyes. “I think now that observing you for the remaining time — a little under four months — at the homestead should suffice,” she said earnestly. “To study your interactions, your life there — all of it will help me determine the true nature of your Bloodline.”

I nodded, satisfied with her response. It was a fair timeline, and the thought of her integrating further into our daily life was a welcome one. With all she’d done alongside us, she was becoming less of an outsider and more a part of our story.

The evening drew on, and conversation turned back to laughter and shared memories. The warm glow of the fire illuminated the faces I had come to care for so deeply. Diane’s gentle smiles, Leigh’s animated tales, and Celeste’s soft hums filled the air with Yeska’s inclusion in our circle completing the picture.

As the camp settled into the night, the last embers of our fire casting a dying hue on the encampment, I found myself reflecting on the journey we had undertaken. From the homestead to the depths of a barrow, and back through magical woods, we had weathered it all together, and our ties were stronger for it.

We had made good time, and tomorrow would see us arrive in Gladdenfield Outpost. The thought of returning brought a sense of excitement. Turning in the quest, purchasing some supplies, and returning to the homestead — the steps were laid out before us, simple and clear.

Still, I looked forward to sharing the success of our mission with Lernoval. The satisfaction of a task accomplished was a joy in itself, and to deliver on a promise was a duty I held in high regard. And contrary to many Dungeon runs for wealth or items or ingredients, this quest allowed Lernoval a measure of peace in reclaiming an artifact that belonged to his family.

I understood the need well. Sometimes, simple objects linked us to the lives of those who came before us, who even paved the way for us. We are who we are today because of them — for better or worse. And while those objects were still what they always were, their meaning changed to us, and we held onto them as keepsakes of people loved and lost. I was happy to assist Lernoval with that, as I would have wanted others to help me, had I been incapable of doing it myself.

However, the thought of obtaining new supplies brought more practical considerations to mind. The homestead needed more than our presence to thrive. It needed our care and providence, and I looked forward to stocking our stores. I also wanted to get started on my Ranching skill, and I figured chickens would be a nice start!

The night deepened around us, shrouding the forest in a veil of quiet mystery. The sounds of the wild were hushed whispers that mingled with my contemplations of the morrow and the days to come.

Diane, Leigh, and Celeste slipped into their tents after saying goodnight — I would take first watch again. I watched their silhouettes through the canvas as they made ready for sleep, a smile touching my lips as their forms settled down in their sleeping bags.

Yeska rose from her seat by the fire, stretching languidly as she made her way to her own tent. Her graceful exit was a reminder of the ease with which she had slipped into the cadence of our days — a new piece in the puzzle that was our life.

I took a moment to stir the ashes of our fire, ensuring it would remain safely contained throughout the night. The responsibility for our camp’s safety lay on my shoulders, but it was a task borne of love — a guardianship I took seriously.
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After we ate breakfast the following morning, we packed up and departed early. We all noticed a drop in temperature — sudden as it can be when nature shifts seasons. There were more red and golden hues among the trees, it seemed, than on our way in. Autumn is a beautiful time of year, and we all enjoyed the sights in silence as we completed the last leg of our journey.

Gladdenfield awaited us with its familiar bustle and rustic charm. As we entered the town, its wooden palisades stood sturdy and welcoming, like the embrace of an old friend.

Diane led the larroling to the livery stable at the edge of town, where the stablemaster greeted us with a warm nod. We left our trusty beast in his care, knowing it would be well-tended during our stay.

The streets of Gladdenfield were lively, filled with the sound of merchants calling out their wares and children darting amongst the bustling crowds. The scent of freshly baked bread and the tang of smoked meats wafted from the stalls that lined the main thoroughfare, beckoning passersby.

We made our way along the familiar paths, nodding to faces I recognized while Leigh’s playful banter with some of the townsfolk she knew well from her days as the shopkeeper added a pleasant note to our return.

The Wild Outrider loomed ahead, its weathered sign creaking gently as we approached. Its doors swung open to reveal the lively interior, a scene of laughter and spirited conversation that drew us in. As usual, early patrons were enjoying a meal or a drink, and there was a company of dwarves that were starting drinking early today.

Darny was behind the bar, his presence a sturdy fixture in the room as he poured a drink for a patron. Upon seeing us, a broad smile broke across his face, lighting up his eyes beneath the curve of his gray mustache.

Diane and Yeska scanned the common room and selected a table near the window, its light spilling onto the worn wood. Leigh followed, chiming about being parched after our trek, while Celeste settled beside them with a soft sigh.

“Find yourselves a seat, I’ll catch up with you shortly,” I said as I headed toward the bar where Darny stood wiping down the counter.

As I approached, Darny leaned on the bar with a knowing look. “Well, I’ll be — the Dragon-Slayer returns, and I see the crew’s all in one piece. Looks like another quest under your belt, huh?”

“Something like that, Darny,” I replied with a chuckle, the weariness of travel slipping from my shoulders. “You know how it is with these Dungeon runs. They’re never quite as straightforward as you hope.”

Darny laughed, his voice booming across the room. “That’s what keeps life interesting on the frontier, don’t it? So, tell me, how’d it go?”

“Better than we could have planned,” I said, resting my elbows on the bar. “We retrieved an elven staff from the barrow — Lernoval’s heirloom. But it wasn’t without its share of hurdles — spectral mages and such.”

Darny’s eyes widened, an appreciative whistle escaping him. “Oof. Sounds like quite the adventure. You and your group never cease to amaze me, David. Always comin’ through, no matter what comes your way.”

“Thanks, Darny,” I said, tipping an imaginary hat. “We just try to do what’s right, keep the town safe, and honor our commitments.”

Our conversation drifted to the goings-on of Gladdenfield, Darny filling me in on the little changes that had taken place during our venture. “Some new traders passing through, a wagon wheel broke on Main. Buncha dwarves lookin’ for work. You know, the usual frontier stuff,” he said with a grin.

After a few moments of hearing the gossip, I glanced up toward the stairs leading to the upper floors of the inn. “So, you wouldn’t have happened to see Lernoval around, would you? I have a staff to return to its rightful owner.”

“Ah, old Lernoval’s upstairs, probably buried in one of his books,” Darny replied, tilting his head toward the staircase. “He ain’t much for the common room. Anyway, was asking about you just yesterday, wondering when you’d be back.”

I straightened up, nodding my gratitude. “I appreciate it, Darny. Time to turn in the quest.”

“Third door on the left, my friend,” Darny said.

With a final pat on the bar and a smile at Darny, I turned toward the stairs, each step carrying the weight of a quest nearing its end. At the top of the stairs, I paused in front of the third door on the left.


Chapter 44

With a measured knock, I rapped on the heavy wooden door, the sound echoing back to me. The creak of the hinges broke the pause, and Lernoval’s figure filled the doorway with an expectant presence that seemed to brighten the dimly lit hall.

The elder elf’s eyes widened at the sight of me, and his lips curled into what I could only describe as a smile of mingled relief and joy. “David, you’ve returned! Please, come in — I’ve been waiting for this news,” he said.

Stepping into Lernoval’s room, I offered the elder a smile. Books and scrolls lay meticulously arranged on the small table near the window as his life’s work was displayed in a quiet order. I was not going to keep the poor elf in suspense, so I came to the heart of the matter right away.

“I have something for you,” I began, unclasping my pack and reaching inside. The staff, carefully wrapped in protective cloth, emerged from its confines, as significant and unassuming as it had been within the barrow’s depths.

I handed the staff to Lernoval, and his hands trembled with reverence as he unwrapped it — the familiarity of its intricate craftsmanship evident in the way his fingertips lingered over the runes that spiraled its length.

As the last fold of cloth fell away, the true form of the staff was revealed in the modest light of the room. Lernoval’s breath hitched, his rheumy eyes glistening, as if the staff had brought forth a tide of memories and emotions that he struggled to contain.

“My ancestors’ work... I had almost lost hope of ever seeing it again,” he said, his voice thick with a sentiment that resonated within the confines of the room, an almost audible cadence to the weight of his gratitude. “Thank you,” he breathed, his voice almost inaudible.

A small pouch, heavy and filled to the brim, exchanged hands as Lernoval offered it to me. “Take this, with my deepest thanks,” he said, his grip on my hand firm within the folds of fabric and coin.

As the pouch’s weight settled in my grasp, I gave a respectful nod. “If you’re ever in need of aid, you have but to ask,” I said, offering a promise to the mage who had entrusted me with more than just a quest.

Lernoval met my offer with a soft chuckle, the years momentarily fading from his face. “I may take you up on that, especially since I’m planning on building a small place of my own around here — a home for my studies.”

The idea of Lernoval establishing a residence in the area sparked a genuine interest within me. We had many homesteaders, but not so many mages. It was good to have one around. “If you need assistance, my summons are skilled in building. And we know the land — you won’t find better guides than us.”

He regarded me for a moment, clearly assessing the sincerity behind my offer. “I appreciate that, I truly do. Your help would be... most welcome.”

We shook hands and smiled at one another.

“But you appear tired from your journey and your adventure,” Lernoval observed, sitting back in his chair with a comfort that time had granted him. “You must be eager to return home.”

I smiled at his perceptiveness, glancing around the room that had become his temporary watchtower over Gladdenfield. “Yes, the road home is always the sweetest part of any quest.”

“Well, I will send a message if I have need of your help. And the same goes for you, my friend. I am a Frost Mage. Should you ever need someone with such skills, I will gladly lend you my assistance.”

“I appreciate that, Lernoval,” I said. “And I will keep your kind offer in mind.”

With cordial farewells exchanged, I took my leave, exiting the room with a sense of completion — a mission brought full circle with the grace of successful outcomes and the promise of future collaboration.

The stairs creaked underfoot as I descended back into the common bustle of the Wild Outrider. The inn’s voice was louder here, a chorus of morning greetings and the sound of Darny attending to his patrons echoed welcomingly.

The hearty sounds of life within the Wild Outrider filled me as I headed towards our table. The women were immersed in lively conversation, and I smiled at seeing them so happily engaged with each other, Yeska included. Diane was the first to look up as I approached, her sapphire eyes bright with curiosity, ready to hear the news of my meeting with Lernoval.

With a smile, I sat down beside her.
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As I rejoined the table with my companions, the light streamed through the tavern windows, casting soft light on the worn wooden surfaces of the Wild Outrider. With a smile, I pulled out the heavy pouch that Lernoval had given me, placing it on the table with an audible clink.

The sound drew the attention of Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska. “Not a bad haul for our troubles,” I said, watching their faces brighten at the sight.

Leigh leaned forward, her eyes weighing the pouch with a merchant’s practiced gaze. “That’s more than enough for the supplies we need, and then some!” she said, the prospect of successful bartering lifting her spirits even higher.

Celeste, ever mindful of the group’s needs, chimed in with a gentle nod. “It’s good timing, too. We’re running low on a few things at the homestead,” she remarked.

Yeska looked impressed. “This is generous indeed. Lernoval is a man of his word,” she observed, a note of satisfaction in her voice.

Diane’s smile was one of contentment as she scooped up the pouch, weighing it in her palm. “We’ll need to stock up on essentials — cheese, eggs, bread, and more,” she said, already picturing the supplies in her mind. “All the stuff we don’t make ourselves… yet.”

I voiced the idea of adding chickens to our homestead with excitement. “I also want to buy hens and a rooster,” I announced. “It’s time we have a few animals around.”

Diane’s nod came quick, and she cast a glance toward the others. “Fresh eggs? Count me in,” she said, her support immediate and firm.

“Oh, I can picture them already, scratching around in the yard!” Leigh said with an enthusiastic grin. “Let’s do it. And you can level your Ranchin’ skill with ‘em.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

Celeste’s lips curled into a soft smile. “Chickens will make a lovely addition,” she agreed, her voice carrying the warmth she held for all good creatures, great and small.

Encouraged by their enthusiasm, I rose from my seat. I looked over at Darny, offering a wave of farewell. “We’re off to the marketplace. Thanks for everything, Darny,” I said.

“You’re always welcome here,” Darny replied, his tone warm as always. “Good luck with your shopping!”

We made our way through the tavern’s busy interior, the chatter of patrons a pleasant backdrop to our departure. As we stepped out into Gladdenfield’s lively streets, the marketplace already bustled with activity.

Vendors called out from their stalls, displaying an array of colorful produce and goods that turned our heads with interest. Diane and Yeska headed straight to a farmer’s stand, pointing out fresh cheeses and selecting the best for purchase.

Leigh and Celeste wandered over to the baker’s cart, entranced by the smell of fresh loaves and pastries. They filled a basket with a variety of breads, their banter light and happy.

My eyes were drawn to the eggs, their pale shells promising the simple pleasures of home-cooked meals. I collected a few dozen, imagining the breakfasts we’d enjoy once back at the homestead.

The final stop was at a small pen where chickens clucked and pecked at the ground. The seller, a friendly sort with a wide-brimmed hat, helped us choose three hens and a rooster who seemed lively and healthy.

Yeska held the wooden cage as we secured our feathered friends inside. “They’re charming,” she said, a grin spreading across her face as the chickens settled into their temporary quarters.

With our purchases made, we retraced our steps toward the livery stable. The larroling greeted us with a low grunt, ready to continue our journey back to the homestead.

We loaded up the creature with our supplies, the chickens in their cage balanced securely among the other items. It was a sight that brought a chuckle to us all, the reality of our growing family both human and animal alike. Plus, the larroling looked kind of comical all covered in bags and cages with chickens that gave nervous clucks at the sight and smell of an animal like the larroling.

The marketplace began to quiet as the afternoon drew on, and our footsteps mingled with the softening sounds of commerce coming to its daily pause. It was time for us to head out; if we left now, we would make it to the homestead before dark.

“Come on, girls,” I said. “Let’s go home!”

My suggestion was greeted with enthusiasm, and we soon headed toward the gates. Once there, we paused, taking in a deep breath of the fresh air. The familiar path that would lead us home lay ahead, calling us back to the homestead we had all invested so much in.

And as we moved away from Gladdenfield, the anticipation of returning to our lives at the homestead warmed us all.


Chapter 45

The rise and fall of our boots along the road was a familiar rhythm, reminding me of the countless journeys we’ve taken together back to the homestead. The transactions at Gladdenfield were still fresh in our packs, and the jingle of coins kept time with our pace. Diane walked beside me, her profile outlined against the burgeoning day, while Leigh’s banter with Celeste brought a light air to our departure from the outpost.

Weaving through Springfield Forest, our path was marked by the lively chirrups of birds and the scurry of small forest creatures. The sun spread warmth still across our backs, as if urging us onward.

Our conversation meandered as we hiked, touching on memories of past adventures and speculations about future plans. The sense of community between us was palpable in this stretch of wilderness; it was more than just forest — it was the connective tissue between our outpost lives and the homestead sanctuary awaiting our return.

As the midday sun reached its zenith, we found a quiet spot off the road where moss blanketed the ground softly. Here we decided to take a respite, the green canvas inviting us to spread out the dried meats and bread we’d brought from Gladdenfield. The simpler the meal, the more profound its taste seemed in the forest setting.

The urgency of hunger abated with each bite, the quiet chomping and subtle sounds of our quick lunch were a comforting chorus. We didn’t dwell long on the repast; our bodies were eager to resume the journey, fueled by the shared sustenance and the company we kept.

As we packed up and continued on our way, the mood remained light, the little details of our surroundings — a dew-spotted spiderweb, a bird’s sudden flight — became markers of our progress, elements of a forest canvas we were all a part of, in that moment.

We pressed forward until the familiar shape of the old cottonwood tree came into view, a natural landmark signaling the turn onto the smaller road that led to my homestead. We followed it with rising hearts, eager to be home again.

The homestead gradually came into sight; the wooden fence and farmland plots a confirmation of our roots. As we approached, Mr. Drizzles and the other storm elementals materialized from their patrols of the property to greet us, their presence a welcome committee.

Our steps quickened at the sight of home, the familiarity a needless reprieve, and as we came closer, I felt the pull of joy firmly rooted in this piece of earth. Our connection to the homestead, the appreciation for its constancy, swelled within me. We unloaded the larroling together once we reached the porch, and the larroling gave a pleased grunt at being rid of the burdens before venturing off to roam the expanses it knew so well.

The chickens clucked curiously as I set them free in the pasture with a nod. “Go on, peck around,” I told them, confident that the larroling and elementals would keep an eye on them. My mind couldn’t help but drift to the plans I had for them. A sturdy fence and coop were imminent additions to this growing homestead.

But for now, the chickens pecked at the soil, their newness to this place seemed not to faze them. I watched them a moment longer, a gentle contentment within me at having my first animals at the homestead.

I looked to the house as I placed my hand on the wood of the pasture fence, my gaze lingering on the home that had seen so many sunrises and sunsets, its windows now reflecting the afternoon light. My girls were already bustling about with that happiness that being home brought. Diane was off to inspect the wider terrain, while Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska had gone inside.

And I wanted to do a round of my own. My feet carried me around the homestead, a quick inspection to ensure all was as it should be. The ground responded to my familiar steps, and each corner of the property held memories — of laughter, of work, of moments both quiet and filled with life.

The Magebread flowers, Thauma Root, and Wispsilk leaves stood tall in their plot, their magical properties a cascading nod to the care we’d given them. The produce plot was a colorful quilt, vegetables promising meals and stories yet to come.

The water of the Silverthread river ran clear and soothing. A fish jumped, creating ripples that mimicked the ever-expanding influence of our presence in this forest.

A sigh of satisfaction escaped me as I completed the familiar route, the setting sun casting long shadows across the yard. My heart held pride for what we created here, for the ties that bound us not just to this land but to each other.

I looked back toward the forest, the wild beauty of Tannoris and Earth blended here, and a peaceful symphony of evening sounds rose. Springfield Forest was lush, so full of promise and mystery. And it was home.

As the sun sank, the homestead settled into the comfort of an ordinary evening, and I finished my round and headed over to the house. The wooden steps creaked beneath my feet as I climbed the porch, a sound that felt like the greeting of an old friend.

I was home again.


Chapter 46

Sitting at the kitchen table after dinner with Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska, I never felt more content to be back within the sturdy walls of my homestead. The whispers of the world outside were subdued by the warmth of the room and the familiar scent of wood-smoke from the stove. Diane, to my right, was discussing the little details of our journey back, and I could hear that she was as happy as I was to be back again.

Leigh, her feet tapping gently against the floorboards, leaned in with a slight twinkle in her eye. “So, Yeska,” she began, her curiosity unmistakable, “you’ve been with us for a bit now. Notice anything... interesting about David’s Bloodline yet?”

I had to smile. She had the same curiosity about the whole Bloodline thing as I did. And who could blame her? If our rapid advancement was indeed due to my Bloodline’s powers, then it was of interest to us all.

Yeska, who had settled across from me with a cup of tea cradled in her hands, seemed to blush just the slightest bit at Leigh’s question. She took a moment, perhaps gathering her thoughts, then nodded slowly.

“Observing David has been... enlightening,” she said. “But understanding his Bloodline will take more time. As I told David, I shall remain with you for about four more months.”

“You’ll likely see a lot of things in that time,” Leigh purred, the little light in her eyes betraying that she wasn’t talking about just farming and ranching.

Diane and Celeste chimed in with playful glances at each other and then at me. It was clear that they were enjoying the playful interrogation Leigh had stirred up.

“What kind of observations do you need to make?” Diane asked, her tone laced with amusement.

“Well, I need to see how David reacts in different situations, how his presence affects those around him,” Yeska explained, now looking directly at me. There was a tremor of seriousness beneath her words that told me she was genuinely dedicated to the task.

Leigh perked up at that, leaning forward, elbows on the table. “Does that include seeing David naked?”

The question was out before anyone could react, and sudden giggles erupted around the table.

Celeste covered her mouth with one hand, her cheeks rosy with laughter, while Diane snickered, shaking her head at Leigh’s boldness. I could feel myself grinning wide, appreciating the direction this conversation was heading.

Yeska’s initial shyness seemed to dip away, bolstered by the laughter and because she was very open about such things. “Actually,” she said boldly, clearing her throat, “seeing David naked would, um, provide vital insights.”

A momentary hush followed her assertion, then a round of chuckles filled the kitchen. I watched as Leigh slapped the table with delight, while Celeste’s eyes widened with bashful surprise. Diane hesitated for a split second, then a mischievous twinkle appeared in her eye as she acquiesced with a playful nod.

“I guess,” Diane said playfully, “since I expect Yeska has already seen us in our intimate moments from a distance, a second time shouldn’t matter.” Her gaze shifted to Yeska, teasing.

Yeska blushed only a little at Diane mentioning she had spied on us, but that blush told me enough to know it was the truth. Still, she held Diane’s gaze and gave a mysterious smile. I could already tell Yeska knew little shame.

I leaned back in my chair, arms folded behind my head, utterly amused with the turn of events. “Well, no one’s watching me until after I’ve had a bath,” I declared, earning more giggles from the girls. “I’m dusty from being on the trail.”

“And we could use a bath ourselves,” Leigh added, still chuckling as she stood up from the table. Celeste followed suit, nodding in agreement with a shy smile still etched across her face.

Yeska, now more comfortable with the playful banter, gave a small nod. “I suppose a bath is in order,” she said gracefully.

“I’ll be up in a minute,” I said. “You girls go on ahead.”

“We’ll prepare the bath for you,” Celeste said with a promise in her eyes.

“Yes, and we’ll join you once you’re in,” Leigh added, and Diane gave a playful giggle. “And then Yeska can do her… observations.”

The cat girl bit her lip, her eyes hazy with a desire that spoke of an eagerness to explore this proposal. I felt the same way and shot her a smile.

As the women dispersed with plans to freshen up — Diane and Celeste toward the stairs leading to the bathroom and Leigh to her room — I glanced around the kitchen and just enjoyed being back. For a while, I sat in silent appreciation of my home as the girls upstairs ran a bath, laughed, and joked.

The room carried traces of dinner; dishes stacked to the side, crumbs from the bread we had brought back from Gladdenfield. It was a comforting mess — the sign of life being lived fully. Soon, the domesticants would clean it all up, but there was a simple kind of joy in seeing the signs of a house well-lived in.

I stood, feeling moved by these reminders of the life we had built within these walls. My hand idled over the back of the chair where Yeska had sat, the warmth of our exchanges almost palpable. I was happy the girls were teasing her a little — good-natured stuff that showed promise for the future.

As I turned to follow the others’ path toward getting cleaned, my mind was a whirl of anticipation. Yeska’s newfound boldness, mixed with the open mirth from Diane and Celeste, and Leigh’s brazen teasing, set the stage for something more thrilling than simple cleanliness.

With a quiet chuckle to myself, I made my way to the large stove, checking to make sure the fires were out before leaving the room. The stoic cast iron held the heat well, securing it within its metal clasp even as the day unfolded beyond it.

My hands found the coolness of the banister I had made myself as I ascended the stairs, each step an echo as I already heard the girls giggling upstairs. I felt the adventure of the day melting away, replaced by the anticipation of a different sort of quest, a more personal one.

The second-floor corridor opened before me, the doors of the bedrooms standing like silent ushers. I approached the bathroom door, my hand hovering over the handle. The sound of running water, not heated but fresh from our well, promised the cleansing luxury of a bath.

With a turn of the knob, I opened the door to the bathroom, eager to see what spectacle was waiting for me here…


Chapter 47

Water lapped gently against the porcelain edges of the tub, a tranquil rhythm that eased my thoughts. Seated in the bath, I watched as Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska made their graceful entrance into the steam-filled room. The air, heavy with warmth and scented soap, grew richer with the promise of their presence.

Diane was the first to start the delicate dance of undress, her movements deliberate and tender. She slid off her simple dress, her form emerging like a creature of pure grace.

The light caught on the curves of her body, defining the contours that I knew and cherished so well. In this light, I could now see the slight swell of her tummy, betraying the presence of the life growing within, and that things did indeed move faster with the foxkin.

Leigh followed, her giggles a curtain of sound that muffled the rustle of her discarding her clothes. Her freckled skin peeked out, an array of tiny constellations that adorned her form with an allure that was both innocent and intoxicating. And the way her long blonde hair cascaded down her fit back to almost touch her firm and round bottom quickened my heart.

Celeste, with a quiet elegance, unfastened her garments, revealing the amber waves of her hair that fell and framed the perfection of her elven curves. The serene beauty in her unfolding form stilled the room, a silent awe at the artistry of her being.

Across the room, Yeska’s gaze sparkled with a vibrancy that was new and arresting. She watched me and my trio of women with a hunger that was clear in her wide, green eyes. She wore a tight skirt and top that showed the outline of her voluptuous body and full curved, amplifying the hunger rising within me with all these naked beauties on display for me.

Leigh, her blue eyes gleaming with mischief, turned her gaze toward me, a playful tilt to her lips. “David, why don’t you stand and give Yeska a proper view?” Her words, spoken with a teasing lilt, sent a ripple of excitement through the room.

No bashfulness withheld me, and if the woman wanted to see me naked, she could. With a grin that matched Leigh’s playful challenge, I rose from the bath, water cascading down the planes of my body. The cool autumn air coming in from the window brushed against my wet skin, heightening the sensation as I stood before them.

Yeska’s gaze locked onto mine for a moment before drifting downward, a rosy flush coloring her cheeks as her eyes traced every line of my form. She bit her lip and released a sigh that betrayed arousal. I watched, a curious thrill blooming within me, as her hands began an anxious journey over her bare thighs.

Diane, Leigh, and Celeste, with a fluid grace that seemed to challenge the very water they stepped into, made their entrance into the tub. Their bodies eased into the depths beside me, their skin shimmering beneath the surface as they found their places close — very close.

The proximity of their supple forms against mine was electrifying. A current of desire surged through me as I felt the slick glide of their bodies, the gentle brush of skin on skin.

Diane’s warmth melded with my left side, a soft contrast to the cooler waters that lapped lazily around us. Her hands, hesitant at first, began to wash over her own form, and inevitably, mine — creating a connection both cleansing and provocative.

I groaned with pleasure, enjoying those hands on my skin. They were familiar by now, her touch a frequent thing, but I would never, ever grow tired of it.

Leigh settled to my right, her smile warm and edged with lustful promise as she playfully splashed water at us. Her body, a symphony of curves, found its rhythm against my form, her movements sending waves through the bath.

Celeste, her front pressing gently into my back, moved behind me with an artist’s sensibility. Her hands swept through the water as she tended to me with a careful touch that spoke of a quiet passion, kneading my back and making my muscles give up the tensions of the last few days of travel and questing.

The sensation was overwhelming — the warmth of the water, the heat of their skin, the soft sounds of the bath punctuated by their caring ministrations. Every touch heightened my arousal, a building pressure that coiled within me, ready and waiting.

“Getting a good view?” Leigh asked Yeska, that teasing edge to her voice, and Celeste and Leigh gave soft giggles at the question.

“Very good,” Yeska confirmed, her eyes still on me. Her hands, still exploring the smoothness of her own skin, ventured higher, a stark outline against her defined silhouette.

My gaze settled on her with hunger as her fingers paused, then continued their trail, her breath catching as her attention wavered between self-pleasure and the intimate display before her. My lust for her rose, but I would not hurry things. Harmony and love in this elven marriage were my priorities.

Diane’s fingers grazed over me with a gentleness that was almost a caress, her touch lingering on places that urged me to lose myself in the sensation. The water, once just an element of cleanliness, now felt like a conductor for the electricity between us.

Leigh’s form against mine was an unspoken invitation, a playful dare that seemed to ask for more to show Yeska — to show our potential new companion the depths of our love and pleasure.

Celeste’s serene strokes, the careful way she tended to my back, as if she were crafting a masterpiece on my back, only added depth to my desire. The intimate knowledge between us surged like the water that surrounded us.

Leigh leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to my shoulder, a whisper of a touch that somehow spoke volumes, urging me closer to the edge of restraint. Her full breast brushed me, the nipple poking against my skin, begging to be touched.

My arousal was evident, a physical truth that could not be concealed by the water, and the girls cooed and crooned as their gazes regularly dipped to my ready cock. The pulsing need thrummed through me, a rhythm that sought release, that sought to claim the beauty they generously offered before me.

Leigh’s voice, a sultry tone entwined with the steam, broke the quiet that had settled over us. “We’re all clean now...” she said with a smile that suggested a myriad of possibilities.

I caught the flicker of agreement in Diane’s and Celeste’s expressions, a silent understanding that transcended words — a shared readiness for the ‘real fun’ that lay beyond the curtain of falling water.

As the water stilled, and we rinsed the soap from our bodies, I sensed the moment moving on — a prelude nearing its crescendo. The room was thick with steam and unspoken expectation. My manhood was throbbing, and I was eager to claim my women, turned on by the idea of Yeska watching me.
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As the last droplets cascaded down from the bathing women, the air within the bathroom hugged our damp skin in a delicate dance of warmth and coolness.

Diane, her raven hair framing her face in rivulets, looked up at me with eyes that sparkled, reflecting the fire of my own. She encircled her hands around the firmness of my arousal, her touch igniting sparks that flickered through my entire being.

“Hmm,” she purred as she touched my firm weapon. “David... It’s so hard.”

Leigh’s soft giggle vibrated with a throaty undertone, her gaze flitting between Diane, Celeste, and me. “Looks like someone’s very eager,” she teased, sliding her fingers along the length of me, taking her turn with a stroke that pulled a throaty groan from my lungs, even as Diane’s fingers caressed my full balls.

I gave a crooked smile as I buried my hands into Leigh’s blonde locks, making her look up at me with those baby-blue eyes I loved so much. She gave a pleased hum at the gentle tug I gave her.

Celeste, with her elven grace, came around and knelt before me in the water, adding her touch to the symphony of strokes and caresses. Her fingers clasped gently around the base, guiding and coaxing with a rhythm that felt like the ebb and flow of the Silverthread River itself.

“So firm,” she purred, going almost cross-eyed as she sat on her knees, worshipping my cock.

The warmth of their hands, the rhythmic tending, left me swaying in the waters of burgeoning lust. I stole a glance toward Yeska, her expression rapt with the scene unfolding before her, her chest heaving with what seemed like an anticipatory breath.

Yeska’s fingers, now stray and bold, tiptoed along the firm slopes of her bosom as she pulled down the collar of her top, unveiling her firm breasts to the room. The sight of her soft and inviting skin, the peaks of her full breasts cradled in her palms, sent an additional surge through my yearning flesh.

The giggles from Diane, Leigh, and Celeste surged into fervent murmurs while they shared their task. The air grew thick with an intoxicating blend of steam and desire, enveloping the room in an ambrosial haze that tickled the senses and called forth deeper cravings.

The women, their delicate hands working in tandem, tended to me, their voices joining in soft giggles and moans as they lavished attention upon my rock-hard cock. Leigh, ever the wordsmith among us when it came to the bedroom, whispered things too lewd that were laced every dirty promise meant to stoke the fire already roused.

“David,” she hummed, her big eyes on me as she stroked me. “I think Yeska needs to see you fuck us, baby. I want her to look at you when you cum — I need her to see how you release yourself on us, in us…”

My breaths turned shallow, the tightness in my abdomen winding into a persistent coil of want. Leigh’s words, intertwined with the harmonious attention from Diane and Celeste, fired up a crude yearning that draped heavily over my thoughts.

Yeska’s gaze upon us was a golden thread in the tapestry. Her eyes smoldered with the reflections of the scene, her own touch upon her bosom growing more poignant with every moment. She rolled her swollen nipples between her thumb and forefingers. Her plump lips were moist as she moaned at the pleasure of her own touch.

I reached out, instinct guiding my hand to the back of Diane’s head, drawing her in closer, diving into the depths of the arousal that clouded the room. The steamy air vibrated with each stroke, each tug, and the soft sound of Diane’s giggle against my aroused self.

She obeyed my bidding and lowered herself to kneel beside her harem sister, Celeste. I gave her a look of approval, wanting to feel her lips on my cock before I turned my gaze back to Yeska.

Through the haze of yearning, I watched as Yeska’s hand ventured lower, past the curve of her hips, lifting the skirt that draped her thighs. A fleeting glimpse of the allure underneath peeked out, heightening the already heady atmosphere.

And then, Diane’s lips parted, encircling me with an eagerness that sent the room spinning. The soft touch of her lips on my cock was beyond anything I could take, and I inhaled sharply, hissing as I submerged myself in the pleasure she gave with her mouth.

“That looks so pretty,” Leigh crooned as her hand stroked what part of me Diane had not taken into her mouth.

And to my infinite delight, Celeste leaned in as well, joining Diane’s efforts. Their mouths left a trail of warmth as they kissed and licked my firm member, pulsing with their touch, and I had to fight to keep from shooting my load over their pretty faces.

Yeska, entranced, lowered her skirt, drawing away the last scrap of fabric that concealed her warmth. A blaze of desire lit up within me as she revealed her pretty pussy, soft and pink with a cute landing strip of black hair. Her eyes remained fixed on mine as her touch became an exploration, a study in self-delight that mirrored the pleasure we were sharing.

“Doesn’t that look cute?” Leigh hummed when she saw Yeska touch herself. “Guess it’s part of the magical research…”

I chuckled, and Yeska released a playful smile at the blonde’s comment, but she was not ashamed, and she did not stop.

The room’s temperature seemed to climb with these actions and words. With the mounting need, a palpable presence grew, as Yeska’s parted her lips with desire, her hand delving into her own longing.

I watched Yeska pleasure herself even as Celeste and Diane were on their knees, worshipping my cock, while Leigh whispered her dirty words into my ear. I had my hands buried in their luscious locks, directing them, and I felt a king among men.

Yeska’s fingers shifted, delving and moving in a silent symphony that played upon her own form. Intensity flickered across her features, transforming the scholarly observer into a being of pure sensuality.

“I think she’s gonna cum,” Leigh whispered as she pushed her delicious breasts against me. “That little minx is hornier than the four of us together.” Her blue eyes turned to me. “Still, we need to show her how you fuck us, baby. She needs to see.”

I groaned my agreement as my awareness narrowed to the heady sensation, the tender encasement, to Leigh’s throatier whispers that spoke of all we could do while Yeska bore witness in the name of her research. My gaze dipped down as Diane took my cock as deep into her mouth as she could, gently urged on by her elven harem sister.

I hissed with delight as she gagged on my weapon, her big sapphire eyes fixed on me, seeking approval, which I gave with a delighted moan. Then, she released, a strand of spit connecting her lips to my glistening cock, before Celeste took over and wrapped her soft lips around me, making me moan with pleasure as she, too, deep-throated me.

Leigh caught my gaze as Diane and Celeste continued their work, her smirk blossoming into a bold declaration. “Seems like a good time for a personal demonstration, right?” Her tone lingered in the air, playful and laden with promise.

The suggestion, woven with the sight of Yeska’s unabashed touch upon herself, draped over me like a lure. The urge to claim them, to heed the call of our lust in front of our newest audience member, flashed through me, urgent and compelling.

Diane and Celeste’s movements grew more fervent, their knowing hands reading my body like a treasured script. My readiness thrummed, a hum of anticipation that sang through my hardness.

Leigh met my gaze, the heated intensity in her eyes offering silent permission, a mutual understanding that she, too, was eager to escalate our delicate waltz.

Yeska’s gaze remained locked upon us, her self-pleasure nearing a fever pitch. Her fingers, a blur of motion, echoed the rhythm that Diane, Leigh, and Celeste played upon my body, each of us dancing on the edge of a precipice we longed to leap from.

The flickering candles cast shifting shadows across us as the women’s pleasuring intensity grew, turning the bathroom into a haven for primal beats and breathless whimpers.

I stood braced between worlds, the heat of their hands and mouths on me, the glint in Yeska’s eyes stoking the fire within. I was ready to claim my women in front of Yeska and show her the depth of our passions.
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As the two women rose from their kneeling positions, Leigh cast a coy glance my way, her voice husky with desire. “David, baby,” she purred, “how do you want us now?”

The thick air of the bathroom felt charged with our collective arousal, my own desire reaching its peak as I met her gaze.

I slid down into the bath, the water embracing my heated skin as I beckoned Celeste closer, her soft and curvy body just what I wanted right now.

“Celeste, come here,” I said softly. “I want you to ride me.”

A hint of scarlet flushed her fair cheeks, but with little hesitation, she complied, settling onto my lap with a shiver that wasn’t from the cold. I held her, my fingers digging into her lush butt cheeks as she positioned herself, her velvet hands on my cock as she placed the tip against her entrance.

“Like that,” I groaned. “Put it in.”

She bit her plump lip as the other women cooed their admiration, and then she guided me in. Her pussy enveloped me — tight at first, but soft like velvet as she lowered herself and took me deeper.

Leigh and Diane took their places on either side of the bathtub, their approving purrs a welcome soundtrack to Celeste’s tentative movements. The slow rise and fall of her hips began at a measured pace, her breath hitching slightly with every dip.

The joy that blossomed within me at the sensation of Celeste’s warmth enveloping me was indescribable. I watched, entranced, as her ample bosom bounced in unison with her increasing speed, creating ripples across the water’s surface and making the bath water slosh against the edges of the tub.

Leigh’s voice was a teasing whisper in the background, her dirty talk adding a tantalizing layer to the unfolding scene. “That’s it, Celeste,” she encouraged. “Ride him. Show him how much you adore him.”

Yeska observed from the edge of the bath with her eyes wide, burning with a hunger that spoke of her own burgeoning needs. The sight of us together, the air thick with steam and longing, was surely providing her with ample material for her Bloodline studies. Her fingers dipped into her wetness on occasion before going back to circling her swollen clit. As Celeste bounced on my lap, my mind raged with the promise of soon fucking Yeska.

My roaming hands traced the curves of Celeste’s body, gliding over her skin with a possessive tenderness that only heightened the intimacy. Her slick flesh under my fingertips felt like the most natural thing in the world as she moved.

“Oh, David,” she moaned. “It… It’s so good!”

Celeste’s pace quickened, her breathing growing erratic as she sought her release. The water around us echoed her urgency, the sounds of splashing and panting a chorus of desire that filled the room.

Leigh’s bawdy encouragement fanned the flames within Celeste, who was now lost to the rhythm she’d set. “Look at that,” she purred, her tone laced with pride and heat. “You’re such a good girl for David!”

Yeska — almost involuntarily — released a moan as she fingered her tight little pussy. The way her breath caught and the flush of her skin told me she was as affected as any of us by the encounter. My gaze raked her, and it only seemed to turn her on more.

Then, Celeste’s body tensed around me, a crescendo building within her as I continued to move my hands in time with our dance, my fingers digging into the ample flesh of her full ass. Every thrust was met with her own, the water barely able to contain the passion that surged between us.

“Cum for me,” I groaned in her ear. “I want to feel it.”

“Ahnn!” she moaned, releasing herself as she bounced on my cock. “David! Gods! I’m cumming!”

The moment of Celeste’s climax was a spectacle of beauty and intensity, her body shuddering as waves of pleasure overtook her. Her moans, echoing against the walls, were the sweetest music, declaring her ecstasy to the entire room. Her pussy clamped on me, eager for my seed, but I postponed my pleasure, wanting to fuck my other girls too.

As she trembled in my arms, spent from her high, I gently eased her off me and turned to Leigh with a grin. “Your turn,” I beckoned, my arousal still very much evident in the sight of my glistening cock.

“Thought you’d never ask, baby,” Leigh teased as, with a cheeky glint in her eye, she slipped into my lap. Her soft and curvy body was a delight for me, and my hands were always hungry to explore my sultry blonde. She positioned herself above my eager manhood. Her movements were unabashed, her gaze locked on mine as she lowered herself onto me.

The sensation of Leigh’s tender pussy around my cock was like coming home. The perfect fit, and I reached up to knead her full breasts, pinch her hard nipples as she moaned with delight and began to ride me with a confidence that sent ripples through the water.

“Oh, baby,” she moaned. “Your cock feels so good inside me!” She moved faster, slapping down wetly in my lap.

Leigh’s rhythm was relentless, her body moving atop mine like a nymph at the dawn of time. Each downward motion drove me deeper into her, her pleasure mounting with every thrust. My balls were full and ready to spurt my seed into her welcoming pussy, but I fought it off tooth and nail, knowing I wanted to fuck Diane too.

And as my hands clamped down on Leigh, my eyes drifted to Yeska. Her clothes disheveled and pushed aside, the cat girl was fingering herself vigorously, moaning as her half-lidded eyes watched my cock slip in and out of Leigh — no doubt wishing it was her riding me.

And with Yeska still watching intently, Leigh reached her climax, her release a symphony of gasps and cries that only spurred me on further. I could feel my own peak drawing nearer still as I grabbed her by her lush hips and slammed her down hard on my cock, splashing bath water around.

For once, Leigh had no words. She collapsed against my chest, breathless from her orgasm, and I gently eased her off, seeing how Celeste and Diane admired us, their cheeks rosy.

“Now, it’s your turn, my love,” I said to Diane, and she bit her lower lip as she rose from the water and turned before me, presenting the delicious body I would now claim.

As she did so, her eyes lingered on Yeska for a moment, and I sensed that Diane approved of it — that she wanted Yeska to see how I would fuck her and bring her to a climax, and I hoped it signified the growing bond between the two.

I rose to my feet, water cascading off my form. “Bend over,” I said to Diane.

Diane gave a squeal of excitement and desire as I bent her over the lip of the tub. We both had a full view of Yeska, who was pleasuring herself with abandon.

With our new position, we were close to one another — close enough to touch — and I reveled in the sight of her. She was not abashed, meeting my eyes with boldness as she kept touching herself.

The voyeuristic thrill fueled my movements as I gave Diane’s round ass a smack that made her yelp and giggle. Then, pushing my throbbing tip against her pink little pussy, I entered Diane from behind.

She was tight but dripping wet, and I knew the idea of Yeska watching us turned her on even more than I had expected.

“Hmm,” Leigh moaned, her voice still hoarse from her own orgasm, “look at that pretty sight.”

“So… beautiful…” Yeska hummed, still pleasuring herself.

Diane’s moans filled the room as I plunged into her, her voice gaining volume with every thrust. I grabbed her fox tail and pulled on it, winning a mewl of lust from Diane. Her pretty ass bounced as I savagely claimed her, and I could already feel her tightening around my cock.

“I’m… I’m gonna cum,” she hissed, breathless.

Leigh and Celeste gave naughty giggles, and Yeska bit her lip, watching me fuck Diane from behind with savage power. Her green eyes never left ours, her fingers a blur as she chased her own pleasure. Her admiration was clear, the approval in her moans matching the tempo of our union.

Then, her eyes rolled up in their sockets, and her tongue lolled out as her delicious thighs began quaking. At the same time, Diane moaned and tightened on me, her body trembling as her climax synchronized with that of Yesksa.

It was a cacophony of pleasure, their moans mingling in exclamation as they both found sweet release. As they peaked, Diane’s plea broke through.

“David,” she moaned, “give… g-give it to Yeska!”

“Yes!” Leigh crooned. “Give her your cum! Let her taste it.”

“Give her your seed, my love!” Celeste agreed.

And as they spoke, Yeska slipped forward to her knees, her face now next to the back of Diane’s head.

“Y-yes,” Yeska mumbled, still carried by the height of pleasure. “Give it to me!”

My women’s moans of consent were all I needed. With a guttural groan, I withdrew from Diane and aimed my cock at Yeska’s pretty face. Then, I released my pent-up passion even as Yeska opened her mouth and closed her eyes to receive it.

My first rope was thick and shot far, splattering across Yeska’s pretty face and one of her cat ears as I hissed with delight at the release. She gasped as I covered her face, but I was not done yet, leaning on Diane’s panting body as I shot rope after rope of warm cum, releasing my passion across Yeska’s face and breasts, some of it spilling into her eager mouth.

“Look at that!” Leigh exclaimed.

“Beautiful!” Celeste agreed. Diane just gave a mewl of approval as she scooped up some of the cum that had spilled on her butt and brought it to her lips.

“So good,” Yeska moaned, her hazy green eyes fixed on me.,

Satisfied, I sank back into the tub, surrounded by a chorus of giggles from Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska. Soon enough, my girls draped themselves around me, with Yeska seated on the edge of the tub, bathing her feet and wearing only her disheveled skirt.

“This was lovely,” I said to them as I pulled them close with a voice still husky.

“It was,” Diane agreed, shooting Yeska a warm smile before she added — a little teasingly. “I hope it helped your research.”

Yeska grinned, her chest still heaving lightly, and the other girls joined in with giggles. “It did,” Yeska said. “Although perhaps we might have to do it again sometime to heighten the effect.”

We all laughed at that, and I couldn’t help but hope that this meant she was being accepted by the other women, which would allow me to act on my desire to have her around more.


Chapter 48

Evening settled softly upon the homestead like a well-worn quilt, tucking the landscape into gentle shadows. The last rays of sunlight brushed against the sturdy oak log walls of the house, casting a golden glow that seemed to hold the last of the day’s warmth tight against the encroaching cool of the night and autumn.

I stepped off the porch, my boots crunching on the gravel pathway that led around the house. The rifle felt familiar as it hung over my shoulder, its weight a companionable presence as I began my final patrol of the day.

The farmland stretched out before me, silent sentinels of Magebread flowers and Wispsilk leaves standing guard over the day’s end. They swayed slightly in the tender breeze, their magical nature a subtle hum in the fabric of the homestead.

I walked past the vegetable plot, where the produce had thrived under our care. The magically imbued tomatoes, onions, beans, carrots, and lettuce seemed to hold onto the day’s light, their vibrant colors a soft contrast to the dimming skies.

The wooden fence that enclosed our farming plots cast long, slender shadows as I moved through them, a security made of simple things. The chickens clucked happily in their enclosure, roofless for now, but I would soon solve that.

As the sound of the Silverthread River reached my ears, its waters murmuring stories only a river could tell, I felt a wave of contentment. The river, constant in its journey, ran like the vein of life through the heart of the land we called home.

I paused by the water’s edge, watching as fish broke the surface in silver arcs, catching the evening’s final light. Finally, I turned my gaze back to the log house, its two stories now just shapes against the twilight.

My patrol led me along the well-trodden paths that snaked around the house — the places where we lived, loved, and labored. The last of the day’s heat soaked into my skin, a promise to hold close against the night’s certain chill.

As I stood there, the thought of Yeska once again occupied my mind, her quest to unravel the mystery of my Bloodline. Her presence was equal parts enchanting and enigmatic, and I was more and more falling for her. I hoped that she would stay — that the others would accept her. With our little play together, however, things were looking good.

And another thought weighed on my mind -- a happy one. In four months’ time, our homestead would be pierced by a new life’s cry. The prospect of fatherhood was a vista as broad and beautiful as the land that stretched out before me. I had many pleasant memories from childhood, and I had many ideas about being a father.

It would happen this winter…

Plans for winter jostled with hopes for the spring. There would be a wedding party to organize, a celebration of bonds already forged under elven law but deserving of a day filled with mirth and company — a day when family and friends would join us, witnessing the joy we had cultivated on this frontier.

And as I watched the stars, a certain formation of them reminded me of something else that might come to pass in the future — something threatening. For in the back of my mind loomed the shadow of the dragon Father. His vengeance, a potential threat to the peace we had crafted, was a disquieting thought amidst the gentle hum of the evening.

Still, a sigh escaped my lips as I pushed concerns of dragons and Bloodlines aside. The night was not a canvas for worries but a time for rest, and for now, the homestead was safety embodied.

The cool kiss of the evening air brought clarity, a reminder that our lives here were a dance with nature — a give and take that was both subtle and profoundly changing. I let my eyes linger on the dusky horizon, where the last trace of light was surrendering to the shadows.

I took a final look at the farm, at the fences and the growth within. Tomorrow would bring its toil, but tonight, the homestead would rest.

With a final sweep of my gaze, I ensured all was as it should be. Then, finishing up my patrol, I turned in for the night. Whatever the future might hold, tonight I’d spend in my bed, warmed by my women.
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Chapter 1

The early winter air at the homestead wrapped itself around me like a well-worn coat as I steered my Jeep down the familiar gravel path. Crisped leaves scarred by the cold crunched under the tires, whispering tales of the season’s end. The Silverthread River flowed quietly in the distance, and I wondered if it would freeze over the coming winter.

As I pulled up to the house, the stirrings of the homestead greeted me. The larroling ambled over with a grunt, its massive figure casting a sizable shadow across the ground as the sun illuminated its patchwork of fur. Sparky and Mr. Drizzles hovered nearby, their forms crackling with energy as if to welcome me back.

Killing the engine, I gathered a moment to let the world settle around me. Through partially rolled-down windows, the mellow din of the forest’s symphony filled the cab, the evening setting in. It marked the nearing end of another day — one that brought with it the satisfaction of a successful trip to Gladdenfield.

I was home again...

No matter how long I was gone, the homestead — and of course, my women — were always on my mind.

But the trip into town had been productive. Most of the produce from our bountiful harvest had been sold off, the excess delivered to Randal to pass on to those who frequented the general store. The cycle of giving and taking, a constant ebb and flow that defined our relationship with the land. It was a pleasing thought that rooted me even deeper to this place.

Slipping out of the Jeep, I noted how the temperature had dipped, a harbinger for the winter to come. In just a month, we would welcome new life into our family… My and Diane’s child.

By then, it would be winter, and the cold would truly take hold. I smiled at the thought — how our lives were intertwined with the rhythms of the earth.

I began to unload the supplies one by one. First came the chicken wire, its metallic coils clinking gently as I set them aside on the porch. The post hole digger followed, along with other materials meant for the chicken enclosure we were planning to erect.

Nestled among the goods were items for the baby room — soft cotton blankets that carried the faint smell of newness and packets of diapers that crinkled in my hands. Each object was a manifestation of the preparations we were making, a visual lullaby for the future.

The chickens, pecking contentedly a stone’s throw away, took little notice of my movements. They had taken well to their new home, their gentle clucking mixing with the sounds of my labor. They were an addition to the homestead, bringing with them a simple joy that came with our homestead becoming more complete.

I stacked the wooden planks and nails to one side, a small tower of untapped potential that would soon become a safe haven for our feathered friends. The task ahead was prominent in my mind, but it was one I was eager to tackle, especially with everyone’s help.

I paused, taking in a deep breath as the coolness of the air filled me. The smell of earth and leaves decaying underfoot was a familiar embrace that I welcomed. Winter was beginning, but the world was still in wrapped a palette of golds and russets — autumn’s legacy.

The paint, soft hues chosen by Diane for the baby room, was tenderly offloaded next. It was a careful selection, representing the colors that would brighten the days of the little one soon joining us. Every detail had been considered, debated on, and finally decided upon with love and excitement. We didn’t know the gender yet, so we had gone for something neutral.

A stack of fresh food, chilled in the cool air, was next. Apples from a nearby orchard, vegetables too robust to let the frost claim them, cheeses from the farmer we’d always trusted. The efficiency of the market was evident in the bags I carried, each crammed with provisions that would sustain us through the shift of seasons.

Near the door, I unloaded a few quirky toys I couldn’t resist picking up, tiny reminders of the forthcoming giggles and baby laughter that would fill the homestead. They were small splashes of color and whimsy I envisioned sprinkling around the baby room.

As I unloaded, Celeste’s soft singing filtered through the open window, a delicate melody that seemed harmonious with the act of homecoming. I couldn’t see her, but her voice, imbued with the warmth of the hearth, had woven itself into the very air.

I stacked the last few boxes carefully, aware of their fragile contents. My movements were deliberate, a ritual of housekeeping that settled the dust of travel from my mind.

With all the supplies now out of the Jeep, I took a moment to rub the larroling’s snout, giving a nod to the watchful storm elementals. They seemed to buzz with a kind of satisfaction at our success, their swirling forms settling as if to mimic the tranquility of the dusk.

I glanced around the homestead — our peaceful dominion that thrived under the care of hands that loved it. The Silverthread River glimmered in the distance, the constant companion to our lives here, its song a quiet hymn.

With one last trip to the Jeep, I fetched a few personal items, tucking them under my arm as I headed towards the house to get the domesticants to bring everything inside. The wood of the porch creaked a welcome beneath my feet, a familiar sound that promised rest and reprieve.

Up ahead, the door stood ajar for me, revealing the warmth from within — a tempting threshold that held the culmination of my day’s journey. From inside, Celeste’s gentle singing wrapped around me as a shawl against the evening’s chill.

I paused for a moment, taking in the scene from the doorway. The house, lit from within by the low orange glow of lamps, invited me in with the promise of simple routines and heartfelt conversations.

I stepped across the threshold, the dividing line between the wildness of the world and the sanctuary of our homestead life, eager to see my women again.
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The door closed behind me with a soft click, sealing off the chill and muffling the echoes of the forest preparing for the coming evening. I stood on the threshold a moment, letting the transition from the chilly world outside to the warmth inside envelope me.

The domesticants zipped excitedly around me, happy to see their master again. I smiled at them before I mentally commanded them to bring in the supplies I had unloaded from the Jeep. They happily went about it as I removed my jacket and boots before heading inside.

I stepped into the kitchen, where Celeste was stirring a pot on the stove. The scent of a savory soup blossomed through the room. Her voice, light as the steam rising from the pot, lifted in a song that seemed to weave itself into the fabric of the walls and windows.

She heard me as I approached and turned with a smile that brightened the room more than the fading day. “Welcome home, my love,” she said, her words a soft blanket wrapping around me.

“It’s good to be back,” I replied, crossing the wooden floorboards to where she stood to place a kiss on her ivory cheek that made her hum. A few stray curls of amber hair framed her face, and her green eyes twinkled with a mix of welcome and mischief.

The comfortable clinking of the spoon against the pot continued as she slowly stirred the soup, a rhythm to our presence in the kitchen. “Diane, Leigh, and Yeska are out to check on the traps,” she said.

“I didn’t expect to see Diane on her feet and back to work,” I commented. I set down the goods I had carried in from the Jeep, observing her expert movements with the ladle. “She wasn’t feeling too well this morning, after all.”

Celeste glanced toward the window, a soft laugh escaping her. “You know Diane.” Her soft voice filled the space between us. “She’s never been one to sit still, not even when she should.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “True, she’s always on the move,” I agreed. It was one of the things about her that never ceased to impress me.

Moving closer, I wrapped my arms gently around Celeste from behind as she continued to stir her fragrant soup. I leaned down to kiss her, feeling her warmth against me.

The kiss was slow and deep, lingering like the last rays of the day that insisted on peeking through the kitchen curtains and highlighting the simple life we treasured.

We savored the quiet for a few more heartbeats before Celeste gently nudged me away with an affectionate tap on my chest. “Now, off with you! I need to cook! And you should perhaps aid the domesticants, my love,” she suggested, a practical note to her voice. “Some of those supplies might be a little too heavy for them. Once all is in order, we may continue these delicious kisses.”

“I will.” I chuckled, releasing her to her cooking and the homey song that resumed as soon as the kiss ended.

Opening the door again, I was met with the crisp aroma of the evening, the encroaching night air feeling like a new page as I first began to bring in the rest of the goods from my Jeep. The domesticants were struggling with some of the larger items, and they needed my help.

My arms laden with wire and posts for the chicken fence, I maneuvered them into the house with a care born from necessity. I wanted to store the items inside as I wasn’t planning on getting to work with them right away. Of course, a little rain wouldn’t harm these things, but we had the space, and I preferred working with dry materials.

The task was meditative. I found my rhythm in the placement of each piece, the sound of wood tapping against wood a soft percussion to the night’s growing symphony.

Next came the delicate items for the baby’s room, each taken with tender hands as if the domesticants understood these were items to be handled with love. The notion of the room filled with laughter and the small cries of new life played in my mind as I helped the little guys bring everything inside.

The fresh food found its place on the cold shelf. Their colors were a mute testament to the providence we’d gathered. The scents of orchard apples and earthy vegetables lingered, mixing with the warmth from the kitchen’s hearth.

Once everything had been given its place in our well-ordered pantry, I moved back out to help the domesticants finish the job.

The toys, little additions waiting for the living room and the nursery, were brought inside with a thought of where they might end up. Some perched on shelves or nestled in the corners, harbingers of joyous chaos.

Their colors seemed to brighten the darkening space as I placed them down, imagining the homestead resounding with the echoes of playtime discoveries and the gentle power of growth.

Celeste appeared at the doorway, the light from the kitchen catching her hair, casting her in a silhouette that held both warmth and an artist’s grace. “My soup is bubbling nicely now. Need any help?” she asked.

“Nearly done,” I replied, the heft of the last box of fresh food steady in my arms as I took it from the porch and made my way to the pantry. We gave each other a warm smile — one of those soft exchanges that spoke more than words.

As I stored away the last of the food, I could feel the day’s weariness settle in. The house was growing quieter as the domesticants zipped around and cleaned the dirt and mud we had trailed inside. I brushed off my hands and gave a satisfied sigh at the order and hominess of our little corner of the frontier.

Alone in the dimly lit pantry, I stood for a moment longer before stepping back into the kitchen, ready to join Celeste and get a few of those promised kisses.


Chapter 2

With the day’s transactions complete and the homestead quieting as evening approached, I wanted to take stock of the tasks ahead and get started on them. The first order of business was the chickens. Newly acquired and exploring the pasture, they needed a proper home. I grabbed some of the timber I’d purchased and headed out toward where they idly pecked at the ground.

The sun cast slanted beams across the yard, painting the landscape with the amber touch of evening. I walked around the makeshift enclosure we had quickly set up upon our arrival, my eyes taking in the parameters of space, the lay of the land.

It was a simple enclosure, and it did not protect the chickens from critters that would like to have a taste of them. So far, the larroling and the two storm elementals — according to my specific instructions — had guarded them, but that was a waste of resources because it took away from the patrols. We needed a proper coop.

I had all the supplies I needed, based on simple measurements. I had spoken with a few of the ranchers in Gladdenfield to learn more about building coops. Now, studying the plot, I went over the plan in my mind for what had to be the tenth time. Still, it was best to go over it once too often than once too few…

I envisioned the fence — sturdy and unobtrusive, enough to give the chickens the freedom they deserved while keeping them safe from the predators that roamed the forests surrounding the homestead. The wire would thread through the posts I’d place, creating a barrier between the outside world and our feathered wards.

Like one of the wizened ranchers of Gladdenfield had told me, I’d need to space the posts evenly, making sure to dig deep enough to ensure stability. The coop would nestle in the far corner, giving the chickens shelter for the nights to come.

The chickens clucked and ruffled their feathers, unaware of my designs but contented in their ignorance. I marked out the corners of my projected enclosure with small stones, stepping back to survey the pasture that would soon be transformed by careful crafting and meticulous effort.

Content with my initial assessment, I turned to the tool that would aid in my work — the post hole digger. Its blades, shiny in the remaining light, promised the precision and depth required for such an endeavor.

Luckily, I would not have to do all of this on my own. In fact, I had a new ally, and I was looking forward to trying him out!

With focus, I cast my Summon Duergar spell, reaching out to the magical realm to call forth the dwarven worker of exceptional craft. The air shimmered as, from a ripple in the fabric of the world, the duergar emerged.

The duergar stood solidly before me, his blue skin reminiscent of deep ocean waters and his white beard a stark contrast, like foam upon the waves. His eyes, dark and depthless as underground caverns, held a knowledge of the earth’s secrets.

The duergar inclined his head, acknowledging my mastery, and I sensed the mental connection with it — the ability to give it mental orders as I gave all my other summons. I commanded it, and it obeyed.

Quick to work, the duergar took the post hole digger from my outstretched hands without a word. His gruff demeanor demanded no conversation, only to engage in the task at hand as he awaited my guidance. And that was fine by me; a hard worker was exactly what was needed.

But there was one more thing to do. I had another slot for a familiar, and a permanent worker around the homestead was exactly what I needed. I cast my Bind Familiar spell, forging the connection between the duergar and myself. If the creature was as good as I expected it to be, it would make life around the homestead even easier.

With the duergar’s binding sealed, we set to work — an artisan of stone and a wielder of elements, each driven by purpose.

“Here.” I pointed to the first of my markers. “Let’s start our enclosure here.” The duergar nodded, understanding the commencement of our joint effort.

The digger’s blades pierced the earth, scooping out clods of soil methodically. The duergar’s motions were efficient, each plunge demonstrating his skilled labor. Unlike the domesticants, which were cleaners and haulers, the duergar was a true craftsman. The domesticants had helped in the expansion of the house, but they had needed many instructions. The duergar knew intuitively what to do, and it could probably do a better — and faster — job than me.

Still, I worked beside him, content to have some control over my new minion’s first project, clearing away the debris and ensuring each hole was of adequate depth. We moved from point to point, a silent agreement between us shaping the beginnings of my vision.

At some point during our labors, Celeste emerged from the house, carrying a refreshment — likely tea, judging by the steam rising from the mug. Her approach was a pleasant interruption to the duergar’s relentless toil. She regarded the dwarf-like creature with wonder.

“Thought you might like this,” she offered, her hands circling the warm mug. She watched our progress, a gentle smile gracing her lips. “What an amazing helper!”

“Thanks, Celeste,” I said, accepting the mug with gratitude. The warmth from her hands lingered as she joined me in observing our work.

“You’re making good time,” she noted, her eyes tracking the duergar’s systematic digging. “Your friend doesn’t tire, does he?”

I chuckled at her comment, taking a sip from the mug. “That’s the benefit of magic — they work with a tirelessness we can only dream of.”

“It’s impressive,” Celeste mused, her gaze drifting back towards the homestead. “We’ll have a proper coop in no time.”

I nodded, emboldened by her confidence. “We will at that,” I agreed, the rich taste of tea fortifying me against the dropping temperature. “And who knows how quickly we can complete any other projects around the homestead with these guys around.”

The evening grew upon us, gentle darkness unfurling with the slowly encroaching night. Soon, it would be too dark to work, and we’d head back inside. Celeste and I chatted briefly about the homestead’s needs, both immediate and those on the horizon.

“Once the fence is done, we’ll be able to focus on other projects,” I mused, the future spreading out like the land itself — full of potential and waiting to be shaped.

She placed a hand on my shoulder, a silent gesture of her shared vision for the homestead. “It’s going to be a busy winter,” she said softly.

With the hour growing late, Celeste headed back inside, while I returned the empty mug to the porch railing. The duergar and I continued in shared labor until we heard the calls of Diane, Yeska, and Leigh as they neared the homestead.

I rose from my task and smiled as they approached, a satisfied feeling inside now that everyone was here. The bound duergar joined the storm elementals in a silent patrol, ready to resume the work with me tomorrow.


Chapter 3

I watched as Diane, with the silhouette of her swollen belly marking her as the bearer of new life, approached alongside Leigh and Yeska through the cold air, the sunset painting soft outlines around them.

A smile found its way to my lips, seeing them there — Diane’s large bump a reminder of the future we’re eager to meet, and Yeska, once an outsider, now walking the same path as us back to where we belong. It had been three months since Yeska joined us, and the way she and Diane got along nowadays could warm the coldest of days.

“David!” Diane called out, her gentle voice cutting through the quietude that had settled around me. Leigh’s laughter and the quieter steps of Yeska followed suit, creating a symphony of sorts — a welcoming tune to my ears.

“How was town?” Leigh asked as they reached me, their faces aglow not just from the walk but from the friendship that had woven itself into their interactions.

“Oh, Randal had new tales to tell,” I said. “Took a while before he was done gossiping! But mostly, business has been good.”

“Oh, I bet! He’s a gossip, that one,” Leigh beamed as she leaned in to give me a kiss, euphoric at sharing the joys and trivialities of our small community. “You should’ve seen Diane, she’s still a rugged frontier girl despite bein’ all aglow with that little ‘un in her tummy!”

“I’m not glowing,” Diane hummed with a brow raised in confusion as she inspected herself, her hands fluttering toward her belly, protective and proud.

“It’s a manner of speech, darlin’,” Leigh drawled as Yeska giggled, her playful gaze flitting between us as she chuckled.

“Leigh’s right,” I put in, giving Diane a kiss, then Yeska. “It’s something we humans say.”

“I see,” Diane hummed, giving me a playful poke. “And did you get everything you needed from town?”

“I did,” I confirmed. “The nursery will be as enchanting as the enchantress who’ll fill it,” I added, adding a little touch of exaggeration that made the girls giggle.

We chatted more as the sun dipped below the horizon, and our conversation was interrupted by a sudden rush of rain that descended upon us like an unannounced guest, urging us indoors with its persistent presence.

We hurried inside, our steps quickening as laughter mingled with the sudden patter of rain against the house. It was a homey sound that we all enjoyed. The threshold of our home became a welcome barrier to the elements, and we pushed through it together.

Stepping into the warmth of the house, we left behind the damp chill of the rain. The familiar scent of the wood and the familiar creak of the floorboards was pleasant as always as we all wiped our feet and the girls removed their packs, surrendering to the warmth of our home.

We shed boots and jackets hastily in the mudroom, forming a small mound near the entrance. Diane’s laughter faded into contented sighs as she peeled off her rain-kissed coat.

“Never liked the rain much,” Yeska said, making a face as she neatly arranged her boots alongside ours.

I could only chuckle at that. “I guess cats and catkin have that in common,” I said. She stuck out her tongue at me in reply, and I grinned back.

I glanced down the hall to Celeste, who was humming an old elven tune that seemed to blend effortlessly with the patter of rain. Her hands moved with the grace of a dancer in the kitchen as she busied herself with the final touches of the meal.

One by one, we followed the music of kitchenware and Celeste’s melody. As I sat at the head of the table, the women bustled around me like bees tending to their hive.

With the gentle buzz of the domesticants quickly entering to aid, the table soon transformed. Silverware and dishes found their place amongst the laughter. Celeste announced the completion of her hithmiul, a savory elven soup that promised warmth and flavors as rich as the company.

“It smells divine, Celeste,” I complimented, savoring the aroma that filled the room.

“Hithmiul is always a favorite of Waelin’s,” she said. “I made it often when we still lived in Thilduirne. He often joked that I should open a restaurant and serve only hithmiul.”

“I recall you mentioning it,” I replied with a pleased grin, struggling to imagine the dour Waelin making a joke. “It’s the perfect meal for a night like this.”

“The bread and fish will complement the soup wonderfully,” Diane noted, pulling out chairs and placing bowls around the table.

As the conversation continued, I was pulled into comfortable domesticity. Leigh quipped about the day’s events, while Yeska listened attentively, her laughter mingling with the others’.

Diane leaned over my shoulder to peer into the pot, her curiosity piqued. “Celeste really knows how to create magic in the kitchen. Anticipation alone has worked up my appetite.”

“I can’t wait to taste it; the smell is making my mouth water,” Yeska admitted, sneaking a piece of bread before the meal officially began.

Very quickly, the domesticants joined Celeste’s side, whisking bread from the oven to the table, lining up beside the steaming soup of freshly cooked fish that had been caught earlier in the day.

“Right then,” Celeste declared as she directed the domesticants to set the last dish on the table. “It looks like we’re ready to have dinner.”
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As the domesticants finished presenting the final dish onto the wooden table, I sat at the head with Diane to my right and Yeska across from me. Leigh and Celeste filled in the remaining space, forming a cozy group that felt like the circumference of my world. The table, laden with the fruits of our harvest, welcomed us to partake in our evening meal.

The soup Celeste prepared, steam rising in gentle spirals, carried the earthy scent of the forest surrounding our homestead. Hithmiul was a savory concoction that intertwined the flavors of the mushrooms we had gathered with fresh herbs from our garden.

Diane served the soup with a practiced hand, while Yeska unfolded linen napkins, placing one by each bowl. Leigh passed around the bread, a crusty loaf that yielded easily to the knife, revealing a warm, soft center that sent a delicious aroma wafting through the room.

With everyone’s bowl filled, we paused to appreciate the meal before us. “Every time we sit down together for dinner,” I began, lifting my spoon, “I feel like we’re more than just a family. We’re like parts of a single entity, growing and thriving together.”

The women threw me warm looks, especially Yeska. Over the past three months, she had slowly grown into a member of our little family. Of course, she wasn’t here to stay — she was only here to research my Bloodline, a process that would take several more weeks to complete.

But it was beginning to feel like she was enjoying herself a lot. Like, maybe, she would not want to leave.

I certainly hoped she’d stay…

I shot her a warm smile, hoping it would convey the way I felt about her. We would have to talk about it sooner or later, though, and I expected that would be an emotional conversation.

Leigh took a hearty spoonful of the soup, the rich blend of flavors immediately eliciting an approving nod. “Celeste outdid herself with this,” she said, offering a contented look Celeste’s way. “And with the produce we sold today, we’ll have many more meals like this to come.”

Celeste’s face lit up with Leigh’s compliment, her cheeks taking on a rosy hue. “It’s easy when the ingredients are so fresh and full of life,” she said. “Everything in our pantry just jumped out at me and demanded to be cooked.”

I chuckled at that mental image. “We do have a nice collection,” I agreed.

Diane joined in, “It’s not just the quality of the ingredients,” she said. “It’s the care you put into choosing them, Celeste, and into preparing them for us. It’s something special — you make these simple things into a feast.”

As we ate, Yeska’s eyes brightened with each bite, the comfort of the meal and the company evident in her relaxed posture. “I certainly have developed a deep appreciation of elven cooking,” she said, reaching for more bread as she shot Celeste a warm smile.

I nodded, cutting into a fish that had been seasoned and cooked perfectly. “Randal told me the produce from the homestead sells exceptionally well. So, the townsfolk feel the same way about things coming from our soil.”

Randal’s store was like a hub for the produce from many homesteads around us. Most of the people of Gladdenfield Outpost frequented it regularly. Our products ended up on many a table.

Yeska, her interest piqued, leaned toward me. “So, David, what else have you done today?” she inquired, her desire to know more about our activities displaying her integration into our lives. “I mean, besides dropping off the supplies in Gladdenfield?”

“Well, today was about planning for the future,” I replied. “Making sure our chickens have a proper place to call home.” I explained how I’d spent time marking out where the fence would go and how the duergar had helped dig post holes.

“And soon they’ll have a coop to roam in safely,” Leigh added. “Though, if you ask me, they seem happy enough scratchin’ around in the dirt.”

Yeska chuckled at Leigh’s observation, dipping her bread into the soup. “Chickens,” she said, “so simple in their pleasures,” as she enjoyed the combined taste of the fresh bread and Celeste’s hithmiul.

Our conversations around the table meandered from the chores of the day to more laid-back matters. We discussed possibilities for the homestead, the animals we might raise after the chickens, and the approach of winter that would change the rhythm of our days.

Amidst the talk, I turned my attention to Yeska again. “Speaking of our next steps, how’s your research on my Bloodline going?” I asked, eager to hear if she had uncovered anything new.

Yeska paused with her spoon mid-air, her face showing the anticipation of sharing her findings. “Well, David,” she began, lowering her spoon back into the soup, “I’ve been observing and studying, and I believe I’m close to a breakthrough with understanding the true nature of your Bloodline.”

Intrigued, I leaned forward, my focus sharpening on her words. “Really?” I said, setting down my fork. “What have you found out?”

“First, your Bloodline is unique,” Yeska continued, her voice steady with conviction. “But, based on the powers it seems to grant you and those around you, I’m fairly certain it must be draconic in nature.”

The table fell quiet with Yeska’s revelation, the word ‘draconic’ hanging weighty in the air between us, loaded with implications and ancient power. The dragons of old were known for their swift advancement, for their connection to magic and the natural world.

My excitement grew at the possibility; a Bloodline linked to such legendary creatures was a fascinating concept to consider. But it left a million questions! If Yeska’s prognosis proved true, then how could it be that a pure Earth Bloodline like mine was related to dragons, which were creatures of Tannoris, after all?

The questions bubbled up, but I suppressed them for now. This was just a prognosis, after all. I didn’t want to swamp Yeska with my questions until she was at least a little more certain.

“That’s incredible, Yeska,” I said. “I can’t wait to hear the full details once you’ve confirmed your findings.”

Yeska nodded, a spark of pride flickering in her eyes. “I should have more concrete information in a few weeks’ time,” she said, taking another spoonful of her soup as the conversation resumed.

Diane gave Yeska an impressed look while eating. “I knew there was something special.” Diane smiled. Leigh and Celeste shared equally pleased expressions, eating and sipping while we talked.

We continued our dinner, the animated discussion turning to plans for the nursery, to winter preparations, and to the weaving of the future within the tapestry of our little community.

But the conversation eventually ebbed as we neared the end of our meal, our bellies content and the evening settling around us in quiet comfort.

Dinner wound down, and I looked forward to a quiet, comfy night by the fire with my women.


Chapter 4

As the remains of dinner disappeared, thanks to the diligent domesticants, I busied myself with the fire. It had fallen to a low glow in the hearth of our living room. The welcoming crackle of burning wood was the heartbeat of the home. I felt a certain rightness as I carefully placed another log onto the embers, coaxing the flames higher.

Satisfied with the fire’s renewed vigor, I dusted my hands on my pants and turned to find my women lounging comfortably around the room. Diane had settled on the couch, her legs tucked beneath her, while Leigh sprawled on the rug, supported by several cushions. Celeste had chosen the armchair, her posture relaxed but her eyes attentive. Yeska sat close by, her back against the wall, looking casual and content.

I joined them, sliding into the space Diane had saved for me on the couch. The warmth from the fire and the softness of the cushions welcomed me as I leaned back. The simple pleasure of being surrounded by my women washed over me. It was these moments of quiet togetherness that often felt the most profound.

“Feels good to be here together and just... relax,” I commented, my gaze flickering between the faces I held dear. “I don’t know about you girls, but I always feel an extra need to unwind and relax by the fire when these winter days come around.” The murmurs of agreement that followed were gentle ripples across the stillness of our evening.

Leigh, with that sparkle in her eye that always seemed to light her up from within, drew her knees to her chest. “I can’t believe how peaceful everything’s been. No word of Father,” she said, the name carrying a weight that contrasted with the ease of her pose.

A collective pause followed Leigh’s words. The comfort of our surroundings momentarily overshadowed by the specter of the dragon whom we all knew had been called by its offspring we vanquished at Hrothgar’s Hope. I could almost see the concern crossing their faces, a shadow amidst the warm light.

“We’d have heard something by now, if he was close,” Diane said tentatively, as if voicing the thought would keep the worry at bay. Her hand rested on mine, seeking solace in the touch.

Celeste, serene as ever, looked toward the fire, her expression contemplative. “Lord Vartlebeck promised to keep us informed,” she reminded us, her voice conveying a soft note of reassurance. “And he has not yet sent word.”

Yeska nodded, folding her arms across her knees as she watched the dance of the flames. “Safety is in being prepared, not in fearing shadows,” she added, her tone carrying a firmness that seemed to bolster her sentiment.

The wisdom in their words resonated with me, and I offered a reassuring smile. “We’ve built a strong homestead here, surrounded by magic and friends. Father won’t catch us unprepared.”

I sat up and fixed them all with my eyes, one by one. “But he will come,” I said. “I feel it in my bones. And we could do with some preparations. Not just around the homestead, but for ourselves too. The higher our levels, the better our chances.”

Diane leaned into my side, her presence as reassuring as the fire’s warmth. “We trust you, David, and in the strength of what we have here,” she said, her hand finding mine and giving it a gentle squeeze.

Beside me, Leigh shifted closer, a playful glint in her baby-blue eyes as she drew patterns on the rug with her fingertips. “Besides,” she quipped, her flirty tone belying the serious conversation, “we’ve got plenty of fight in us yet, right?”

“In spades,” I replied, locking eyes with her and feeling the shift in mood as the concern ebbed away, replaced by the cozier atmosphere once more wrapping around us.

I turned my attention to Celeste, who simply smiled with a demeanor of calmness, her eyes reflecting the light in a way that made her seem almost ethereal. “I’m looking forward to the little one,” she purred. “How much fun will it be to have a little kit here!?”

The conversation took a lighter turn then, with laughter sprinkled in between tales of recent adventures and playful jests mingled with assertions of familial strength and unity. And of course, there was plenty of talk of the little kit-to-come too, with the women wondering which of its parents it would take after the most.

Diane’s laughter at the others’ guesswork came soft and low, as if drawing from a well of contentment deep within her. She scooted even closer to me, her shoulder brushing against mine, cultivating a closeness that permeated the space.

The room, with its gentle fire-glow and the quiet companionship we shared, became even cozier, the tease of the evening’s potential a delightful prospect that lay open before us.

As my girls sidled closer to me, their eyes betraying a need to soon go to bed, I looked forward to the pleasures that would follow.

Over the past weeks, we had found a deliciously tantalizing equilibrium that was essentially a repeat of the first time Yeska had joined me and my women in the bath. She did not... well, participate, but she watched and pleasured herself, sometimes venturing a little taste...

If it were up to me, she would have joined us in full already, but I was waiting for Diane to grow accustomed to the idea. Apparently, those pregnancy hormones did a number on the foxkin and roused their protectiveness.

As such, I wanted to ease Diane into having Yeska around for our more... carnal activities. But I felt it was coming, and that she and I would talk about it soon.

And tonight would be another exercise in bringing us all closer together.


Chapter 5

Morning bled through the curtains, a subtle shifting from darkness to light as I awoke to the comforting murmur of the homestead stirring to life. For once, I was the last to rise, apparently needing the rest.

Still, the day felt fresh, full of possibility. I stretched and listened to the soft rustlings of Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska in their morning routines.

We gathered at the kitchen table, the heartland of our home, where steaming cups of coffee and a cozy spread of breakfast welcomed us. The clatter of plates and the aroma of toasted bread filled the room with a homey cacophony that was both reassuring and inviting.

“So, David, what’s on the agenda today?” Leigh asked between sips, her curiosity barely contained, her eyes bright with the joy that a new day promised.

“Well, I’ve got a room to prepare,” I said, placing a forkful of scrambled eggs into my mouth, “and I’ve received very specific instructions from Diane, which I shall follow to the letter.” I gave Diane a pointed look and a slightly exaggerated bow of the head.

“You’d better!” she joked, waving her spoon at me.

Laughter blossomed around the table, light and enjoyable. Diane, with her expectant mother’s glow undiminished by the pregnancy’s weight, smiled wide and bright.

It was a little play, of course; Diane was a far cry from a ‘momzilla’, and she had lovingly told me that as long as the room was cozy and radiated the love we’d show our little one, it was all fine.

The mirth sparked by our exchange carried us through breakfast with the room alive with the chatter of plans and the tenderness of shared smiles. There was comfort here, in the simplicity of our gatherings, a treasure far richer than any found in Gladdenfield’s market.

After breakfast, I joined the domesticants and two duergar, one my familiar and the other freshly summoned, in the unallocated room that would soon become the cradle of new beginnings. The air in the room held the excitement of construction and creation.

First, we painted the walls. I had left this room unpainted and undecorated after construction of the second floor. Now we made it ready for the little one. We made one wall a soft and light green, and we painted the other three walls in a slight off-white that was easy on the eyes.

As the paint dried, our next task hinged on the assembly of a refined changing station that doubled as a wardrobe, a dual-purpose piece that would house the fabrics and trinkets of infancy. The domesticants flitted about, passing tools and wooden parts with chirps that felt like words of encouragement.

Assisted by the domesticants, the duergar set about their work with a silent efficiency that felt like a dance to the rhythm of hammers and screwdrivers. Their blue hands moved with a precision that always caught me slightly off guard — you’d think creatures like those would be more ham-handed, but they were caring — almost tender — when it came to their work.

I watched the station take shape slowly because the crafting was more delicate than the post-placing of yesterday. Each panel and knob was a promise of days steeped in the smell of baby wash and the soft coos of a child who would soon know this as home.

As we worked, the spell that kept the summoned duergar on this plane of existence would near its end from time to time. I renewed it with a silent incantation, my will rippling through the room to sustain the helper in its toil. The bound duergar, of course, did not require such maintenance.

As noon encroached, coaxing us away from our labors with the growl of empty stomachs, we took a well-deserved break. Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska joined us with their hands filled with simple fares — a brief respite of bread and cheese.

Our lunch was consumed in the workshop among in the scent of oil — a picture of efficiency rather than finesse. It was a hasty gathering, the women eager to see the nursery’s progress and to lend their opinions to its improvement.

With lunch’s brevity undebated, we returned to our tasks with renewed vigor. The final flourishes to the room included fitting the crisp, fresh curtains and placing the gentle carousel of animals that would rotate with a soft melody above the crib.

As evening edged closer, the house began to settle from the day’s bustle. I found myself stepping back to admire the fruits of our work — a room filled with the essence of nurturing, every corner a testimony to the life we were preparing to embrace.

The crib stood assembled with its bars a neat array that held the promise of safety in slumber. The station was both sturdy and elegant. Its top was ready for the paternal rites of changing diapers, beneath which the wardrobe awaited the soft stacks of onesies and little socks.

The toys, each picked with intimate knowledge of youthful delight, found their place in the corners and upon shelves — a colorful menagerie waiting to become part of the play and discovery that would fill these four walls.

With the arrival of evening, the day’s work felt concluded as I called Diane upstairs. I watched her ascend, her silhouette emphasizing her pregnancy, each step a journey to seeing the room that awaited her approval.

Diane’s reaction was immediate as she crossed the threshold, a gasp escaping her lips as she encompassed the entirety of the nursery. Her eyes caught on every detail, from the matching lilac curtains to the crib that stood awaiting its first occupant.

“Oh, David!” she breathed, her voice barely more than a whisper captured by surprise and sheer joy. Her hands roamed over the changing station, fingers tracing the grain of the wood, the smooth finish a testament to the care with which it was crafted.

My arms wrapped around her from behind as she moved toward the crib, leaning over its railing to fluff the small pillow that rested there. “It’s perfect,” she said, her voice stronger now, saturated with love. “You’ve done such a wonderful job.”

We shared a smile, one that echoed the mutual pride and love that had built this room, as much as it had built the life we shared in the homestead. I watched her laughter bubble up as she held a tiny stuffed dragon, an early gift I’d chosen with a wink.

“I only want the best for us,” I said, the memory of her detailed plans a fond recollection amidst the nursery’s serenity. Her laughter was a warm indication of her happiness while the room mirrored her hopes.

Diane turned, her hands now caressing the roundness of her belly. “I can’t wait for our baby to sleep here,” she said, her gaze returning to me with tears that shimmered like the first stars in the evening sky. “It’ll be perfect! Thank you,” she whispered, the words as full of weight as the promise they conveyed.

We stood like that for a while, simply bathing in our happiness. But soon enough, we both caught the delicious aromas wafting up from the kitchen.

“Well,” Diane said, shooting me a look full of mischief. “I’ll still be eating for two for a little while, so let’s head downstairs.”

Chuckling, I opened the door for her and gestured for her to pass, following her down the stairs toward the homey sounds and smells coming from the kitchen. There, we enjoyed a lively dinner before showing the other women the baby room.

By then, we were all tired from a long day, and we settled in the living room by the fire for just a little while before we retreated to bed.


Chapter 6

The homestead’s kitchen, always the epicenter of our daily interactions, held a strangely quiet air as I entered for breakfast. Usually the earlier riser among us, I reveled in these moments of solitude.

I placed a kettle on the stove and soon the comforting hiss of boiling water filled the room. Quick to make use of the silence, I prepared myself a modest breakfast — oatmeal with a dash of cinnamon and a drizzle of honey.

My solitude was short-lived as one by one, the women emerged, still yawning and stretching from their slumber. Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska each found their way to the table, the lingering haze of sleep visible in their slow movements.

We sat together, the table a blend of warm morning greetings and the soft clinking of spoons against bowls. I watched as Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska took their time waking up, their faces gradually brightening with each sip of coffee.

Breakfast was a brief affair, but the smell of fresh toast lingered, providing a sense of comfort that clung to us as we rose from the table to start the day. With the meal completed and the dishes cleared, it was time to step out into the winter morning.

Joined by the familiar, blue-skinned figure of the duergar craftsman, I ventured out into the brisk air, greeted by the homestead stretching out before us. Our project for the day was clear — to finish the chicken enclosure.

First, I summoned another duergar, believing three pairs of hands would be about the maximum that could efficiently work together on this project. Tools in hand, the three of us began digging a trench around the perimeter, the frosty ground yielding to our efforts.

The duergar communicated in nods and grunts, understanding the tasks at hand. The domesticants, Ghostie and Sir Boozles, floated about, assistive in their small way, delivering nails or wire as we worked on reinforcing the trench with rocks and mesh for extra security.

I focused on the rhythmic motion, finding pleasure in its familiarity as I worked alongside the duergar, heaving dirt and debris from the trench. The depth had to be sufficient — a foot at least — to prevent any predator from digging its way into the coop.

When the trench was done, we placed the posts. It was quick work thanks to the tools I had acquired, and we moved on to measure and laid out the frame for the chicken wire to the trench, aligning it carefully to achieve the necessary balance between protection and openness.

The hammering of stakes, securing the bottom of the wire, echoed through the morning, making a sound as steady as the heartbeat of our homestead. We stretched the chicken wire, the metallic grid a barrier against the wilderness beyond.

With meticulous attention, we ensured and double-checked our work — an essential precision to maintain the safety of our feathered inhabitants.

As we worked, the duergar demonstrated an efficiency that never ceased to amaze me. Their hands moved with the unspoken language of skilled artisans who had conquered stone and metal.

Into the afternoon and after lunch with the girls, the progress became visible. The perimeter took shape, and it would provide good protection against predators and scavengers.

But there was much more to do today at the homestead. Winter would soon grow colder, and we had more to think of than the safety of the chickens or the room for the little baby that would soon join us. Luckily, we each knew our tasks, and we set to them in the coming days.

The next weeks unfolded full of industry and productivity. Each morning, I woke to the soft bustle of domestic life that Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska navigated with effortless grace and brought the stove to a steady hum. We enjoyed breakfast together, and there was always plenty to talk or laugh about. After all, little adventures always made their way to our homestead — curious animals of Tannoris or Earth, the occasional predator that we could easily deal with at our levels, and the ever-changing beauty of a world submerged in the beginning of winter.

When our morning ritual was completed, we busied ourselves with preparing for winter — the insulating of windows, the cutting and stacking of firewood, and the storing of provisions each day carried its own rhythm, a chorus of the practical and essential.

With the aid of the duergar, I winterized the water pipes with insulating foam, checked the integrity of the roof, made repairs where required, and inspected the wooden walls of our home to see if they could handle the frost.

Leigh undertook the task of finding better spots for the traps and snares — we had found that the animals began avoiding them. Celeste really settled into her favorite activities: cooking and making the house comfy and cozy whenever we came in.

Diane spent much time resting, her belly swelling even more. She took great joy in Celeste’s pampering, and I spent time with her whenever I could. Meanwhile, Yeska spent her days in the workshop, surrounded by books and scrolls, her focus on my Bloodline never wavering as she performed her rituals to slowly unfurl the truth.

Time passed with the turning of leaves, each day bringing a satisfaction that only the cohesiveness of a family could achieve. Our work was thorough, detailed, and steeped in the essence of home.

And now, with winter and a baby soon to come, we felt we were ready.


Chapter 7

The morning at the homestead held a kind of stillness that seemed almost sacred as I made my way outside to prepare Colonel, Leigh’s mare, for a trip into Gladdenfield. After two weeks of subsisting on our own, I was eager to speak to a few people in town and hear what was going on.

I wouldn’t be gone for more than a day — just a quick trip to the store, drop off some supplies, have a beer with Darny, and then ride back. While I loved the homestead, I was also a bit of a wanderer at heart. These little trips nourished that part of me, until the stirring for adventure would take over.

Brushing Colonel’s coat, I could feel the horse’s muscles shifting smoothly beneath her skin, the rhythm of our routine calming for us both. As I worked, I was already looking forward to the trip itself.

Sure, I’d made it many times by now, but there was something deeply calming about Springfield Forest in the early morning, even if it was getting cold outside. I had grown to enjoy these short trips, a brief venture out from the routines of the homestead into the wider world.

I was securing the saddle when Leigh burst out of the house and hurried toward me.

Often, when there is true urgency in someone’s actions, you can see it, especially if you know the person well. You can spot right away that something is going on — this wasn’t about me forgetting something or a last-minute request from her or one of the other girls to get something from town.

And I knew it before she said it.

“She’s gone into labor,” I said.

My astute observation made Leigh stop for a second and blink before she nodded. “Yes, she has.”

My excitement leapt. I had been anticipating this moment, but the suddenness still took me by surprise. I felt a mix of exhilaration and a nervous pounding in my chest that I could not quite contain.

Quick to react, I dropped the reins and followed Leigh back into the house. My steps were swift with the newfound thrill of impending fatherhood. The porch creaked under our hurried steps as we made our way inside.

The familiar scents of the homestead enveloped me as we ascended the stairs to the second floor. It was a scent of wood and a life well-lived, now on the brink of welcoming its newest member, and I felt a great rush of elation knowing that the time was now here.

We entered the bedroom where Diane lay, her expression one of focus and quiet control. Celeste stood by her side, her hands offering quiet reassurance, while Yeska bustled about gathering needed items.

We had spoken about this a few times. One of the downsides of frontier living was that medical assistance was not so close at hand as it had been in New Springfield or even Gladdenfield Outpost. But those who had come from Tannoris had lived with that reality a long time, and alchemy, magic, and tribal wisdom had done much to ease the process of childbirth.

And Yeska was quite skilled in that area, having helped deliver many kittens with the Wildclaws. And while the process was a little different for foxkin — or humans, for that matter — she knew what to do.

“Go to her,” Yeska said as she shot me a warm look while preparing some alchemical products. “She needs you by her side now.”

I nodded and quickly moved to the bed. Diane looked up at me, her confidence shining through the labor’s intensity.

“David,” she said, reaching out her hand to mine.

Celeste placed her hand on my shoulder and gave me a loving smile as I took my rightful place at Diane’s side. Leigh took her place at the bed, tears already in her eyes at the prospect of the miracle she was about to witness.

I took Diane’s hand, feeling her strength as she gripped mine. “You’re doing great,” I encouraged her, my own confidence boosted by the calm certainty she exuded.

Yeska turned to me then, noting the slight wideness of my eyes. “David, it will be okay,” she said. “I’ve helped deliver more babies than I can count. She is a strong woman, and the foxkin — like the catkin — birth with more ease than your kind.”

Her reassurances were comforting, her smile light and easy against the tension of the room. “Foxkin are made for birthing kits,” she continued to explain with a smirk, her words easing the nerves that had woven themselves into my thoughts. “Don’t worry.”

Diane squeezed my hand again, her breathing steady, a rhythm to ground us both. “It’ll be fine,” she assured me, her voice firm despite the contractions that rolled through her.

I sat by her side, maintaining a quiet strength as I held her hand. “Just think, soon we’ll have a new little one with us,” I said, the joy of the moment threading through my words.

“I can’t wait to meet our baby,” Diane replied, her smile conveying a love that seemed boundless, even in the midst of labor.

Yeska, meanwhile, had instructed Celeste and Leigh to gather towels, warm water, and a few other necessities. The domesticants zipped around, assisting with their usual speed and cleaning up.

“Ghostie, Sir Boozles, bring me the box under the sink,” Yeska directed, her tone efficient as the domesticants chirped in response, dashing off on their mission.

Celeste returned quickly with the towels, placing them near Yeska, while Leigh followed with a basin of water, steam rising in a gentle curl from its surface.

“Thank you,” Yeska said, nodding at them as she arranged the items neatly by the bed.

The room had become a hive of activity, each person a part of the process to bring the baby safely into the world. My place was at Diane’s side, holding her hand and providing the much-needed comfort.

And as Diane’s contractions grew closer together, Yeska’s expertise became evident. Her hands moved with skill and confidence that only experience could grant, her demeanor both calming and authoritative. She prepared things and offered instructions, counsel, and consolation with great ease. I could see she had spoken the full truth when she had said she was skilled at this.

Celeste and Leigh took up a spot by the bedside, their presence a quiet sentinel, offering words of encouragement when needed, or a simple and loving touch.

“You’re surrounded by love here, Diane. You’ve got this,” Leigh said.

Diane, her focus never wavering, managed to give a small smile to her harem sisters. “Thank you,” she breathed. Her confidence never faltered, mirroring the assurance that enveloped us all.

Together, we supported Diane, the bedroom a cradle of anticipation. The bustle had settled into a focused stillness as Yeska took control of the situation, her expertise guiding us through each moment.

My heart pounded in my chest as we neared the precipice of new life. But like Diane, I was confident. Everything would go well.


Chapter 8

I always considered myself a grounded man. While I placed no value in opinions that real men were devoid of emotion, I instead lived by the rule that control was key. Emotions are only natural, and they serve their purpose. However, they must not dominate the mind and influence decisions.

But I had to admit that philosophy faltered just a little bit when I heard my child cry for the first time. Little can describe the storm of emotions and happiness, and I guess any man should get a pass for that.

We all lived the wonder as Yeska handed the little babe to its mother first. “It’s a boy,” Yeska whispered, her eyes full of love and affection as she handed the little kit to its mother.

Diane had no words, just a happy hiccup-like sound between tears and laughter as she took our son, her face sweaty from the exertions.

And as she cradled my newborn son in her arms, I still lay beside her on the bed and gazed down at his tiny features — his mother’s sapphire-blue eyes that stared back at me with the wonder of new existence. He had a cute little mop of dark hair, like Diane’s and mine, albeit unruly and untamed. He had no tail yet, just a little stump, but he had the cutest drooping fox ears.

I chuckled and cooed at him, petting his cute little head with two fingers. And as I did so, his tiny hand grasped my finger, his grip surprisingly strong for a newborn.

“He’s so beautiful,” Diane whispered.

“And so are you,” I told her, placing a kiss on her forehead. “You two look absolutely gorgeous together.”

And they did. With Yeska’s aid, the little kit was guided toward Diane’s swollen breast. Already grasping and smacking its cute mouth, the women chuckled and smiled as they helped him to find her nipple. At once, it settled into a content suckling.

Beside her, Celeste and Leigh were practically in tears, flushed with motherly feelings for the first little addition to our family. Yeska, too, although she maintained a measure of professionalism, looked at the little newborn kit with love.

“Such a beauty!” Leigh purred.

I smiled and looked up at her. “He is,” I agreed, and we all looked on, enraptured, as he drank until he had enough.

Then, Diane smiled at me. “I want you to hold him, David,” Diane said, looking up at me with big, sapphire eyes filled with love.

I nodded, a special love for this little one blazing inside, and I took him in my arms. He gave a happy coo as I held him close, and my women gathered around me as I held my new child for the first time.

Diane’s head rested on my shoulder as she looked lovingly at the baby. Leigh sat on the side of the bed next to me, her hand on my back, and Celeste sat beside her. Yeska stood on the other side, still alert and professional.

Pride filled me as I held him, and with it came a sense of ease and confidence, knowing that this little one would be raised in the most loving environment we could offer. Wrapped in calming warmth, the five — no, six — of us settled in a silence filled with unsaid words and shared emotions. Our family had grown — here, in my arms, lay a new chapter, blossoming as vibrant and robust as the spring’s first bloom.

“David,” Diane’s voice broke the quiet, drawing my attention and stirring the peaceful tableau. “What should we name him?” Her question was delicate, her gaze moving from the little one to me, laden with the anticipation of bestowing an identity upon our child.

Before I could respond, Leigh, ever ready with suggestions, opened her mouth. “If you’re lookin’ for ideas, I got a couple.”

“Now, Leigh,” I quipped, beating her to the punch, “there’s no way the person who christened Mr. Drizzles is naming my son.”

The room erupted in laughter, the waves of mirth wrapping us in a collective embrace. It dispelled any lingering tension, and within those shared giggles, I felt the threads of our tight-knit patchwork pull closer.

“How about Lucas?” I ventured, holding the babe a little closer, “after my father.” The words rolled off my tongue, a fitting tribute to the man who had shaped me in so many ways, his legacy one of kindness and strength. And although he had been taken from my life too soon, he had taught me sacrifice and bravery. I was the man I am today because of him.

Diane’s face lit up, her approval immediate and encompassing. “Lucas,” she repeated, as if tasting the name on her lips. “It’s perfect, truly.”

Leigh gave a soft, approving nod, and Celeste murmured agreement, their acceptance of the name Lucas a harmonious chord that resonated within the room.

Yeska, too, offered a smile, her eyes meeting mine as she expressed her pleasure at the thoughtful choice. “It’s a beautiful thought, David,” she said, “and I think Lucas suits him well.”

As I continued to hold my son, the reality of fatherhood wrapped around me — a tangible thing of love and care. I wanted to do right by this little one. I would give my all to pass on the teachings and make him a strong and independent man.

“Come sit with us, Yeska,” Diane said, looking up at her. “You helped me so much. Now, please relax and enjoy this moment with us.”

Her words warmed my heart. In the beginning, there had been tensions between the two, although nearly all of those tensions had faded by now. But I knew that this moment — this day — would melt away those tensions for good.

Diane extended a welcoming hand to Yeska. With gentle motions, Yeska approached the bed and sat by Diane’s side, with Celeste making a little room for her.

“Thank you,” Yeska softly said.

“No, thank you,” Diane replied, taking Yeska’s hand and smiling warmly at her. The touch was deep and meaningful, a connection forged not just of shared experience but of gratitude. “Thank you for bringing Lucas safely into the world,” Diane said softly.

Yeska, pulling back to meet Diane’s gaze, replied in an honest tone, “I’m sorry we got off to a rocky start. I never meant to upset you.”

Diane shook her head, her smile tender. “It’s alright, Yeska. All is forgiven and forgotten,” she assured her, a glimmer of solidarity in her eyes. “I can be defensive, especially when pregnant, and your arrival stirred that. But I’m happy you’re here.”

My heart swelled at their exchange, a feeling of relief and happiness flooding through me. Leigh and Celeste, close by, shared my joy, their faces lit up with a newfound sense of kinship.

Next, Diane’s other hand found mine, giving it a supportive squeeze. “We’re all one family now,” she said, “and Lucas is the luckiest kid alive.”

“No shortage of attention,” Leigh said with a light smile.

Celeste chuckled as she leaned in and gently ran a finger over Lucas’s cheek, drawing a reaction that was a mix of surprise and pleasure from the little one. Her touch, always so full of nurture, now extended to the newest member of our family.

And soon enough, soft conversation blossomed as we spoke of hopes and dreams and the days to come. In my arms and listening to the gentle ebb and flow of conversation, Lucas fell asleep, his tiny chest rising and falling in the simple rhythm of sleep. The profound rightness of his existence nestled within our lives struck me with a clarity as poignant as the first breath of spring.

Holding Lucas in my arms, the feelings of completeness and happiness swaddled me as thoroughly as the blankets that cocooned him. Looking forward to caring for him with Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska at the homestead, I felt the world settle around us — a world that was home.


Chapter 9

The first glint of dawn broke over the horizon, painting the sky in soft pastels as I stood on the porch, cradling my son, Lucas, in my arms. It was one of those early moments in the day when there was a quiet that made the world feel like it was ours alone.

Lucas, bundled in a cozy blanket that Diane had knitted, was a warm weight against my chest. His little fingers curled and uncurled to grip the warm bundle that protected him from the cold air.

The homestead was waking slowly. The quiet punctuated only by the distant murmur of the Silverthread River and the soft clucks of the chickens outside. The air was cool, tasting of the impending winter, but held the lingering air of autumn’s retreat.

Leigh soon joined me with her own mug of coffee, her hair tousled from sleep, wrapping an arm around my waist as she leaned in to give me and Lucas a gentle kiss on the forehead.

“Mornin’,” she whispered, her voice a brush of sound barely above the rustle of the leaves. We both watched as a light mist rose off the river — a silent dance between water and air.

The three days that had followed the birth of Lucas had settled into a rhythm that was both exhausting and impossibly sweet. The sometimes-rough nights were a trade we all willingly made for the sound of his coos and gurgles, for the peace that comes with watching a new life dream. And we were lucky to be with many so there could be sleep for all of us.

Diane took to motherhood with grace and ease. Her love for Lucas was a beacon during those long nights. Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska shared in the care, their laughter and murmurs a soothing lullaby that echoed through the house’s wooden bones.

The homestead’s daily life hummed along with the added joy of Lucas’s presence. With winter preparations completed, we had plenty of time to enjoy the new life and grow into it.

I headed out more often on morning patrols with Leigh around the property. Those walks of vigil became a welcome excuse to breathe in the crisp air and the peace of our lands. We checked traps set in the surrounding woods, marveling at the bounty they provided. The game we caught in the traps and snares was prepared and used or smoked meticulously.

The homestead itself was peaceful. The land would awaken again after winter had passed, and all we had now were the chickens. The feathered little guys pecked happily at the feed on the hardening soil, their soft clucking a nice addition to the sounds of the homestead.

And so, those first few days with little Lucas in our lives passed as if they took mere seconds. The trees that lined our property were bare now as winter had begun, a natural display of wonder and beauty that celebrated the full swing of the seasons.

With the coming of winter, days shortened, and the sun slanted low in the sky, casting long shadows that reached out like fingers, beckoning us indoors earlier and earlier. In the evenings, we gathered around the fire, sharing stories and the quiet day’s end. Diane’s laughter was softer now, colored with the tenderness of Lucas’s small sounds, his sleepy eyes a mirror capturing the flickering flames.

Yeska, too, had now fully found her place among us, her previous hesitance giving way to a belonging that felt warm and true. Watching her hold Lucas, seeing the gentle sway of her rocking, filled me with calm.

Our work was punctuated by moments of play — Leigh’s spontaneous jokes with the domesticants, Celeste’s soft songs, and Yeska’s delight in the simple beauty of bare branches reached for the gray winter sky. And at night, when we found the energy — which was often enough, luckily — we engaged in other types of play.

It was on the final day of the two weeks since Lucas’s arrival that I made plans to travel to Gladdenfield for supplies — a routine trip that came with the promise of normalcy and perhaps a bit of news from Randal. We had not been in town for a while, and we now needed supplies and to offload some of the furs, pelts, and smoked meats we had prepared. The haul wasn’t as impressive as during harvest times, but it would still yield some income.

Also, I was looking forward to sharing the news with my friends in town — Darny and Randal foremost among them. And with Diane, Celeste, and Yeska staying at the homestead, there would be plenty of care for little Lucas.

“Ready to go a-wanderin’, wanderer-o’-mine?” Leigh quipped as she helped me load the final supplies into the Jeep.

I chuckled and nodded. “Absolutely,” I said. “These past few days have been great, but I do enjoy getting out there. And it’s been a while.” I patted the hood of the Jeep. “But let’s not stay away too long. A quick trip will do for now.”

She grinned knowingly and winked. “Don’t wanna stay away from lil’ Lucas too long.”

I chuckled and nodded. “Yeah,” I acquiesced. “We’ll go cavorting some other time. For now, I just like to be home, so I’ll just make the trip myself real quick.”

She clucked her tongue. “Gotcha,” she said.

But before I could get in the car and leave, Yeska came out onto the porch. I could tell right away that something was up. Something in her expression… and paired with the fact that she hadn’t bothered to put on a coat even though it was pretty cold out.

“You okay?” I called out.

Her voice, high with elation, called out to us, “David, Leigh, I’ve done it — I’ve finally learned the truth of David’s Bloodline.”

I froze in my tracks, at once elated and surprised. I exchanged a look with Leigh, who seemed as excited as I was. We quickly followed Yeska inside, eager to learn more.

“This trip will have to wait,” I said.

“Yeah,” Leigh hummed, her eyes wide. “Yeah, it will.”

A moment later, we were both running back toward the house.


Chapter 10

As Leigh and I followed Yeska into the living room, I could sense her excitement rippling through the air, like the charge around you just before a storm breaks.

Diane was there, seated on the couch with little Lucas cradled in her arms, her face a picture of calm anticipation. Celeste sat beside her, placing a plate of light elven cakes on the low wooden table, along with some cups and a pitcher of ale.

“David, Leigh, please sit,” Yeska said with an urgency that was both giddy and slightly nervous. Her gaze flitted from me to Leigh, then briefly rested on Diane and Celeste before she took a deep breath.

We all settled around the table, the comfort of the familiar space wrapping around us as we anticipated what Yeska had to share. I shared the apple pie Darny’s wife had given us, but for now, it remained untouched. We were all eager to hear what Yeska had to say.

She stood for a moment, surveying us with her bright green eyes, before launching into her revelation. When she did, she jumped right in.

“David comes from the Bloodline of Taelath,” she said, her words hanging in the air as if they were too heavy to be carried by mere breath. “Taelath was a great golden dragon of Tannorian legend.”

I stared at her, the implications of her words slowly sinking in. “But how can that be?” I asked, my voice strained. “I’m of Earth, and as far as I know, I’ve never touched Tannoris before the Upheaval. How can I have a Tannorian Bloodline?”

Yeska nodded, understanding and perhaps expecting my confusion. “I wondered the same,” she admitted, her expression a mix of serious contemplation and sheer excitement. “It’s part of the reason my research took so long. The results seemed impossible. I had to check and double-check until all margin of error was gone. I’ve not been able to map the full effects of the Bloodline, but I can say with certainty that the rapid advancement of both you and your companions is because of the Bloodline. The late awakening of your Class is because of the Bloodline, too. The dormant powers within you are so great that they cannot awaken on their own. This also explains why your ancestors lived on Earth for all those years prior to the Upheaval without enjoying the benefits of their Bloodline. It was simply too powerful to wake up without assistance.”

Diane gently shifted Lucas in her arms before speaking up, “It might also explain why the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope called you Goldblood.” The room grew quiet again as we all turned this possibility over in our minds.

She was right, of course. The dragon of Hrothgar’s Hope seemed to have feared me and my abilities, and it also seemed to harbor a deep-seated hate against me. If it sensed that I descended from the Bloodline of a dragon that had once been an enemy to its brood… well, the animosity made perfect sense.

Celeste added with a thoughtful nod, “Elven legends do speak of great warriors descended from golden dragons. It seems you must be one of them, David.”

I scratched my head, still struggling to connect the dots. “That may be so, but it doesn’t explain my origins on Earth,” I said, my words a reflection of the puzzle that was unfolding before us. “Besides, I’m hardly an elf, am I?”

“That’s a good thing,” Celeste purred, and the other girls chuckled. Elven males had — with a few exceptions — notoriously low libidos.

I grinned along for a moment, then fixed Yeska with my eyes again. “So… are you saying that Tannoris touched my Bloodline before the Upheaval?”

Yeska’s enthusiasm escalated, and she nearly vibrated with eagerness at my response. “That’s precisely it, David! There may have been some contact between Tannoris and Earth prior to the Upheaval. Perhaps a long time ago! And your Bloodline came to be in that time!”

The thought of early interaction between the worlds intrigued me, and yet, it did make me feel like I was standing on the edge of a greater mystery. Diane passed Lucas to Celeste and reached across the table to grasp my hand, offering silent support.

“I seem to remember an obscure passage in a Tannorian tome,” Yeska continued, “mentioning a ‘corridor’ of sorts between the worlds. The specifics were vague, but now...”

Leigh leaned forward; her interest piqued. “Are you saying David’s Bloodline might be the bridge between Tannoris and Earth?” she asked, the question teasing out further possibilities.

Yeska nodded vigorously. “Exactly, Leigh. There’s so much more to uncover here,” she said.

Celeste, gently bouncing Lucas on her knee, looked thoughtful. “The potential for what you could accomplish with such power...”

I took a moment to absorb their words, the gravity of Yeska’s discovery, and all the doors it could open. “Yet,” I said, “it also opens up a host of new questions. How? Why? What does it mean for us, for the homestead?”

Diane brought Lucas back into her arms, giving me a knowing look. “We’ve faced many mysteries together, and we’ll face this one as a family,” she said with a determined nod.

Yeska’s eyes danced with the thrill of the chase — the pursuit of knowledge that had driven her here. “I’m ready to delve deeper,” she said. Leigh raised her cup of ale in a toast, “To family and to mysteries soon to be solved!”

We all lifted our cups, the weight of the revelation finding counterbalance in the strength of our shared bond — a family unified by history and the anticipation of what we could achieve together.

As we sipped the ale, a comfortable silence settled once again, each of us contemplating the implications of Yeska’s discovery.

I looked around at my women, their faces a mosaic of emotions that mirrored my own. Diane offered a soft smile, Celeste’s eyes were filled with endless curiosity, and Yeska seemed to positively brim with excitement.

I smiled at her. “Thank you, Yeska,” I said, reaching across to lightly touch her arm. “You have done excellent work.”

The other women nodded or spoke in agreement, and Yeska beamed at the praise before shooting me a loving and thankful look. “I am happy to have been able to unveil this,” she said softly. “And yours is the most fascinating Bloodline I have ever encountered.”

“And think of our son,” Diane said as she gently rocked Lucas, who had fallen asleep in the calm of the room. “He’ll grow up in a world rich with possibilities,” she mused.

Yeska drew in a breath, ready to launch into further discussion, but I raised a hand. “Let’s take a moment,” I suggested. “We’ve just learned something monumental. We should let it sink in.”

Celeste nodded, placing her cup down with a quiet clink. Leigh stretched, letting out a satisfied yawn. “Nothing like a good revelation shake up the day,” she said with a playful grin.

Yeska, her initial rush of enthusiasm fading into contemplation, looked down at Lucas as if seeing him in a new light. She reached out, her fingertip brushing his tiny hand.

Diane beamed, her gaze shifting between Lucas and me. “Our little boy,” she said, her words tinged with love and pride.

Reflecting on the truth Yeska had revealed, I understood that the birth of my son and the revelation of my Bloodline were intimately interconnected. I was excited to have learned of my heritage, but it raised more questions than it answered.


Chapter 11

The weight of the revelation that I was of the Bloodline of Taelath still hung heavily in the air. It was a quiet tide that seemed to touch each of us as we sat at the kitchen table.

I sipped my ale, pondering the significance of the name of the ancient golden dragon that was my forebear.

Taelath… I realized I wanted to know more. Much more.

Diane’s hand rested on my arm, perhaps feeling the sudden tension. Her touch sparked a question within me. “What else do you know about Taelath?” I asked, turning to the women gathered around me.

The quiet lingered for a moment before Yeska spoke up. “I wish I could tell you more,” she answered with a slight shrug. “Taelath is a name shrouded in the mists of Tannorian legend. My research didn’t uncover much about the dragon itself, just the power of the Bloodline it left behind. I hope I may learn more as time progresses.”

Celeste, who had been humming softly to Lucas, paused, her green eyes seeming to search the corners of her memory. “I’ve heard stories of the ancient golden dragons of Tannoris,” she said thoughtfully. “They were creatures of immense wisdom and power, guardians of realms and secrets. The name Taelath sounds familiar, but I can’t recall any particular tales.”

I leaned forward, intrigued by the bits and pieces, the lore that Celeste could recall. “It’s like having a map with several paths, yet no signposts,” I mused, feeling the puzzle’s edges slowly coming together, revealing an image just out of reach.

Diane, always practical, broke the brief silence. “Maybe we should speak to someone who knows more about these ancient dragons. Someone like Celeste’s uncle, Waelin, or Lernoval, the Ice Mage we helped,” she suggested, her sapphire eyes reflecting a sharp curiosity.

I nodded, considering her wise suggestion. “That’s a great idea, Diane. Lernoval is closer, here in Gladdenfield. He might have more insight into this,” I agreed, the thought of seeking answers pushing me toward action.

“And Waelin is tied up with his duties to the Coalition, isn’t he?” Leigh chimed in, always quick to connect dots. “Plus, he’s doing field work for the Frontier Division, much farther away. Who knows where he is right now?”

“That’s right,” I said as I looked around the table at the faces of my women, realizing the potential paths my questions could lead us down. “We should start with Lernoval. He might have access to records or lore that could shed light on this Bloodline,” I mused aloud, feeling the pull toward Gladdenfield now more strongly.

Diane’s gaze lingered on me, a soft smile touching her lips. “You should go, David. The sooner we understand more, the better,” she said, her tone encouraging. “And Lernoval offered that we could come to him for help whenever we needed it, didn’t he?”

“That he did,” I replied, remembering the staff we had returned to him and the generous reward he had provided. Afterward, we had spoken kind words and opened the door for any requests for help. “I might head into town tomorrow morning — get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Yeska said, giving a slight nod. “Lernoval was very interested in your abilities when we met him. He might have the resources to help us understand better.”

Leigh stretched her arms above her head, a playful gleam in her eyes. “Ya should go see him soon as possible!” she exclaimed. “Who know what more he can reveal?”

I chuckled, feeling uplifted by the camaraderie at the table. “I’ll see what I can find out,” I assured her.

Celeste glanced at Lucas, who gurgled contentedly in her arms, seemingly oblivious to the weighty conversation. “Perhaps the answers will help us protect him better, from Father or any other dangers.”

A heavy quiet settled as the name of the dragon was mentioned, a reminder of a threat that loomed like a shadow over our newfound peace. But the fierce gaze that Diane sent my way chased away the clouds of concern.

“Yes,” she said firmly, “we should be ready for anything.”

At that, I turned to Diane, my heart swelling with love for her. “I believe I should head into town first thing tomorrow. I don’t want to delay,” I said. “It might just be a quick visit unless I can’t make it back before it gets too dark.”

Diane considered it for a moment, her gaze holding mine with an understanding that only we shared. “It’s fine, honey,” she said. “Gladdenfield isn’t far, but don’t rush if you find yourself there later in the day. You can stay the night and return safely tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” I said, reaching across to squeeze her hand, grateful not only for her accommodation but for the trust she placed in me. “I don’t think that everyone should come this time. I’d feel more at ease knowing that you and Lucas are safely at home.”

Diane grinned and nodded. “Honestly,” she said, “I’m not in the mood to travel just yet.” She shot a warm smile at Lucas, still in Celeste’s arms. “I just want to cuddle with him.”

I laughed and nodded. With a plan in place, the breakfast table took on a new energy. Yeska leaned back in her chair, a satisfied look knowing she was integral to this new chapter. Leigh had a dreamy expression as if foreseeing the tales I would return with.

Celeste rose from her chair, cradling Lucas gently. “We’ll hold the fort,” she declared, her voice filled with quiet confidence. “I’ll stay with Diane.”

“I will, too,” Leigh hummed.

Diane’s eyes lingered on me for a moment longer before she nodded, her focus moving to tend to Lucas and the needs of the homestead in my absence. “We’ll be just fine here. Don’t worry,” she said.

She then shifted her gaze to Yeska, who was almost bouncing in her chair. “But maybe Yeska should join you,” Diane said. “After all, it was her research that brought us this far. Perhaps she would like to be there when things progress?”

Yeska nodded enthusiastically and gave Diane a warm smile. “I certainly would!” she hummed. “Stuff like this is like candy for Bloodmages!”

I chuckled and nodded. “It’s settled, then.”

And with those words, we all stood. I looked at each of them, bolstered by their support, and said, “I’ll get things ready for tomorrow morning so Yeska and I can head out then. Time to unravel more of this mystery.”

But before I left the warmth of the kitchen and their company, there was something I needed to discuss privately with Diane.

And now was the time.

Rising from my chair, I asked her softly, “Could you come with me for a moment, Diane?”


Chapter 12

The afternoon light shone through the curtains of our master bedroom as I watched Diane walk in, Lucas cradled softly in her arms, his tiny fingers grasping at the air. Inside, she turned to me and smiled, handing Lucas to me, a subtle shift of weight. I took our son into my arms, feeling an immediate rush of connection, something primal and fierce. He was so small, so incredibly perfect. As he cooed softly, wrapping his little hand around my finger, I was overwhelmed with love.

“You’ve made me the happiest man alive,” I told Diane, my voice thick with emotion as I gazed down at Lucas, then up at her. “I love you so much, Diane.” The words felt inadequate for the depth of what I was feeling, but they were the only ones I had.

Diane smiled at me, her eyes shining with love that mirrored my own. “And I love you, David,” she said, reaching out to gently touch Lucas’s cheek, then mine. “Both of you have given me a happiness deeper than anything in the world.”

It was a quiet, peaceful moment, full of the kind of love that filled the room to bursting. Lucas seemed to sense the calm, his little coos a gentle soundtrack to our small family scene. I couldn’t have been prouder or more content than I was right then.

Eventually, Diane’s soft voice broke the silence, her curiosity apparent. “What was it you wanted to talk about, David?” she asked, her gaze steady.

I took a breath, knowing this conversation was important. “I wanted to talk about how you feel about Yeska,” I said, watching her reaction closely. It was a topic we’d danced around, but never fully addressed.

Diane nodded, understanding immediately the subject’s importance. She sighed softly, and I could tell she was gathering her thoughts. “I’ve come to love Yeska like a sister, especially after she helped bring Lucas into the world,” she began.

I nodded slowly. “I’m very happy to hear that. You two got off to a rocky start…”

She smiled and nodded. “It might have been my protective nature, especially being pregnant,” she said, her voice reflective. “Foxkin can be very protective of their families, especially when expecting. But Yeska has been a true help and a friend.”

I felt a weight lift from my chest at her words. Pleased, I said, “That’s fantastic to hear, Diane. I’m so glad you feel that way.” It meant more to me than I could express that all of us were finding our way together as a unified family.

Diane offered me an understanding smile then, turning the conversation toward me. “And how do you feel about Yeska, David?” she asked, her tone gentle.

I was honest with her — I always was. “I admire her tremendously and find her very attractive,” I admitted. “She can be a bit intense at times but underneath it all, she’s kind, caring, and... Well, I’m not looking forward to her leaving after her research is done.”

Diane’s smile turned knowing, her eyes warm as she said, “David, if you feel that strongly, you should ask her to stay with us.” Her suggestion took me by surprise, but the warmth in her gaze told me she meant every word.

“I can tell you mean it. You wouldn’t object?” I asked, wanting to be entirely sure of her feelings on this matter. The idea of Yeska staying, truly becoming part of our family, was something I’d hoped for, but I would need the other women’s consent before we could move on.

“I would welcome Yeska as a sister,” Diane said, her voice firm and filled with conviction.” She paused, then added, “Leigh, Celeste, and I have talked about it. We’re all in agreement if she wishes to join us.”

Her words sparked hope and a deep gratitude within me, and they also made me smile. If the girls had gotten together to discuss this, they knew me well. Each of them had seen the relationship blossom between me and Yeska, and it pleased me that they had spoken of it. It told me of their friendship and bonds, and I wanted them to be close.

“That’s amazing, Diane,” I said, feeling a surge of love for her and our growing family. “I’m happy to hear this.”

Diane leaned in, kissing me once gently on the lips as if to seal her promise. “But just remember,” she said softly, “we’d like to be there when you… fully claim Yeska. A little play in between is fine, though.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief, a hint of playfulness returning. “Just… the moment itself is important to us, and we want to share it with you and her.”

I laughed, holding her close with Lucas nestled between us, my heart full. “I love you so much,” I whispered. “I will make sure you girls are all present when that happens, provided she wants it as well.”

“Oh, I think she does,” Diane hummed. She snuggled closer, and Lucas cooed between us.

As we held each other, I found myself drifting into thoughts of how it would reshape our homestead, fill it with even more love. The idea was both exhilarating and comforting.

Diane pulled back slightly, her gaze lingering on Lucas as she softly pondered, “Imagine Lucas growing up surrounded by so much love, so many brave and strong role models.” Her voice held a kind of wonder, a nod to the future we were building together. “There is much he can learn from all of us — many different things.”

“He’s going to have the best life,” I said, a promise in my voice. “We’ll make sure of it.”

Our conversation tapered off as we settled into a comfortable silence, each lost in our own thoughts about Yeska, Lucas, and the shape of our lives together.

Finally, Lucas yawned between us, his small hand reaching out, and Diane shot me a loving look. “You’d best prepare for your trip into town with Yeska,” she said. “Feel free to stay the night there.” Her eyes took on a hint of mischief. “But remember your promise.”

I grinned and nodded. “I will.”


Chapter 13

The next day, the morning air was crisp. A few leaves in shades of brown, burnt orange, and deep yellow littered the ground — the last remnants of autumn. The chill in the air was deepening every day, a subtle reminder of the cycle of life that continued unabated around us.

Colonel, Leigh’s mare, stood patiently by the porch, her breath visible in the cool air. The saddlebags were packed, loaded with supplies for the store — a journey I’d made many times but never seemed to grow tired of.

Leigh emerged from the house, wrapped in a thick sweater that did little to hide her full curves.

You two take care now,” she said to me and Yeska, her eyes sparkling with a mixture of excitement and a hint of caution. She took a moment to adjust a strap on Colonel, her hands confident and sure despite the chill.

Yeska stood beside me, her black hair caught by the wind, giving her an almost ethereal presence. She was bundled up against the cold, her cat ears invisible beneath the knitted hat she had chosen for the journey. This trip marked our first steps outside the homestead since Lucas’s birth, and her anticipation was palpable.

Celeste joined us, her arm linked with Leigh’s, providing quiet support. She offered us a warm smile, her presence as calming as the gentle flow of the Silverthread River that bordered our land. “Safe travels,” she said, her voice soft but carrying the depth of her feelings.

Diane came out next, carrying Lucas wrapped snugly against her. Yeska’s gaze softened as she looked at Diane and then at Lucas, her warm look the embodiment of the bond that had grown between them.

“He’s going to miss you,” Diane said to Yeska, her voice tinged with warmth. Lucas cooed softly in response.

Yeska reached out to touch Lucas’s tiny hand. “I’ll miss him too,” she confessed, her green eyes meeting Diane’s.

Yeska turned to me next, her posture shifting from the vulnerability of her goodbye to readiness for the journey ahead. “Shall we?” she asked, her voice steady, the feistiness that defined her peeking through despite the emotions of departure.

I nodded, moving to Diane and Lucas. The weight of leaving, even for a short time, settled over me as I looked down at my son, his bright eyes curious and attentive.

“Take care of your mother for me,” I whispered to him, a grin spreading across my face despite the pull at my heart.

Diane’s hand found mine, her fingers intertwining with mine as she leaned in for a kiss. It was a kiss that carried the promise of return, a moment of connection that I’d carry with me through the forest and into the town.

Releasing her hand, I bent down to kiss Lucas’s forehead, his soft skin warm against my lips. The simple act was grounding, a reminder of what waited for me at home, of what we were working to protect and nurture.

I said my goodbyes for the moment to Leigh and Celeste next, exchanging kisses, hugs, and promises of swift and safe return. When all was said, Yeska and I headed over to Colonel, ready to depart.

Mounting Colonel took a bit of maneuvering with Yeska riding double behind me. But once settled, she wrapped her arms around my waist, offering stability that went beyond the physical. Her closeness was comforting as we set off down the path that led away from our home. The others waved until we were out of sight.

The journey through Springfield Forest was bathed in the golden light. The old trees stood as silent witnesses to our passage, their leaves whispering secrets to the wind as Colonel’s hooves crunched through the fallen foliage.

Soon enough, we reached the old cottonwood that marked the boundary of our familiar paths. Its branches stretched towards the sky, bare and beautiful, and Yeska and I enjoyed the familiar view with silent appreciation as we hobbled on.

With our hunger sated, we continued on, turning left onto the wider road that promised the bustle of Gladdenfield. The sounds of the forest faded behind us, replaced by the distant murmur of life beyond the trees.

Along the way, we encountered others — farmers headed to market, their wagons heavy with the last of the harvest, and travelers cloaked against the change of season. Each greeting exchanged was a reminder of the community that existed beyond our homestead’s borders.

Even a vehicle passed us, heading in the opposite direction, its engine a low rumble against the quiet of the forest. The driver waved in passing.

As the time passed, the familiarity of the route was a comfort. Our conversation ebbed and flowed, the ease between Yeska and me a testament to our growing bond.

The palisade wall of Gladdenfield finally came into view, a welcome sight. Our journey was nearing its end, but the purpose that drove us forward weighed heavily on my mind. The knowledge of my Bloodline, its mysteries and promises, hovered like a shadow over our arrival.

Yeska’s grip on me tightened slightly as we approached, her anticipation of answers mirroring my own. As Gladdenfield’s gates drew closer, the bustle of the outpost could be heard, the voices and sounds that beckoned us forward. Our pace quickened, Colonel sensing the nearness of our destination, her steps confident and sure.

Finally, the gates loomed before us, and as we prepared to enter, the purpose of our visit hung in the air — we were about to unlock the mysteries of my being.

[image: AOIcon]

The gates of Gladdenfield creaked open for us, a familiar sound that always brought a mixed feeling of relief and anticipation. Today was no exception. Colonel’s steady pace brought us into the outpost, a frontier town that seemed to rise with the sun, brimming with the energy of a community that thrived on the edge of the known and unknown.

The streets of Gladdenfield greeted us with bustling activity, even in the chill of early winter. A few late shopkeepers were setting out signs, hopeful for a day’s good trade despite their late start. Meanwhile, townsfolk wrapped in layers crossed paths, sharing news and pleasantries. The crisp air carried the scent of wood smoke and the faint tang of apples, suggesting someone was already busy at a cider press somewhere.

I steered Colonel toward the stable, nodding to familiar faces along the way. The marketplace ahead was a hive of activity, with stands offering late harvest wares — pumpkins, squashes, and the last of the season’s fruits, their colors a bold defiance against the creeping cold.

Yeska, sitting behind me, leaned forward slightly, observing the life of Gladdenfield unfold as she pushed her body close to mine. “It’s lively today,” she noted, her breath visible in the cool air.

I nodded, agreeing without words, and fascinated as always by the outpost’s undiminished vibrance.

We arrived at the livery stable, a structure that bore the marks of many seasons but stood as sturdy and welcoming as ever. The stable’s keeper, an old friend, greeted us with a wide grin, his weathered face softening at the sight of Colonel.

“Morning, David, Yeska,” he called out, coming over to take Colonel’s reins. “She looks like she’s had a good trot. I’ll see she’s well taken care of.” His hands, rough from years of work, were gentle as he led her away.

I took the bags of goods for the general store from the saddlebags, feeling a small satisfaction at the weight of them. They represented not just commerce but connection — a link to the wider world of Gladdenfield and beyond.

Yeska helped carry them, her movements efficient in the cool morning air. Together, we hefted the bags onto our shoulders, ready for the short walk to the general store.

The streets seemed to welcome us; the cobblestones were familiar under our feet as we made our way. The outpost, with its rustic charm, felt like an extension of our home — a place where heartiness and openness merged seamlessly.

The general store was a quick trek from the stable, its windows displaying an assortment of goods that drew the eye. I paused before the door, taking in the sight of it all, reminded of countless other visits that had punctuated my life here.

Inside, the warmth enveloped us, a stark contrast to the briskness outside. Randal stood behind the counter. He was a figure that had become as integral to this place as the wooden beams that held the roof.

“David, Yeska,” he greeted, “Good to see ya! What bring y’all to town today? Weren’t expectin’ ya for a few more days! How’s things? How’s Diane?”

“Well,” I said, grinning broadly, “we just welcomed little Lucas into our lives.”

“Well, I’ll be!” he exclaimed. At once, he came around the counter to shake my hand, clasping it between both of his. “Congratulations, my good friend! What great news! All healthy?”

“Little kit’s healthy as he can be,” I said, still beaming.

“Ha!” he said, still vigorously shaking my hand. “A father now! A father! Well, ain’t that a thing!” At once, he let go of my hand and shuffled back behind the counter, reaching for something under it, then handing it to me. It was a jar covered in dwarven runes. “Dwarven bourbon!” he said. “Made by them Firebeards up in Kentucky! The dang best you’ll ever drink, my friend!”

“Randal!” I said, appraising the bottle, then turning my eyes back to him. “Thank you so much! But this must have…”

He waved his hand, interrupting me. “No, no, no! I ain’t gonna hear no ‘buts’ from you, my friend! You being a young father and all, you’ll need a sip o’ that every now and then! Trust me! Take it!”

I inclined my head I thanks, stowing the jar in my pack.

“And you be sure to congratulate Diane for me! Can’t wait to see the little one m’self!”

And with that, we continued to chat a little about little Lucas and Diane. It was nice to catch up with him, and his hearfelt congratulations and interest moved me. When he learned that Yeska had played an important role in delivering little Lucas, he congratulated her profoundly as well.

After that, we moved on to business, and his eyes twinkled as I placed the few supplies we had brought from the homestead on the counter. His gaze, as sharp as ever, took in the bags. “Somethin’ good, I sure do hope,” he added, his voice rich with the anticipation of a child at harvest time.

As he opened the bags, he glanced up at me. “But sure can’t be you’re here just to announce the happy news and drop off this?”

I smiled and nodded. “We’re here to find Lernoval as well.”

“Lernoval, huh?” he said. “Well, I won’t be intrudin’ on your business, but what you need that feller for?”

“A few questions of a magical nature,” I said, smiling. While I knew Randal well, I wasn’t sure if I should say too much about my Bloodline yet.

By my tone, the good man understood well enough. He shot me a wink, then went to inspect the supplies — some smoke fish, meat, and a few pelts. Randal’s assessment was swift, his expertise undisputed as he examined the goods. “Reckon that’s a fine haul, David. Excellent, as always,” he said, a satisfied nod accompanying his words. “I’ll have no problem offloadin’ these here goods to the fine folks of Gladdenfield.”

Our ensuing banter while Randal took stock was easy, the kind that comes from being in business together to mutual satisfaction. Yeska watched with an amused gaze, her earlier quiet giving way to laughter as Randal told us of the latest happenings around town — a mix of the mundane and the slightly extraordinary.

“And you wouldn’t believe who’s taken up residence in Mrs. Higgens’s old cottage,” Randal said, leaning in as if confiding a state secret. “It’s a lil’ nest of Tannorian mice. She says she just leaves them critters a couple of breadcrumbs every day, and they deal with the bugs that’ve been eatin’ away at her supplies in the larder. Fine deal if ya ask me!”

We chuckled as we listened to many such stories. And as our business concluded, Randal counted out the coins for our share of the sold goods. “Always a pleasure doing business,” he said, his tone genuine. I felt a sense of accomplishment at the transaction, a small piece of the larger cycle of life in Gladdenfield.

We said our goodbyes, Randal’s farewell a reminder of the connections that tied us to this place. “Take care on your way back,” he said, his concern a comforting constant. “And give my regards to your women now. And pat the lil’ kit on the head for me!”

Stepping out into the street, the bags now lighter, I glanced at Yeska. “Shall we head over to the Wild Outrider for a quick ale?” I suggested, the thought of a brief respite appealing after our morning’s work. “Last I knew, Lernoval was still staying there.”

Yeska agreed with a swift nod. “That sounds perfect,” she said, her voice filled with a readiness for whatever the day might still hold.

Together, we made our way down the streets of Gladdenfield, the promise of the Wild Outrider’s warmth and camaraderie drawing us forward. The town around us buzzed with activity — shopkeepers tending to their wares, children darting between stands, and the ever-present murmur of conversation that filled the air like music.

As we walked, Yeska’s gaze took in the sights of Gladdenfield, her curiosity about this frontier town still as keen as when she first arrived. “There’s always something new to see here,” she remarked, a sense of wonder threading through her voice.

I shared in her observation, appreciating the outpost with fresh eyes. Even in the familiarity of the place, there was always a detail unnoted before — a new sign hung over a shop front, the way the light played off the wooden palisade, the sound of laughter spilling from an open window.

Our steps took us closer to the Wild Outrider. Its presence in Gladdenfield was an anchor for so many. Soon enough, we stood before the Wild Outrider’s welcoming door.


Chapter 14

The door to the Wild Outrider swung open with a comfortable familiarity as Yeska and I stepped inside from the crisp Gladdenfield air. The warmth and sounds of the tavern wrapped around us, dispelling the slight chill that had settled during our walk.

The interior was lively, the air filled with the low hum of conversation from the locals. The rustic setting of the tavern, with its weathered wooden tables and the large bar that commanded the room, felt welcoming. The large windows let in slanted beams of the sun, casting a gentle glow over the patrons.

Darny was behind the bar, his large hands moving expertly as he poured an ale. He looked up as we entered, his face breaking into a broad smile that reached his eyes.

“David, Yeska!” he greeted, setting down the pitcher he had been holding. “So good to see you two!”

“Hey, Darny!” I called out and smiled. “It’s good to be back.”

Yeska smiled and offered Darny a little wave as he beckoned us over. We made our way over to the bar, the floorboards creaking softly under our boots.

The familiar scents of the tavern — wood smoke, spiced ale, and the rich aroma of cooking — filled my senses, evoking memories of countless visits before. It was a little home away from home.

“What brings you two into town today?” Darny asked, leaning against the bar as he wiped a glass dry. His mustache twitched in a sign of genuine curiosity, and his gaze lingered on us, waiting for an answer.

I placed my hands on the bar, feeling the smooth, worn surface under my fingers. “We came to drop off some goods at the store and thought we’d stop by,” I explained. “Needed a change of scenery, and, well, I’ve got some questions for Lernoval.”

Darny’s eyebrows rose slightly at the mention of the elven Ice Mage. “Ah, Lernoval, is it? He’s been quite busy lately,” he said, placing the glass down. “He’s been at the market this morning, gatherin’ supplies. Plans on settling down, he does. Wants to buy a plot and build his own place.”

Yeska leaned in, interested. “Really? So, he’s in town today?” she asked, her voice carrying a hint of urgency.

“Should be back in a couple hours,” Darny replied, nodding toward the door that opened into the bustling street. “Busy fellow, that one. Always somethin’ new with him.”

“Good to know,” I said, mulling over the idea of waiting for Lernoval. My mind was already turning over the questions I wanted to ask him, the mysteries of my Bloodline needing answers that he might provide.

“Now, how’s things over at the homestead?” Darny asked. “I’m pretty sure Diane was about to go pop! Last time I saw her, I thought she was carrying around a big ol’ backpack on her chest like some folks do! “

Darny’s wife, bustling in the kitchen, heard that and scolded him in her loud and shrill voice. “Darnassus!” she called out. “Don’t let me hear you talkin’ ‘bout that lovely girl’s lovely belly like that, y’hear!”

Darny winced, almost ducking for cover. “Alright, love,” he hummed placatingly. “You’re right, love.”

“Darn right, I am. Why, you can’t talk about no pregnant woman like that, what with her gettin’ all big and all, and you gotta…” Her voice trailed off as she continued her rant but apparently scurried deeper into the kitchen.

“Love o’ my life,” Darny said with a grin and a shrug. “I’d go just as crazy without her as I’m goin’ with her. Now, go on, spill the beans!”

I laughed and nodded. “Well, you aren’t wrong. Little Lucas has joined us, and he’s healthy and loved.”

“Ha!” Darny hummed, slamming a meaty fist on the counter. “I knew it! Come here now, son!”

He huddled over from behind the counter and enclosed me in a tight embrace that made me huff for air. Finally, he withdrew and shook my hand, a broad smile on his generous face.

“C’ngratulations, David!” he said. “And to lovely Diane too. Why, I remember when she first came to Gladdenfield. Looked like a drowned kitten, she did! I took to her straightaway. You made her happy, David! And you made her a mom too! Well done, my friend!”

I chuckled as he kept shaking my hand and patting my shoulder, shooting Yeska a smile. “Well, thank you, Darny. I’ll venture to say Diane did most of the work when it comes to Lucas, and I’m happy they’re both healthy.”

“As am I!” he bellowed. “Come on, now. I ain’t lettin’ you walk without giving you some food! Young fathers need to keep their strength up, huh? Whaddayasay?”

Turning to Yeska, I proposed, “What do you think? Since we’re here for a bit, why don’t we grab an early dinner? Darny’s wife is an excellent cook.” The thought of a warm meal in the cozy tavern appealed to me, offering a chance to relax and enjoy the moment.

“I’m actually quite hungry,” Yeska said, a smile touching her lips. “I’d love to have something to eat.” Her eyes shimmered with anticipation, and I could tell she was pleased with the suggestion.

“Well then, let me take care of that,” Darny said, already getting ready to head into the kitchen to place the order and make peace with his wife. “You two find a table, and I’ll have something brought out to you. On the house, for the new father,” he added with a grin.

I thanked Darny, touched by his generosity. Yeska and I turned away from the bar, scanning the tavern for a place to sit. The lively chatter and occasional clink of glasses created a warm backdrop as we navigated through the tables.

The tavern was filled with patrons, friends, and families gathered for a late afternoon meal or an early drink. The atmosphere was vibrant, a reflection of the close-knit community that Gladdenfield had always been. As always, there was also a contingent of dwarves, but they weren’t as rowdy as usual.

We settled on a secluded table in the corner of the room, away from the bustling center. The spot was quiet, offering a bit of privacy amidst the liveliness of the tavern. It was perfect for a conversation and a moment to unwind.

Yeska pulled out a chair and sat, the contentment clear in her expression as she took in the surroundings. I joined her, pulling my chair closer to the table. The murmur of voices around us blended into a comfortable hum as we focused on one another.

I looked across the table at Yeska, grateful for her company on this trip. Her presence, once an uncertainty in my life, had grown to become something I valued deeply — a part of the intricate web that made up my world.

She offered me a warm smile in return, and we basked in the tavern’s atmosphere for a bit until she perked up. “Oh,” she said, “I almost forgot — I brought a change of clothes! Let me go check with Darny where I can change!”

“Oh, really?” I said. “Well, that sounds interesting! By all means.”

She grinned and shot up, affording me a look of her beautiful body in her outdoorsy outfit before she headed over to Darny. They spoke for a few seconds, and Darny gave her the key to one of the room upstairs.

After that, she headed off, and I sat there, wondering what she would come up with.
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When Yeska reappeared, she looked absolutely tantalizing. She wore a skin-tight dress that clung to her luscious curves, of which she had plenty. To top it off, she had put on stockings and shoes with a gentle heel — the type that is still sexy but won’t have her collapse after walking down the street.

Without a doubt, she was the most beautiful woman in the whole of Gladdenfield. I gave her an appreciative look, not hiding that I took delight in the way the dress hugged her voluptuous figure. At the table, she did a little twirl, her tail following, and I even caught a glimpse of her lacy underwear as the hem of her skirt shot up.

“Yeska, you look amazing,” I said, aware a little huskiness crawled into my voice. Whatever her plans were for today, I was pretty sure that they involved seduction… And boy, was I there for it.

“Thank you!” she purred, her ears twitching in a cute way as she sat down beside me. “I didn’t want to spend the whole day in practical clothing. Sometimes, it’s fun to dress up.”

“I’ll say,” I agreed, struggling to keep my eyes off her. “Where did you get these things?”

She placed a slender forefinger against her plump lips. “Shh,” she hummed, “girl’s gotta have her secrets.”

I chuckled and nodded. “Well, if the result of those secrets is you looking like this, you won’t get any complaints from me. But I bet Leigh was involved.”

She laughed at that. “You know her well!”

“Well enough to guess she wanted to make you look pretty for tonight.”

“Real perdy,” she said with a wink, mimicking the vivacious blonde’s accent. We shared a laugh at that, before Darny approached our table with his characteristic broad stride, balancing a tray with a proficiency that spoke of years behind the bar. He placed two frosted mugs of ale before us, the golden liquid catching the light in a way that made it almost glow.

“On the house,” he said.

I thanked Darny with a nod, watching as he took out his notepad, ready to jot down our order. “I highly recommend the burgers,” I told Yeska, turning to her. “Darny’s wife cooks them to perfection.”

Yeska glanced at me and then at Darny, a slight smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “Burgers sound wonderful,” she said. “Make it two then.”

“David havin’ the burger... Now I’ve seen it all...” Darny’s eyebrows were raised in mock surprise as he scribbled down our order, and I chuckled. I almost always had the burger.

“Two burgers it is,” Darny affirmed. “I’ll let the missus know.” With that, he thanked us and left our table, disappearing into the bustle of the tavern’s kitchen.

As Darny walked away, I turned my attention back to Yeska. The ale in front of me seemed inviting, but I found that I was more interested in the conversation we were about to have. I took a sip and placed my mug back on the table, my focus entirely on her.

For a while, our conversation drifted back and forth, but there was a touch of melancholy to it. After all, now that Yeska had finished — or was close to finishing — her research, that particular reason for her to stay with us at the homestead was coming to an end.

And everything about her told me that she regretted that. As we laughed and dug up memories of the past few months, her gaze would turn wistful every once in a while, like someone remembering the golden days of a summer vacation that had passed.

“Yeska,” I said after a short silence, my voice carrying a weight of gratitude. “I wanted to once again thank you for all your hard work in uncovering my Bloodline. It’s something that’s deeply significant to me and my family.”

She took a sip of her ale and placed it down gently. “It was my pleasure, David,” she replied, her green eyes meeting mine. There was a sincerity in her voice that conveyed more than just politeness.

“I’ve greatly enjoyed the work and the stay as well,” she added. The way she said it, with a touch of reflective warmth, hinted at deeper feelings that might have been stirred during her time with us.

Her gaze then shifted slightly, and I watched as a subtle change came over her. “But,” she continued, her voice taking on a softer tone, “I admit I’m reluctant to leave again.”

I leaned forward, intrigued by her admission. “How come?” I asked, genuinely curious about what was going through her mind. Her openness had always been something I appreciated.

Yeska seemed a little abashed by my question, but she took a deep breath and took the plunge. “I suppose,” she began, her gaze lowering in thought, “I’ve enjoyed feeling part of something. Your family.”

Her honesty touched me, and I reached across the table to touch her hand. “You’ve found your place with us,” I said, and it was not a question.

Yeska let out a soft laugh, her mood lightening. “Not when it comes to the work,” she joked. “I’m not very good at any of the work at the homestead, except maybe fishing.”

“You can learn,” I reassured her, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “And it’s about fitting in, feeling right, not how much work you can do.”

Her smile broadened at my words, seemingly heartened by the encouragement. “I suppose you’re right,” she said, her tone filled with newfound optimism.

I sat back, letting my words settle in, watching as Yeska pondered them. The afternoon light continued to bathe our table in a soft glow, highlighting the moment of potential change in both our lives.

The sounds of the tavern swirled around us, a backdrop of life and laughter that seemed distant compared to the conversation we were having. It was a moment suspended in time, where the future seemed to be taking shape before us.

Our burgers arrived then, brought out by Darny’s wife herself, who offered us a warm smile. “Enjoy,” she said before returning to the kitchen, leaving us with our meal and our thoughts.

Yeska picked up her burger, inspecting it with an almost childlike curiosity before taking a bite. I watched her for a moment, pleased by her reaction to the taste, before focusing back on our discussion.

“You’ve become an important part of this homestead, Yeska,” I said, picking up my own burger. “Your presence, your efforts, they’ve made a difference.”

She chewed thoughtfully, her gaze flickering up to meet mine. “It’s been an adventure,” she admitted. “One that I’m not ready to end, if I’m being honest.”

“Then don’t,” I encouraged, hoping she understood the depth of my invitation. “Stay and continue it with us.”

“You mean it?” she asked, her eyes big and shiny, as if tears were forming. “I mean… I’ve thought about it a lot. And… and I’m happy that you’re asking. I was hoping I could stay…”

“So are we,” I said. “And of course, I mean it. I wouldn’t ask it if I didn’t.”

Yeska placed her burger down with a contemplative look on her face.

I sat back and let my words settle in. The idea of her staying wasn’t just a whim; it was becoming a deep-seated wish, meshing with the hopes and dreams of our growing family.


Chapter 15

Silence hung between me and Yeska for a moment longer than usual, thick and tangible as the cold evening outside.

Yeska, still with that half-eaten burger paused before her, seemed lost in thought. I watched her, waiting, the hum of the tavern around us fading into a distant backdrop.

Finally, she looked up, her gaze clear and directed. “David,” she started, her voice steady yet imbued with a hint of vulnerability, “before I can answer, I need to know… how do the others feel about me staying?” Her question was simple, direct, yet I sensed the layers of concern buried within.

I leaned forward slightly, wanting to bridge the gap her question had opened. “They approve,” I replied carefully, ensuring my tone conveyed the sincerity of their sentiments. “Leigh, Celeste, Diane... they’ve all come to see you as part of this family.”

A flicker of surprise, then relief, passed over Yeska’s features. “Even Diane?” she asked, her curiosity peaking. I understood her concern; after all, Diane had been the most protective, especially during her pregnancy.

“I had a conversation with Diane about you,” I said. “She’s warmed up to you, Yeska. Truly, she’s come to see you as a sister.” I squeezed her hand. “Sweet Yeska, you delivered our child. And you’ve been with us all this time. You’ve become a part of us. And I hope we became a part of you as well.”

Her smile widened, and she reached out to softly stroke my hand, her touch light but filled with meaning. “And the others... they wouldn’t mind if you and I...” she trailed off, but her gaze held mine, smoky and big, filled with questions and perhaps hopes.

I returned her smile, feeling warmth spread through me. “Yeska, you’ve watched us a few times already,” I reminded her gently, acknowledging the unspoken between us. “You know how the other girls feel about that part. We’ve had nothing but fun together. And frankly, I’ve been looking forward to truly being with you.”

She smiled and turned her eyes down for a moment, something of a blush gracing her cheeks.

“The others welcome you fully, if you wish it,” I continued, my heart racing with the admission. “And,” I couldn’t resist adding with a grin, “they’ve mentioned they’d want to watch when I fully claim you.”

Yeska’s purring laughter filled the space between us, a delight in her eyes as she joked, “Ah, turning the tables on me, are they? Watching me for a change.” Her amusement was contagious, and I chuckled along with her.

“Jokes aside, I’m thrilled to hear this,” she said, her voice soft yet brimming with an emotion I couldn’t quite name. It was as if a puzzle piece had clicked into place, the uncertain becoming known.

“Yes,” Yeska affirmed, stronger this time, “I want to stay. I want to be part of your family.” Her declaration, simple yet profound, resonated in the quiet of our secluded table.

“Then you will be,” I said, and I could hardly contain my pleasure at her words. Knowing Yeska wanted to stay, to truly join us, felt like a victory, a joyous culmination of the bond we’d been nurturing these past months.

She smiled — a soft and special smile that was just for me. “I love you, David,” she said, her confession soft and silent, for my ears only. “I’ve been falling in love with you for all these months. I can’t tell you how happy it makes me that you want me to stay.”

But it was an indisputable truth.

“And I love you, Yeska,” I said, squeezing her hand. “And you’re making me very happy by joining us.”

We continued our meal in comfortable silence, the crunch of lettuce and the savor of cooked meat punctuating our thoughts. The tavern around us continued its evening song, a melody made of clinking glasses, low conversations, and the occasional burst of laughter.

Once we’d finished, Yeska leaned back, a satisfied sigh escaping her. “That was delicious,” she said, echoing my sentiments exactly. Darny’s wife truly had a gift when it came to the kitchen.

“It was,” I agreed, feeling a contentment settle in the wake of our meal. Yet, my mind couldn’t quite leave the conversation we’d had, the future Yeska and I were stepping into together.

“I suppose Lernoval should be returning soon,” I mused aloud, knowing the elven mage was bound to return to his temporary home, the Wild Outrider.

Yeska nodded, understanding the bittersweet sensation of ending this conversation and the tension that thrummed in the air between us. Still, like me, she was keen to learn more about my Bloodline.

“Let me just settle up with Darny,” I said, standing to take care of our bill.

As I approached the bar, Darny’s welcome smile greeted me. “Everything to your liking?” he asked, and I assured him, with all sincerity, that it had been perfect.

When I pulled out my coin pouch, his mustache bristled. “None o’ that!” he bellowed. “You pull your coin purse on me once more and I’ll send the wife after you with the broom!”

I laughed and made a placating gesture. “Alright, Darny!”

“Besides,” he added. “Lernoval ain’t here yet, so you might as well enjoy some time in Gladdenfield’s finest establishment! Now, now, don’t make those humble gestures at me, son! Sit your behind down and enjoy some more drinks! I’ll not be taking ‘no’ for an answer! I have some fine ale on tap, and I’ll marry a larroling before I’ll let you leave without tryin’ some!” As an afterthought, he added. “Though I s’pose the missus would skin that larroling alive, and no challenge there…”

I grinned. “Alright, alright,” I conceded. “Thank you so much, Darny. You’re a great friend.”

“Aye, well, I’m proud to call you friend, David,” he said and followed up with a big fat wink. “Now, why don’t you head back to your lady? That Elven Marriage of yours seems to be expandin’ all the time…”

I laughed and nodded, giving him a playful shrug.

“I don’t know how you do it,” he murmured, soft enough so his wife wouldn’t hear. “I can barely handle one…”

Laughing, I headed back to our table and sat down with Yeska.


Chapter 16

As we lounged at our table in the Wild Outrider, we enjoyed another round of drinks that one of the serving girls brought around.

“It seems Darny wants us drunk before we can talk to Lernoval!” Yeska exclaimed.

I chuckled and nodded. “Well, I tried to pull my coin purse on Darny just now. I think he wants to punish me by giving us even more free food and drinks.”

Yeska laughed at that. “Well, with friends like those…”

I grinned and gave her hand a playful kiss before I took a swig of ale. I was feeling more and more like we wouldn’t be making it back to the homestead tonight. And spending the night here with Yeska might be a fine way to celebrate the deepening of our bond, after all.

An hour progressed in a medley of savored drinks and appreciative glances, our conversation now momentarily paused in comfortable silence, then flowing like the waters of the Silverthread itself. But soon enough, a hush fell over the tavern, capturing the attention of the patrons toward the small stage where a male elven bard had taken his place.

The bard, with his lute at the ready, struck a chord that filled the room with a solemn but beautiful melody. That single chord silenced the lingering voices, and all turned to him appreciatively.

His fingers danced across the strings with precision, paving the way for his voice. Soon enough, his bittersweet tune enveloped us all in a narrative song that felt as old as time.

He sang of Thalmaviel, an elven mage of ancient times, his voice carrying the weight of history and magic. The song depicted a harrowing tale set against the backdrop of a relentless war against the orcs of Kramm’Had — creatures driven by darkness and malice.

The bard’s melody wove through the tragedy that befell Thalmaviel’s companions, each falling bravely yet mercilessly at the hands of their foes, their sacrifice a poignant note in the verses sung.

“Oh, hear ye the tale, of the elf named Thalmaviel,
A mage of great wisdom, his magic held swift.
In a war against evil, the orcs of Kramm’Had,
Who with malice and fury, destruction did gift.

His comrades did fight, with courage so bright,
Each one stalwart and steady, when facing the night.
But alas they did fall, one by one, stood no chance,
Against the cruel hordes, who showed no remorse.

Fair Relmori, elleth of fire, hair bright as the sun,
Struck down by foul arrows, her light snuffed by the dark ones.
Bold Glinnor, steadfast friend, felled by poisoned spear,
And Lutharien the fair, her song silenced in fear.

Yet Thalmaviel fought on, his grief now a raging flood,
Chanting archaic power, from his staff came a thud.
The ground shook and trembled, as magic took hold,
His conjuring cracked the earth, where vile creatures did crawl.

From deep chasms below, fire erupted midst battle,
The wrath of the mountain, called forth to settle the tattle.
Orcs screamed as infernos, consumed their cruel mass,
And Thalmaviel he watched, rage burning at last.

When smoldering carnage, at long last did pass,
A heavy silence hung, o’er the darkened morass.
Thalmaviel then wept, for friends he had lost,
Yet the battle was won, at such terrible cost.

So ends the sad song, of the elf named Thalmaviel,
Who triumphed yet suffered, gaining wisdom from pain.
All bards sing this tale, in honored remembrance,
Of sacrifices made, when darkness rises again.”

As the last notes of the bard’s song lingered in the air, a profound silence held us captive in its embrace. Yeska was the first to break the quiet, her applause enthusiastic as she looked at me, eyes gleaming.

“That was quite a story in song,” she said. “Never heard it before, but it was riveting!”

I could only nod, affected by the bard’s narrative. “It’s stories like these that remind us of the courage and resilience at the heart of those we might never meet,” I mused, touched by the depths of the lore the bard had shared.

After that, the bard fell into playing soft songs more meant for background enjoyment than active listening. Voices began once again, quiet at first, but soon louder. Our conversation naturally turned to Yeska’s decision to stay with us.

“I’m truly happy you’ve decided to stay,” I said, reaching across the table to once again express my sincerity.

She smiled, her gratitude palpable. “Joining your homestead, becoming part of your journey — it feels very right,” she admitted. Her hand found mine, and she laughed freely, like only those who are for the moment free of concern may laugh. “For the first time in a very long time, something feels very right!”

We shared our laughter as we drank. And soon, the tavern became a backdrop to Yeska’s recounting of her childhood with the Wildclaws, her tribe that once roamed the lands in pursuit of freedom and sustenance. She spoke of their culture, steeped in the traditions of the hunt, and their conflicts with kobolds, which had driven her tribe nearly to extinction.

“The Upheaval changed everything for us,” she said, her voice tinged with nostalgia. “Some of us chose to join the Coalition, seeking a new beginning. But I, along with a few others, chose independence, a path that eventually led me to my work with Lord Vartlebeck.”

Her story revealed a life of adventure and purpose, a journey that spoke of resilience in the face of change. Yeska’s experiences had shaped her into the formidable catkin sitting before me, her decisions reflecting a deep desire for autonomy. And her life had not been easy. Her tale was one of drifting and wandering from danger to danger.

I listened, absorbed by her tale, seeing her in a new light. Before me sat a most resilient woman, and in her stories there was always the red line of seeking a home, a family — something she used to have with the Wildclaws but that had been rent asunder by the Upheaval.

As Yeska spoke, most of her ale remained untouched, my cup nearing emptiness. Her laughter, light and easy, filled the space between us when she noticed.

“It seems I’ve been talking too much,” she joked, gesturing to her nearly full mug.

“Guess it’s my turn to listen now,” she suggested, a playful challenge in her eyes. “Tell me more about you, David. I’d like to listen... and drink.”

I chuckled as I considered her request. In the past months, we had often spoken, but I had never told her my life’s story — at least, the story of my life up until now. Only bits and pieces.

Perhaps the time had come to share it in full.
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“So, David,” Yeska hummed, the light from the nearby window framing her in the last rays of the fading sun, “tell me.” She looked lovingly at me. “I want to hear it all.”

I nodded, taking a sip of my ale to gather my thoughts. The buzz of the tavern receded into the background as I focused on Yeska’s intent gaze.

“Well, where to start?” I mused, a smile tugging at my lips at the sheer breadth of my story.

“I guess the beginning is as good a place as any. My parents were contractors for the military,” I began, my mind drifting back to the days of constant movement, of new towns and new faces. “That meant we never really stayed in one place for too long.”

Yeska leaned in slightly, her interest evident. The tavern’s ambient light caught in her eyes, giving them an almost otherworldly glow.

“That sounds like your childhood was quite the adventure,” she remarked, a note of empathy in her voice for the wandering life I’d lived.

“It was, in a way,” I admitted. “But two years before the Upheaval, we finally settled down in a small town. It felt like we were on the verge of finding some stability, for once.”

The memory of that small town, with its quiet streets and close-knit community, brought a wistful feeling. “Then, not long before the Upheaval, my parents were sent on an assignment to Florida. They decided it was better for me to stay with my grandparents in Louisville.”

“So, you were in Louisville when the Upheaval happened?” Yeska asked, piecing together the timeline from my snippets of life.

“Yes,” I said, the vivid memories of that time rushing back. “Louisville was spared from any true catastrophe, becoming one of the first places the Coalition managed to stabilize. We were lucky, in a way. My parents even returned from their assignment in Florida.”

My mind wandered to them — my parents — and how they had received Classes from the System almost immediately. “They became adventurers,” I continued, a hint of pride in my voice for their bravery. “But... they went out on a quest in the Wilds one day and never came back.”

Yeska reached across the table, her gesture a silent show of support. “That must have been incredibly hard for you,” she said, her eyes soft with understanding.

“Thank you,” I managed, feeling the weight of their loss anew but also the strength that had come from it. “Not long after, I moved out of my grandparents’ home to New Springfield. The wanderlust in me couldn’t be tamed, even if I didn’t have a Class.”

The journey to New Springfield had felt like a fresh start, an escape from the grief and a chance to forge my own path. “I always dreamed of leaving the cities, exploring the unknown. Yet, without a Class, it wasn’t really possible. New Springfield was not so different from Louisville, and I worked boring, meaningless jobs, always dreaming of seeing the outdoors again.”

She smiled softly. “It’s hard to imagine you like that, cooped up. What changed?”

“Caldwell found me,” I said, recounting the critical turning point in my life. “On the day I lost my job, he offered me a ritual awakening to grant me a Class. And suddenly, there was a homestead waiting for me to claim it.”

Yeska’s eyes were wide with interest as she absorbed the tale, the story of my life’s pivotal moments laid bare between us.

“And the rest, as they say, is history,” I concluded, a laugh escaping me at the enormity of it all.

“It’s fascinating,” Yeska said, her voice carrying a weight of genuine awe. “A life shaped by such unique circumstances, and yet here you are, building something incredible with your family.”

“I’ve been fortunate,” I acknowledged, feeling the truth of her words. “Despite the hardships, everything that’s happened has led me to this moment, to you and the other girls, to a future I never could have imagined.”

Yeska considered my statement, her gaze distant as if pondering the complex tapestry of fate and choice that had woven my story.

“It’s funny how life works,” she mused, a gentle smile curving her lips. “Bringing people together in the most unexpected ways.”

“It is,” I agreed, the warmth of the tavern and the comfort of Yeska’s company anchoring me to the present. “I’m grateful for it all, for the path that’s brought me here, to a place where I feel I truly belong.”

The conversation lulled for a moment as we both took a sip of our ale, the richness of the brew serving as a pleasant interlude to our deep exchange. In the quiet, I found myself reflecting on the uncertain journey that still lay ahead, eager yet apprehensive for what the future might hold.

“I can only imagine how different things might have been if any step along that path had changed,” Yeska said, breaking the silence. Her words were laced with a curiosity about the myriad of possibilities that life offered.

I smiled, appreciating her perspective. “But it didn’t,” I said, reaching out to squeeze her hand in assurance. “And I wouldn’t change a thing.” My heart was full, content in the knowledge that every decision, every twist and turn, had brought me to this point.

Yeska returned the squeeze, a silent vow passing between us. “Well, I’m here for the journey,” she affirmed, her voice steady with conviction. “Wherever it may lead us.”

The simplicity of her statement struck a chord within me, a promise of shared experiences and a future yet unwritten. In Yeska’s willingness to embrace the unknown, I found a strength that mirrored my own.

Our conversation continued, the topics shifting from the weighty to the mundane, a comfortable balance that mirrored the nature of life itself.


Chapter 17

After Yeska and I finished our drinks, Darny came over to our table, his approach quiet yet efficient in the hum of the Wild Outrider’s evening business. The plates and cups, cleared of their contents, bore evidence of a meal heartily enjoyed.

“Did everything meet your expectations?” Darny asked, collecting our plates and mugs with practiced ease while doing us the honor of serving us himself.

“It was fantastic, really,” I replied, catching Yeska’s nod of agreement from the corner of my eye. “Compliments to the chef,” I added, knowing well the pride Darny and his wife took in providing good food and atmosphere to their patrons.

Darny’s face split into a wide grin at the praise. “I’ll be sure to let her know,” he said, piling the last of our dishes onto his already laden tray. “Anything else I can get for you?”

It reminded me of my purpose in Gladdenfield, beyond just enjoying a good meal and good company. I had lost myself a little, but we were here for a reason.

“Has there been any sign of Lernoval yet?” I asked.

Darny paused, setting down an empty pitcher he was about to collect. “Not yet,” he answered, scratching at his beard thoughtfully. “But he shouldn’t be long. He’s usually back in by sunset, he is.”

Yeska shifted in her seat. “Perhaps we can enjoy the bard’s music a bit longer, then?” she suggested.

“Sounds good to me,” I said, standing and offering my hand to help Yeska up from her seat.

We moved closer to the stage where the elven bard had begun tuning his lute. The area near the stage was less crowded, allowing us a clear view of the performer.

The bard, a slender man with a face that showed the signs of a life profoundly lived, smiled at our approach, his fingers stilling on the strings of his instrument.

As we settled, he began a soft introduction, the notes floating through the room and drawing the attention of the patrons. The melody was haunting, a slow build that hinted at a story yet untold. Yeska and I stood close, our attention fixed on the stage as the bard’s music enveloped us.

Then, with a gentle strum, he began his ballad — a tale of the river goddess Limnua, who loved an elven hunter. His voice, clear and emotive, sang the story of their trials and tribulations to come together, each verse a chapter in their poignant story.

“Oh, listen close to a tale of old,
Of a love that was gentle and bold,
‘Tween Limnua the goddess, who ruled the river,
And a hunter who stole her heart forever.

Each dawn she rose, her waters streaming,
Gazing up at the hunter, his arrow gleaming.
His skill with the bow did impress her so.
But alas, his life quick did flow.

Immortal she, eternal mistress,
He but a man, his life fleeting.
Yet fiercely he loved, proved his worth,
Facing dangers and demons, to show his true heart.

He crossed remote mountains, dark beasts did stalk,
Trudged through bleak valleys, no hardship could stop.
All to honor his love, for the river queen,
While rivals fought for her, with jealousy mean.

But their love remained strong, though opposed by many,
Their bond holding fast, never waning or unsteady.
No force could keep them apart for too long,
Proving true love prevails, in life and in song!”

As the ballad moved to an instrumental part, I turned to Yeska, her head resting comfortably on my shoulders. The closeness of the moment, enriched by the bard’s melody, felt cozy and loving, a shared experience that deepened our connection.

Yeska listened with rapt attention, the music weaving its magic around us. “Celeste, Leigh, and Diane would have loved to hear these songs,” she murmured, almost to herself.

Her thoughtfulness, considering our family back at the homestead, warmed my heart.

The instrumentals rose and fell with a rhythm that mimicked the flow of the River Limnua herself. The bard’s fingers danced across the lute; each note a droplet in the greater stream of his tale. Yeska’s presence, a comfortable weight against me, anchored me to the moment.

“It’s beautiful,” Yeska said, her voice barely above a whisper as the music enveloped us. “The story, the music... it’s all so vibrant.” I could feel the vibration of her voice against me, and it made me feel so very alive.

Our shared appreciation for the bard’s talent bound us in quiet solidarity as the ballad wound toward its conclusion, the bard’s voice softening as he sang of Limnua and the hunter’s final victory over the obstacles that had once seemed insurmountable. Together, they proved that love could indeed conquer all, even the divide between a goddess and a mortal.

As the song’s final note lingered in the air, the silence that followed felt profound. Yeska and I remained close, the echoes of the ballad stirring a quiet contemplation within us both. The bard bowed to his audience, the applause that followed a gentle rain to his smoldering performance.

“I’ll always keep these memories,” Yeska whispered, her warmth against my side a solid reassurance. “The music, the stories — it’s something I’ll cherish.”

A soft smile escaped me, touched by her words. “We’ll make plenty more memories,” I promised, imagining future visits to Gladdenfield and what else might come.

Just then, as the song wound down and the bard began to pluck a soft encore, Darny tapped my shoulder, his face wearing an expression that equally conveyed urgency and excitement. “David,” he said, “Lernoval has arrived.”

I turned at Darny’s news, a jolt of anticipation running through me. The evening, already rich with emotion and discovery, had taken its next turn. Yeska and I shared a quick look.

“Let’s go talk to him,” I said, and with a nod to Yeska, I prepared to face whatever revelations would hopefully await us.
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As Darny signaled across the room, my gaze followed his direction, settling on a figure that stood in contrast against the rough-hewn backdrop of the tavern. Lernoval, with his dignified posture and silver hair that caught the light, seemed almost displaced among the hearty laughter and clinking mugs.

“Let’s go,” I whispered to Yeska, feeling a surge of reassurance at her presence beside me as we navigated through the scattered tables towards the bar where our acquaintance awaited.

Lernoval spotted us approaching, his face lighting up with recognition. “David! And Yeska!” he exclaimed, a warmth in his tone that softened the usual elven reserve I had come to associate with him.

“Lernoval,” I greeted, extending a hand, which he grasped firmly. “It’s good to see you again. I trust you’ve been well?”

He chuckled, a sound that seemed to draw the attention of a few nearby patrons. “Well, indeed. And once again, I must express my gratitude for the return of my family’s staff. It has served me exceptionally since that day.”

Darny, ever the hospitable host, joined our reunion, sliding glasses across the bar with an ease born of years in the trade. “What will it be for the esteemed trio?” he asked, a glint of amusement in his eyes.

“Ale, if you please,” I responded, and Yeska nodded her agreement.

Lernoval requested the same, and soon we were all sipping the rich, amber liquid, the initial sharpness giving way to a smooth aftertaste.

As we took a moment to relax and sit down together, I turned my attention back to Lernoval. “So, how are your plans for settling in the area coming along?” I inquired, genuinely interested in his adjustment to life beyond the walls of Gladdenfield Outpost.

“Ah, quite well, quite well,” he began, his eyes lighting up with the thrill of new beginnings. “I have acquired a modest plot just outside the town. It’s nothing grand, just a corner to raise a little wizard tower, you know.”

His self-deprecating humor elicited laughter from us. “A ‘little wizard tower’ sounds about right for Gladdenfield,” I jested back, picturing the quaint structure amongst the homesteads and fields.

“It will be good to have a skilled wizard like yourself in the area,” I continued, my comment drawing a nod from Yeska. “Perhaps one day we could talk magic. I’ve been wanting to understand more about my abilities.”

Lernoval smiled at that, the corners of his eyes crinkling slightly. “We will, David. There is much I can share and perhaps learn in return,” he said, a mutual respect evident in his tone.

The conversation then took a turn towards the purpose of our visit as I cautiously broached the subject. “Lernoval, there’s something we’d like to discuss with you. Something about my Bloodline.”

At the mention of my Bloodline, Lernoval’s expression shifted to one of intrigue. “Your Bloodline, you say? What Bloodline is that?”

I lowered my voice to make sure no one was listening in. After all, I was not sure if I should keep the details of my Bloodline a secret. “Mine is the Bloodline started by Taelath the golden dragon,” I spoke softly.

His interest was piqued, his posture subtly straightening. “A draconic Bloodline? For a man of Earth. And of Taelath, you say?”

“Yes, exactly,” I confirmed, glad that the name seemed to resonate with him. “We were hoping you might have knowledge or insight into it. Anything to help me understand.”

Lernoval’s gaze drifted thoughtfully as he processed my request. After a moment, he looked directly at me, a seriousness overlaying his features.

“Taelath...” he mused. “I have heard that name before. But such matters are best discussed in private.”

“Of course,” I agreed, appreciating the gravity of the topic. His caution made sense, and I respected his desire for discretion.

“Then allow me to invite you both to my room upstairs,” Lernoval suggested, gesturing subtly towards the staircase at the back of the tavern. “We can speak more freely there.”

I exchanged a quick look with Yeska. Her nod was all the confirmation I needed to proceed. “We’d appreciate that, Lernoval. Thank you,” I said, grateful for the chance to unearth more about my heritage.

Darny, who had been following our exchange with an unfaltering enthusiasm for his patrons’ welfare, chimed in. “I’ll clear up down here. No, no, don’t show me your coin! You three take your time,” he said, his voice carrying an undertone of encouragement.

With our plans momentarily paused for the private discussion, I took a final sip of my ale, the robust flavor grounding me for the conversation ahead.

“David, Yeska, shall we?” Lernoval prompted, already making his way towards the staircase, his movements fluid despite the confines of the bustling tavern.

We stood, Yeska and I sharing a brief but meaningful glance. This was it, a step closer to unlocking the secrets of my Bloodline and perhaps understanding the invisible threads that connected me to Tannoris.

Nodding our goodbyes to Darny, we left our empty glasses on the table and followed Lernoval, his silver hair a beacon guiding us through the crowd and towards the promise of answers hidden within his private quarters upstairs.


Chapter 18

Lernoval ushered Yeska and me into his room, a space overflowing with the weight of knowledge. Shafts of moonlight seeped through the window, casting an ethereal glow over towering stacks of books and ancient scrolls that seemed to guard secrets long forgotten. The air held the scent of parchment and hints of ink, enveloping us in the tangible presence of history.

“Please, have a seat,” Lernoval offered, his voice soft yet carrying in the quiet of the room. He gestured towards two chairs by the window that looked out onto the square below, where the sounds of Gladdenfield’s nighttime activities filtered through the glass.

I sat, feeling the chair creak slightly under my weight, while Yeska took her place beside me. Our eyes met for a moment, sharing a silent nod of anticipation for what might be revealed in this intimate setting.

Lernoval busied himself with pouring wine into three goblets, the liquid a rich, dark red that caught the light as he handed one to each of us.

“Wine of Valdanis. A small token of hospitality,” he said, his smile a warm welcome in the cool evening air.

We accepted the wine, the goblets cool against our hands, and sipped as Lernoval settled himself across from us. The wine was smooth, each sip a mingling of sweetness and depth that seemed to ready us for the conversation ahead.

The room felt insulated from the rest of the world, a haven where the present could quietly mingle with the past. I cleared my throat gently, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled among us. “Lernoval, you mentioned knowing of Taelath, the golden dragon...”

Lernoval nodded, his eyebrows knitting together as he gathered his thoughts. “Yes, Taelath. It’s a tale buried in time, obscured by the passing of ages.”

“When Yeska mentioned my Bloodline originating from Taelath, I was taken aback,” I continued, feeling the weight of curiosity heavy in my chest. “Any insight you can provide would be valuable.”

“Hmm,” Lernoval hummed, his gaze drifting as if reaching back through the centuries. “Taelath was indeed one of three brothers, a trio of golden dragons born in the Second Age of Tannoris.”

“Oh! That seems to spark a memory! Was he one of the Three Golden Dragons?” she asked, captivated.

“Yes, yes!” Lernoval’s nod confirmed her question. “Yes, precisely. Born from the tears of Melhuanna, the forest goddess. Melhuanna, in her anguish over the vile acts of the black dragon Ustru’s worshipers, shed three tears into the river. From those tears, the eggs of the Three Golden Dragons emerged.”

The room seemed to grow quieter at his words, the enormity of the legend settling around us. “But why are there so few sources?” I inquired, eager to understand the gap in history.

“The worship of Melhuanna is considered ancient heathenry by the high elves, forbidden long ago,” Lernoval explained. “When the high elves rose to power on Tannoris, much of the old mysticism of the wood elves was forbidden, and things were forgotten that perhaps should have been remembered.”

“So, Taelath’s lineage, my lineage, became a whisper of the past,” I mused aloud, feeling the threads of connection to a world I’d never known.

Yeska’s hand found mine, her grip a source of comfort as we navigated this revelation. “It’s amazing to think of your Bloodline as a link to such an ancient time,” she whispered, her awe palpable.

“Indeed,” Lernoval agreed, his gaze meeting mine with a newfound respect. “Your heritage is a bridge to a time of legend, a keeper of secrets long thought lost to the ages. The Second Age of Tannoris is shrouded in the mists of time, even to us elves.” He rose and placed his goblet of wine on the table. “Give me a moment,” he said. “I have some old books here. Let me refresh my memory.

I sat back and exchanged a sparkling look with Yeska. The information given weighed heavily yet thrillingly in my mind. The idea that my very being was tied to creatures of myth and lore was both daunting and exhilarating.

As Lernoval retrieved a dusty tome and leafed through it, the square outside remained alive with celebration, the voices and laughter of Gladdenfield’s residents a distant melody. It was a reminder that life moved ever forward, even as we reached back into the past.

I took another sip of wine, the rich flavors grounding me as I contemplated what Lernoval had shared. The connections to Tannoris, to Taelath, to a time shrouded in mystery, all painted a picture of a heritage far beyond my imagining.

Sitting back, I reflected on the magnificence of it all. Not only was my Bloodline Tannorian in origin, but it also harkened back to the Second Age, a period millennia ago — a revelation that hinted at untold stories and possibilities stretching out before us.

“It’s so exciting,” Yeska hummed, and I smiled at her. I could only agree.
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After he had finished his book, Lernoval poured another measure of wine into our glasses, his actions deliberate, almost ritualistic. The wine swirled, its dark color mesmerizing in the subdued light of the room.

I watched, feeling the weight of history pressing in around us, a quiet that spoke volumes.

“Taelath and his brothers,” Lernoval began, settling into the chair opposite us. “They are figures shrouded in much legend and many unknowns. Among the most notable of their deeds was the defeat of the black dragon Ustru.”

I leaned in, captivated. Of all the tales swirling around my Bloodline, this was one I had heard in whispers, never fully clarified. The black dragon Ustru, a name that conjured images of darkness and chaos.

“Ustru and its kin brought untold destruction upon Tannoris,” Lernoval continued, his voice steady, eyes reflecting the glow of his words. “It was Taelath and his brothers who stood against this tide, who restored order from the brink of oblivion.”

Yeska’s hand found mine under the table, a silent gesture of support. I smiled warmly at her, happy that she was here to share in these revelations.

“Most scholars believe,” Lernoval continued, pausing to let the words hang in the air, “that the kingdom they founded was the beginning of the wood elven kingdom of Talamas-Adaa. Their assumption seems correct to me as well, for the wood elves of Talamas-Adaa were deep in dragon lore and symbology.”

The mention of Talamas-Adaa sparked a connection in my mind. Celeste’s Stellar Maiden class originated with the elven princess Devaara of Talamas-Adaa. “I’ve heard of Talamas-Adaa before,” I said. “Isn’t that where the Stellar Maidens came from?”

Lernoval blinked, obviously surprised by the depth of my knowledge of elven lore. “Why indeed, Talamas-Adaa was a beacon of light and learning, its inception a direct consequence of Taelath and his brothers’ victory. The Stellar Maidens were among the finest warriors of elvendom, as any high elf must begrudgingly admit.”

The room felt smaller suddenly, the past reaching through the ages to touch the present. My connection to Taelath, to Talamas-Adaa, was more than just a lineage; it was a legacy.

“Taelath, however, disappears from legend after that,” Lernoval said, his tone tinged with regret. “Though there is mention of his brothers, Taelath himself becomes a mystery.”

The idea that Taelath, a figure so central to my Bloodline, could simply vanish from history was baffling. “Is there nothing more?” I asked, hope waning.

Lernoval sighed, the weight of lost knowledge evident. “The elven archives of Thelluan or Thilduirne would have held more information, but they were lost in the Upheaval. I apologize, David; I wish I could offer you more.”

I thanked Lernoval, feeling a mix of disappointment and gratitude. His efforts, his willingness to delve into ancient lore for my sake, were more than I could have asked for.

The conversation turned then, a contemplative silence falling over us as we reflected on the tidbits unearthed. Yeska squeezed my hand, her presence grounding.

It was my turn to speak, the pieces of the puzzle lying scattered before us. “I wonder,” I started, “if there might be someone else who knows more.”

Lernoval thought for a moment, his gaze unfocused as if scanning the recesses of his memory. “The dwarves of the Redmane clan,” he suggested after a beat. “They were involved in the war against Ustru and were steadfast allies of the wood elves afterward. The dwarves have lorekeepers among their numbers. Nothing so exalted as the lorekeepers of the high elves or even wood elves, but they keep records and track history with a passion.”

The Redmane dwarves, a piece of the puzzle I hadn’t considered. Their affinity for record-keeping was well known. If anyone held more pieces to my history, it would be them.

“Are there any Redmane dwarves in Gladdenfield, or nearby?” I asked, a new path of inquiry opening before us.

Lernoval shook his head, his brows furrowing slightly. “I do not know. Their clan halls are in Bronzehall, Utah, far from here. But it’s possible some have traveled to other towns and outposts. ‘Dwarves go where the gold goes,’ is the saying after all.”

The possibility was enough to ignite a spark of hope within me. The journey to uncover my Bloodline’s origins was far from over. It was merely branching into new directions.

Yeska and I stood, thanking Lernoval for his time and the insight he had provided. The evening had stretched longer than anticipated, but the revelations were worth every spent moment.

Lernoval rose with us, a smile gracing his face. “You are always welcome, David,” he said, clasping my shoulder. “And should you need further assistance, or if you simply wish to talk, my door is open.”

With thanks exchanged and farewells said, Yeska and I made our way to the door, the quiet of Lernoval’s room giving way to the laughter and song of the tavern below.

As we descended the stairs back into the common room, the revelry of the residents of Gladdenfield surrounded us — a stark contrast to the solemn conversation we had just left.


Chapter 19

Descending the staircase back into the common room of the Wild Outrider, the shift from Lernoval’s quiet, packed-with-books chamber to the lively buzz of the tavern felt like stepping between worlds.

The room was alive, brimming with the townsfolk’s laughter and the occasional clink of glasses. The bard was still at his lute, now playing softly, his music a comfortable backdrop to the chatter around us.

The light from overhead lanterns cast warm hues over the patrons, lending the space a cozy, inviting glow. Yeska and I navigated through the tables, our steps unconsciously in sync as we made our way towards Darny at the counter. He was talking to another local but glanced up as we approached, his welcoming grin instantly putting us at ease.

“Back so soon?” Darny joked, finishing his conversation and turning his full attention to us.

I smiled. “Well, we figured we’d say goodbye before heading out,” I said, reaching into my pocket for my coin pouch. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to take some of my coins? We ate and drink like royalty here tonight!”

Darny waved his hand dismissively. “Now, I told you it’s on the house tonight, David. You’re family here,” he insisted, his mustache twitching with the effort of his smile. It was a gesture so typical of him, generous to a fault.

I grinned. “Alright, I give up. Thanks, Darny.”

Yeska chuckled beside me, making her amusement clear. “Thank you, Darny. You’re too kind,” she said, her words sincere. Seeing her at ease in this environment, among these people, solidified my happiness at her decision to stay with us.

“So,” Darny began, leaning forward on the counter, “how’d it go with Lernoval? You find what you were lookin’ for?” His curiosity, always present, was part of why he knew everything that happened in town.

I exchanged a look with Yeska before answering, “In a way, yes. We’re trying to find out more about my Bloodline.” The simplicity of the explanation felt inadequate, but it sufficed for the moment.

Darny nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Bloodlines, huh? That’s some deep magic. Lernoval’s the best bet in Gladdenfield for that kind of knowledge, sure enough. We ain’t got many other elves deep in the mystical knowledge…”

This led me to the question that had been forming in my mind since Lernoval’s revelations. “Speaking of knowledge, Darny, you know everyone in town. Have you heard of any dwarves from the Redmane clan being around these parts?”

At this, Darny’s face split into a wide grin. “Heard of ‘em? Why, I reckon you know one of ‘em yourself, David.”

I frowned, puzzled by his statement. “I do?” It was a surprising notion. My interactions with dwarves in Gladdenfield had grown over time to the point they all knew me and called me Dragon-Slayer, but a member of the Redmane clan?

Darny laughed, his amusement filling the space between us. “Sure, you do! The Redmanes settled in Bronzehall, Utah, remember? And one of them recently moved here to Gladdenfield.”

The pieces clicked together in my mind, a realization dawning. “You mean the jeweler, Grimfast, who made the shimmerstone rings for me and my wives?” The memory of picking up those beautifully crafted pieces was vivid, the detail and care put into them unmistakable.

“That’s the one,” Darny confirmed, his chuckle deep and resonant. “Grimfast Redmane. Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? He’s one of the trueborn Redmanes. Not many around in these parts, but he’s one, alright!”

It was a connection I hadn’t anticipated, but one that made sense. The dwarves’ renowned craftsmanship, their history deeply intertwined with Tannoris’ own. “Has he been around lately? I’d love to have a word with him.”

Darny gave a slight nod. “Aye, he should be around. His shop’s closed by now, but Grimfast lives just above it. You could always try visitin’ him there. If he’s up, I’m sure he’ll welcome ya!”

Yeska and I exchanged a glance, the idea of meeting Grimfast this evening suddenly very appealing. The chance to learn more about my Bloodline, directly from a Redmane, was too good to pass up.

“Thank you, Darny,” I said, my gratitude genuine. “We might just do that.”

Darny grinned. “Anytime, David. You and yours are always welcome here. And who knows? Maybe Grimfast will have the answers you’re lookin’ for.”

“Let’s finish up here and see if we can catch him,” Yeska suggested. Her readiness mirrored my own, a shared eagerness for the next step in our journey.

I thanked Darny again before we made our way through the tavern’s common room, the sound of the bard’s music following us out. Each step was filled with the potential of discoveries yet to be made.

The night outside had fully settled, a blanket of stars overhead as we stepped into the cool air. Yeska and I shared a look as we stepped outside, both of us silently contemplating the possibility of meeting Grimfast at his home this evening and seeing if we could learn more.

The night held promise, and together, we headed out, ready for whatever answers awaited us.
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Darkness had fully descended upon Gladdenfield as Yeska and I stepped out of the Wild Outrider. A crisp breeze and the warm light of lanterns greeted us, carrying the scent of wood smoke and the distant whisper of brown leaves rustling underfoot.

The streets of Gladdenfield, usually bustling in the light of day, now basked in a quieter, more serene atmosphere. The wooden palisades that defined the town’s boundary stood stoic in the moonlight, guardians of the life within.

Yeska drew closer to me for warmth, her hand finding mine as we navigated the cobblestone streets. Lamps hung outside shops and homes cast pools of light onto the path, guiding our way through the frontier outpost that lay tranquil in the embrace of the night.

Most storefronts were dark, their occupants likely settled in for the evening or gathered in the few taverns still ablaze with activity. The marketplace, a hub of commerce by day, now lay deserted, stalls covered, and goods safely locked away.

An occasional laugh or snippet of a song would float out from the open door of a tavern, a reminder of the fervor that daytime would bring back to these streets. Our footsteps echoed softly, a rhythmic accompaniment to the night’s chorus.

As we walked, the silhouette of Grimfast’s shop came into view, its distinctive structure a familiar sight on the Gladdenfield landscape. The shop, carefully crafted and well-maintained, sat with quiet dignity among its neighboring buildings.

A soft light burned behind the windows on the second story, a beacon in the dusky town. I exchanged a glance with Yeska, a silent acknowledgment of Grimfast’s likely presence and wakefulness.

Approaching the shop, the details of its meticulously cared-for exterior grew clearer — the carved wooden sign that hung above the door, the window frames polished to a shine.

Yeska spoke up, her voice breaking the quiet between us. “Looks like the dwarf is home and awake,” she observed, her tone laced with a trace of eagerness that mirrored my own anticipation.

Standing in front of the door, I lifted my hand and knocked, a firm and respectful rhythm that cut through the night. We waited, the sound fading into the quiet around us.

A moment later, the sound of movement from within signaled Grimfast’s approach. The door swung open, revealing the dwarf with a lantern in hand, its warm glow spilling onto the street.

Grimfast’s broad smile greeted us, his eyes bright in the lantern light. “If it ain’t David Wilson!” he exclaimed, genuine pleasure evident in his voice. “Aye! Good to see ye, lad! And you’ve brought a friend, I see.”

“Grimfast, good evening,” I replied, returning his smile. “This is Yeska,” I introduced, gesturing toward her as she offered a polite nod in greeting.

The dwarf’s gaze shifted to Yeska, his smile unwavering as he nodded. “Pleased to meet ye, Yeska. Any friend of David’s is a friend of mine.”

“Thank you very much,” Yeska said, her words polite and warm, a respect for the dwarf’s hospitality clear in her demeanor. “And likewise!”

Grimfast stepped aside, making room for us to enter. “Of course, of course, come in, come in. It’s far too cold to be standing about outside now. And I have a fine fire goin’ to chase off the chill in yer bones, aye.”

We stepped into Grimfast’s home, a space that reflected his life and work. Shelves lined with books and various trinkets greeted us, the air rich with the history contained within these walls.

“Now, what brings ye to my door at this late hour, David?” Grimfast inquired once the door was closed behind us, locking out the chill of the night. “Ye needin’ more of those rings?”

“I will in time,” I said, shooting Yeska a look. “But that’s not why we’re here tonight.”

I hesitated for a moment before continuing, weighing how best to articulate our reason for this visit. “I’m looking for information,” I started, “about Taelath.”

At the mention of Taelath, Grimfast’s brows drew together in a frown, a flicker of recognition passing through his eyes. “Taelath? That name sounds remotely familiar,” he mused, his expression thoughtful. “Now, where have I heard it before?”

Then, as if realizing the importance of our query, his demeanor shifted. The initial casual welcome gave way to a more focused attention. “Well, you’ve certainly piqued my interest. Come on up now, lad, let’s talk.”

With a simple gesture, Grimfast led us further into his home, and we followed.


Chapter 20

The inside of Grimfast’s home above the store was warmer and more inviting than I had expected. A large fire crackled in the hearth, filling the room with a comforting glow. Grimfast motioned for us to take a seat around a sturdy wooden table positioned comfortably near the flames.

As I sat down, I couldn’t help but glance around, taking in the details of Grimfast’s living space. The walls were lined with shelves that overflowed with various objects — tools, stones that sparkled under the light, and books that looked older than any I had seen before.

Grimfast excused himself for a moment before returning with three mugs in hand. He poured each of us a generous serving of ale before taking his own seat. “A bit of warmth for the night,” he said, his voice carrying a welcoming tone.

I took a small sip of the ale, appreciating its rich flavor and the way it seemed to spread warmth down my spine. Yeska did the same, and I caught her eye, sharing a small, mutually appreciative nod.

“Grimfast,” I began once the initial quiet had settled around us again, “we’ve come to ask if you might share what you know of Taelath the golden dragon. Lernoval thought you or the lorekeepers of Bronzehall might have records or knowledge about the battle against Ustru and what became of the golden dragons.”

Grimfast took a thoughtful sip of his ale, his brow furrowing slightly. “Taelath,” he repeated, rolling the name around as if tasting it. “I’ve heard the name, aye. It’s not mentioned often, mind you. Lore about the golden dragons is rare, even among my good folk.”

He paused, leaning back in his chair as he mulled over the question. “As for the battle against Ustru, it’s a dark part of our history. I know bits and pieces, legends mostly. The dwarves of Bronzehall, being skilled record-keepers, likely have more detailed accounts.”

I nodded. I had not expected that he would have the answers right away, but a hint or a direction was good enough…

“Why do ye ask about this, David?” Grimfast asked, his gaze intent and curious. “What interest do you have in Taelath and these ancient conflicts?”

I hesitated, not sure how much to divulge. Finally, I decided honesty was best. “It might have something to do with my Bloodline,” I said, watching for his reaction.

Grimfast leaned forward, interest piqued. “Yer Bloodline, eh? That’s intriguing. Ties to Taelath would be a powerful lineage indeed. Not to mention one of the oldest Bloodlines I ever heard of, aye…”

“You said the lorekeepers might have more information,” I pressed on, hopeful. “How difficult would it be to reach Bronzehall?”

Grimfast chuckled, setting his ale down. “Bronzehall is quite the journey, even by car. It took me nearly two months to get from there to New Springfield.” He grinned. “Then again, I don’t drive. Too short, aye. I’ve heard the Tinkershand dwarves in Washington and Oregon make cars for dwarves, but I’ve never seen one.”

I thought for a moment, considering the logistics. “Perhaps Caldwell could assist with the Coalition’s teleportation services,” I mused aloud, thinking of the resources at our disposal.

“He just might,” Yeska agreed. “He seems to have taken a liking to you, David.”

I gave Grimfast a nod. “Thank you, friend,” I said. “We will try to visit Bronzehall and see what we might learn from your kinsmen there.”

“Aye, very good!” he said before he shifted the conversation. “Now, those shimmerstone rings I crafted for you and yer lovely wives… Were they to yer satisfaction?” His tone held a hint of pride and genuine curiosity.

I couldn’t help but smile at the mention of the rings. “They were more than satisfactory, Grimfast. Beautiful work. I might be looking to order another soon.” My gaze slid over to Yeska, who blushed slightly as our eyes met.

Grimfast beamed, obviously pleased by my words. “I’m glad to hear it. And I’ll be ready whenever you are for that next order.”

Our conversation flowed easily after that, drifting from tales of Gladdenfield to stories of Yeska’s time with the Wildclaws.

Grimfast was an engaging storyteller, his knowledge of dwarven and elven lore offering fascinating insights. And it seemed that, while he had made acquaintance with most folks of Gladdenfield, he was still short of friends, and pleasant conversation was most welcome to him. I was happy to indulge, counting the jeweler as a friend and a potential ally for the future.

As the night deepened, the warmth of the fire and the comfort of good company made the room feel cozy and safe. Our small gathering felt removed from the rest of the world, embroiled as it was in ancient history and personal journeys.

At one point, conversation turned to Grimfast’s own history — his decision to settle in Gladdenfield, his craft, and the connections he maintained with other dwarves. He had always loved to travel, and Bronzehall had its fair share of craftsmen already. The jeweler he’d apprenticed with had told him the market was saturated, and so Grimfast had decided to combine his love of travel with his love of shiny stones and set out for himself.

Time seemed to stretch, each moment filled with shared tales and laughter. Yet the back of my mind remained occupied with thoughts of Bronzehall, the journey ahead, and the mysteries of my Bloodline.

Yeska, ever attentive, sensed my distraction and squeezed my hand under the table, her silent support grounding me. I was grateful for her presence, her strength complementing my own.

Grimfast eventually stood, stretching his legs. “It’s gettin’ late,” he observed, though he made no move to rush us out. “But you’re always welcome here, David. And Yeska, too. I can fix ye some beds if ye like? It’d be up in the attic, but it’s the best I can do for ye.”

I raised a hand and smiled. “Thank you very much, Grimfast, but there is honestly no need! We have our own place to stay!”

“Very well, lad!” he boomed. “And I’ll be hopin’ to see ye soon for that other ring, aye?”

“You will!” I promised.

We thanked Grimfast for his hospitality and the conversation, promising to visit again soon. He escorted us to the door, the night air brisk as we stepped outside.


Chapter 21

The night had wrapped Gladdenfield in its quiet mantle as Yeska and I left Grimfast’s warm, candle-lit abode. The air outside felt refreshingly crisp, the kind that fills your lungs with the sharp taste of approaching winter.

Yeska, in a moment brimming with spontaneity, turned and threw her arms around me. “I’m so happy I’ll be returning to your house with you,” she said, her voice carrying a warmth that coursed through me, igniting an array of emotions within.

“I’m happy, too,” I replied, my heart full. Pulling her closer, I kissed her, feeling a connection that seemed to transcend the physical, bridging our spirits.

Our kiss was a release of all the tension and anticipation that had built up over the evening — a mingling of relief, joy, and something deeper, a hint of desire that had been simmering beneath the surface.

As I finally pulled back, I looked at Yeska intently. Her eyes, shimmering in the soft night light, reflected my desires, answering them in a way that made my heart skip a beat.

She smiled, a spark of mischief playing at the corners of her mouth, and it struck me just how beautiful she was, standing there in the moonlit streets of Gladdenfield.

“David, we’d better find a place to sleep where we have separate beds,” she said, her voice carrying a playful tease. “Otherwise, I’m not sure if I’d be able to control myself.”

I chuckled at her words, feeling a flutter of anticipation. “Oh dear,” I joked. “We’ll be sleeping at Leigh’s. It’s just the one bed.”

She bit her lip and gave me a smoky look that made my heart simmer. “I’d better sleep on the couch, then. Otherwise, I might pounce on you,” she purred. “And I’m not sure if Diane would forgive me…”

Giving her a playful poke that made her yelp, I added, “Diane and the others don’t mind a little… play.”

Yeska raised an eyebrow, her expression sultry. “And what exactly is meant by ‘play’?” she asked, her tone laced with curiosity and a hint of flirtation.

Joking back, I said, “It means you get to make me a nice breakfast.”

She laughed, a sound that seemed to carry away any lingering tension. Reaching up, she playfully slapped my shoulder.

The streets of Gladdenfield lay quiet around us, the soft glow of lanterns casting gentle shadows on the cobblestone paths. It was a peaceful end to an evening filled with discovery and connection.

As we strolled, I found myself lost in thought, pondering over the evening’s revelations, the mysteries of my Bloodline, and the future that lay ahead. But Yeska’s presence, her hand clasped in mine, soon anchored me back to the moment, to the here and now that felt so right, so meant to be.

It struck me, then, how surreal it all seemed — walking through the night with Yeska by my side, discussing magic and ancient Bloodlines, a world away from the life I once knew.

But it also felt incredibly real, the weight of her hand in mine, the sound of our footsteps echoing softly, a tangible proof of the choices that had led me here.

Our conversation drifted to lighter topics — anecdotes from our respective pasts, shared laughter over small, inconsequential things that somehow felt significant.

Each laugh, each shared glance, spun a thread that seemed to weave us tighter together, a fabric made of moments and memories that was uniquely ours.

Occasionally, we passed by a late-night wanderer, each a solitary figure in the quiet town, but even in their presence, we remained ensconced in our world.

It was in these small, shared experiences that I found a contentment I hadn’t known I was searching for, a sense of belonging that resonated deep within. And as we walked and talked, Yeska’s laughter was a melody that filled the crisp night air, a sound I realized I wanted to hear every day, every moment, if possible.

The realization hit me then, how much I had come to care for her, how integral she had become to my understanding of home, of family. Grinning and looking forward to spending some more time with her, I wrapped my arm around her and led her down Gladdenfield’s nighttime streets.
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Walking down the hushed streets of Gladdenfield, Yeska and I moved with the ease of familiarity, our arms linked. The streets, now largely void of the daytime hustle, carried a different kind of energy — one of whispers and shadows, illuminated sparingly by the glow of lanterns that hung outside the doors of the town’s residents.

Occasionally, we passed by pockets of laughter and light that spilled from the taverns or houses still awake with the night’s revelry, their muffled sounds a reminder of the life that throbbed within Gladdenfield’s wooden walls.

As we progressed, a group of dwarves, their steps unsteady from evening merriment, approached. They recognized me from afar, their faces breaking into wide grins. “Dragon-Slayer!” they hailed respectfully, making room for us to pass.

Yeska chuckled, a light, airy sound that seemed to dance in the quiet around us. “You’re quite the celebrity here,” she observed, her admiration not hidden in the depths of her voice.

I let out a soft laugh. “I’ve just tried to lend a hand where I could, help the people in Gladdenfield,” I replied. “Being nice costs nothing.” I mock-paused for a moment. “Well, unless being nice means slaying a dragon…”

Yeska laughed as our eyes met under the lantern light, their sparkle visible even in the night. “Still, being nice might be more rare than you realize,” she said, her tone carrying a weight of sincerity as she clung a bit closer to my arm.

“Sometimes,” I continued, reflecting on the times I spent with the townsfolk, “just sitting with someone, sharing a moment, or listening to their day makes all the difference. It’s about giving people your time and genuine interest.”

With a playful bump of her hip against mine, Yeska teased, “Well, I certainly wouldn’t mind a share of your ‘interest and time’.”

Her playful gesture sent a jolt of warmth through me, my own spirits lifting in response. “Well, isn’t it fortunate that I was just about to head to bed?” I replied with a grin. “You’ll have to come along if you want that ‘interest and time’.”

Yeska’s face lit up with a naughty smile, her gaze teasing. “I just might take you up on that offer,” she said, her voice laced with promise.

The streets took us past small houses, their windows like eyes that had seen the comings and goings of many nights like this one. Each step brought us closer to the apartment above the general store where we’d spend the night, the thought of what awaited adding a layer of anticipation.

“You know,” Yeska said, breaking the comfortable silence between us, “it’s quite endearing how the dwarves and everyone really respect you, not just because of what you’ve done, but because of who you are.”

I smiled at her words, feeling a sense of pride in the connections I had forged in Gladdenfield. “I appreciate that, Yeska. The small things, I’ve found, build the bonds that last.”

As we approached the general store, its dark silhouette a marker of our journey’s end for the night, I found myself not wanting the walk to finish. The quiet conversations, the shared laughter, it was these moments that deepened the connections between us.

The sound of our footsteps was a steady drumbeat against the cobblestones, a rhythm that matched the beat of my heart. Gladdenfield, with all its layers of day and night, felt like more than just a stop along the way — it was a part of our story.

Yeska’s warmth beside me in the cool night air was a comfort, her presence a steady constant in the ever-changing world. The bond we were building, strengthened by shared experiences, felt like it transcended the ordinary.

Reaching the door to our temporary quarters above the general store, I paused, looking over at Yeska. “I wanted to say, thank you for joining me on this,” I said, grateful for her company, for the steps we’d taken together this evening.

“Thank you for having me,” Yeska replied, her smile genuine. “These moments, this night, it’s something to cherish.”

I unlocked the door, holding it open for Yeska as she stepped inside. The interior, dimly lit by moonlight filtering through the curtains, held the promise of solitude and intimacy away from the world outside.

As I closed the door behind us, sealing away the night, the quiet of the room enveloped us. It was a canvas awaiting the next moments, the continuation of our evening together.

I turned to Yeska, the dim light casting shadows that played across her features. The connection we’d forged, the laughter and the shared confidences, it all hung between us, waiting for a climax that had been a long time coming.

She met my gaze, her eyes holding a mix of anticipation and warmth. The space between us felt charged, the evening’s earlier conversations weaving around us like threads pulling tighter.

My thoughts drifted to Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and the promise I’d made. The agreement to share my claiming of Yeska fully with them present…

But as Diane had said, that didn’t mean we couldn’t do a little touching and feeling and kissing…


Chapter 22

The air around us seemed to vibrate with unspoken thoughts, each glance heavy with the promise of shared intimacy. Yeska’s eyes held a glimmer of anticipation, the heat between us intensifying as the night grew quieter.

In the dim light, the details of the room blurred, and all I could focus on was Yeska’s form, her curves illuminated in the half-light. She stepped closer, the heat from her body drawing me in like a magnet.

She wore a skin-tight dress barely covering any flesh of her delicious legs, and long stocking-clad legs finished an outfit designed purely to tease. There was a cute little cutout for her cat tail, and the fabric clung tightly to her ample cleavage.

She gave a playful twirl, inviting me to inspect her, and a warm shiver coursed through me when I caught sight of those round cheeks peeking coyly below that skirt hemline.

Reaching out, I ran my hand along her side, feeling the curves of her waist and hips. She let out a soft sigh, her body arching slightly into my touch. Her softness called forth images that left no doubt as to how much I wanted her.

Her skin was soft under my fingers, and the way she moved, her body responding to my touch, made desire pulse through me. But I well remembered my promise not to claim her unless the other women were present.

My other hand slipped to the small of her back, pulling her close, her chest pressed against mine. “You’re a delight, Yeska,” I murmured, my voice laden with affection and longing.

Her breath quickened as she looked up at me, the desire in her eyes clear. “I’ve wanted you for a while now,” she murmured, her voice a low purr. “Very, very badly.”

She tilted her head up, pressing her lips to mine, a kiss filled with want and need. Her tongue darted into my mouth, hungry, seeking. And as she did so, she pressed hard against me.

I kissed her back, our tongues intertwined. A surge of lust shot through me as our bodies melded, a flame burning brighter, hotter.

Pulling back, she gave me a sultry smile, her gaze full of promise. “How would you like me, David?” she asked, her tone heavy with desire.

The question sparked a jolt of arousal in me, my mind spinning with possibilities. “On the couch,” I answered, my voice husky.

Leading her over, I sat down, guiding her onto my lap. Straddling me, she looked at me with a mixture of hunger and curiosity, her eyes glinting with a hint of mischief.

My hands roamed over her body, caressing and exploring, feeling her respond to my touch. Her nipples hardened under my palms, a telltale sign of her arousal.

“Take off your top, Yeska,” I instructed, my voice low and firm.

Without hesitation, she undid the shoulder straps of her dress, then lowered the top of the skin-tight garment, revealing her beautiful, supple breasts. Her nipples stood erect, begging to be touched. My eyes followed every movement they revealed beneath those clothes until finally lifting herself higher so only black lace covered most of them.

I reached up and cupped her breasts, running my thumbs over her nipples. She moaned softly, arching into my touch, her eyes fluttering shut.

Leaning forward, I captured a nipple in my mouth, swirling my tongue around the sensitive bud. She let out a gasp, her hands clutching at my shoulders, her body taut with anticipation.

Switching to the other breast, I sucked her nipple, savoring the way she writhed against me, her breath coming in short gasps.

Reaching down, I slipped my hand under the skirt of her dress, finding the waistband of her panties and feeling the damp heat of her arousal. As my fingers brushed her clit, she let out a moan, her hips grinding against my hand.

Keeping a slow, steady pace, I rubbed her clit, her juices slick on my fingers. Her body responded to my touch, her moans growing louder.

I leaned back, watching her ride my fingers, her movements growing more frantic. Her face was flushed, her expression a mix of pleasure and need.

She was ready to explode, and I realized as I pleasured her how charged she had been to finally feel my touch. It turned me on like mad to feel how much she wanted me. As she arched her back with delight, her orgasm was already fast approaching. My cock grew hard as rock, and pure lust conquered my mind.

“I want you to cum for me, Yeska,” I said, my voice low as I held her hazy green eyes, rubbing her swollen little clit.

At my words, she cried out, her body tensing as her orgasm washed over her. Her inner walls clenched around my fingers, a fresh wave of moisture flooding my hand.

She rode out her orgasm, her cries of pleasure filling the room as she squirmed in my lap. As her breathing slowed, I removed my fingers, bringing them to my lips.

I licked her juices off, tasting the sweetness of her release. “You taste amazing,” I said, my voice heavy with desire.

She gave me a satisfied smile, her cheeks still flushed from her orgasm. “That’s because you make me feel amazing,” she replied, her tone laced with appreciation.

We stayed there for a few moments, reveling in the afterglow.

Yeska’s fingers traced the outline of my erection, straining against my pants. “I think you’re ready for something else,” she said, a mischievous glint in her eye. “This big boy needs a little release.” And she gave a playful squeeze.

I growled with lust at her touch. “He does,” I agreed, “but I promised the others I would not claim you fully... not without them present.”

“I know, my love,” she purred, stroking me through my pants. “And you will keep your word. There are plenty of things we can do still without having you inside me... Lots of fun things...”

[image: AOIcon]

I leaned back on the couch as Yeska rose, her tail swishing behind her.

Straddling my lap, she settled herself over the lump my erection was making in my jeans, the friction sending a thrill of pleasure through me. As she began to grind against me, the fabric of her panties adding delicious friction, she reached up and began to undo the buttons on my shirt.

My hands slid up her thighs, enjoying the feel of her smooth skin as I hitched up the skirt of her dress. Her fingers brushed against my chest, exploring the planes of muscle.

As the last button was undone, she pushed my shirt open, exposing my chest. She ran her hands over my chest and stomach, her touch setting my nerves alight.

Leaning forward, she kissed her way down my chest as she shifted her legs down and bent over me, her tongue darting out to taste me.

“Ah, Yeska,” I moaned, my hands gripping her hips.

She looked up at me, her eyes filled with desire. “Does that feel good, David?” she asked, her voice a low purr.

“Yes,” I gasped, her actions sending waves of pleasure through me.

With a wicked grin, she continued her path down, leaving a trail of kisses as she went. When she reached the waistband of my pants, she glanced up, her eyes filled with lust.

“May I?” she asked, her fingers poised at the button.

“Yes,” I breathed, my cock aching to be released.

Slowly, she undid the button, sliding down the zipper. She pulled my pants and underwear down, freeing my erection.

My cock sprang free, the cool air a sharp contrast to the heat that had built up within me. At once and with a hum of appreciation, she wrapped her hand around my shaft, her fingers teasing me.

“You have such a beautiful cock,” she murmured, her voice laced with excitement.

She stroked me slowly, her touch driving me wild. As she swiped her thumb over the tip, collecting the precum that had gathered, she lowered her mouth and took me into its hot, wet heat.

The sensation was incredible, and I groaned, my hips bucking. Her tongue swirled around the head, her mouth moving up and down, taking me deeper into her mouth with each pass.

My hands tangled in her raven hair, scratching her cat ears and holding her in place as she worked me, her pace increasing. She bobbed her head, her lips tightening around me as she took me in fully. The sight of her wiggling ass as she sucked me off, her swishing cat tail, and the knowledge of the forbidden sexiness beneath the sheer lingerie all added fuel to the fire within.

Pleasure coiled in my belly, and I knew I wouldn’t last long. She felt so good, and the sounds she was making sent shivers of desire through me.

Her hand cupped my balls, rolling them gently as she sucked me. She looked up at me, her green eyes big and eager to please as she gently touched my stones, massaging them as her lips wrapped around my thick manhood.

“Fuck, Yeska,” I moaned, her attentions bringing me closer to the edge.

She continued her movements, taking me deeper with each pass. The pressure within me built, the tension coiling tighter.

I was on the verge of climax when she suddenly pulled away, releasing me from her mouth with a pop. She sat up, grinning mischievously.

“What do you say we get more comfortable, David?” she asked, her tone a purr of desire.

Nodding, I watched as she stood and stripped off her already-disheveled top, skirt, and panties, revealing her beautiful, curvy body. She stood before me, naked and unashamed, her skin glowing in the moonlight that filtered through the window.

The sight of her bare before me was breathtaking, and my cock ached to be buried deep inside her. There would be a time for that, when the others were present. For now, I would have to make do with other means of pleasure.

Rising from the couch, I finished undressing, letting my clothes fall to the floor. She watched, her eyes traveling over my body, a hungry look in them.

We stood there for a moment, drinking in the sight of each other. Then, I stepped forward, closing the gap between us.

My hands caressed her hips, my cock brushing against her belly. I bent down, kissing her neck, tasting the sweet saltiness of her skin.

She moaned softly, her body arching into me. Her hands ran down my back, pulling me closer.

Our bodies fit together perfectly; her curves pressed against my form as if we were made to be embraced like this. The scent of her arousal filled my senses, her skin soft against mine.

Moving slowly, I trailed kisses along her collarbone, my tongue tracing patterns across her heated flesh. She shivered, her breath quickening as my hands explored her body, cupping her breasts and running down the length of her spine.

Leaning in, I took her nipple in my mouth, teasing it with my tongue. She gasped, her hips bucking as pleasure shot through her.

“David,” she murmured, her hand reaching down to grab my shaft, stroking me firmly.

We were caught up in a swirl of passion, our bodies seeking pleasure. The need for release was building up in me, and I knew it wouldn’t take much to push us both over the edge.

She looked at me with big, hazy green eyes. “Shall I get on my knees, David? Would you like that?”

The image of her on her knees, her mouth wrapped around me, was enough to make me groan with desire.

“Yes,” I replied, my voice thick with lust. “On your knees, Yeska.”

With a naughty grin, she sank down before me, her hand continuing its delicious assault on my cock. She looked up at me, her gaze filled with adoration and lust.

Leaning in, she licked the tip of my shaft, tasting my precum.

“You’re so hard,” she purred, her breath warm against me as her cat ears gave a little twitch. “So tasty...”

She licked up and down my length, her tongue tracing patterns on the sensitive flesh.

“Your cock is perfect, David,” she moaned, taking me into her mouth. “I want to drink your cum tonight.”

Her dirty words and the sight of her sucking me off were enough to send me over the edge. She swirled her tongue around the tip, her lips tightening as she bobbed her head, taking me in deeper with each pass.

I groaned with delight, the pressure building within me.

Her hand pumped my shaft as her mouth moved, her rhythm steady and sure.

“Cum for me, David,” she said, her voice a low purr as she popped me out of her mouth for a second. Immediately, she took me in again, massaging my balls, big eyes pleading for release.

The pleasure was intense, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I came.

“I’m close,” I gasped, my fingers tangling in her hair, brushing her cat ears as she continued her assault.

“Cum for me, David,” she purred. “I want to taste it.” Her hand stroked me as she took me deep again, her warm mouth welcoming every inch of me.

That was enough to send me over the edge. My orgasm hit me like a freight train, pleasure washing over me in waves.

I came hard, shooting my load down her throat, my vision going white. She took every drop I gave her, her mouth continuing its movements, prolonging my pleasure. With a moan escaping me, I shot rope after rope into her waiting mouth until finally nothing else remained but blissful exhaustion.

When the last of my climax had faded, she released me, sitting back on her heels. Seeing her naked like this, her breasts swaying, a slight sheen of sweat on her body, was enough to make my head spin.

She looked up at me and opened her mouth, showing me the load I had given her before she swallowed everything down.

“Mmmm,” she said, licking her lips. “I wanted to taste this for a while now.”

“Yeska… That was incredible,” I said, still slightly dazed.

She rose with languid, feline grace, wrapping her delicious body around me once more. “Thank you, David,” she purred, nuzzling my neck. “I am so happy we finally came closer like this. All those times watching you...”

“I am happy, too, Yeska,” I said. “And I have a feeling this is just the beginning of things.”

She giggled and nodded, looking up at me lovingly with those big, green eyes. I pulled her close, relishing the feel of her body pressed against mine. We stood like that for a moment, just enjoying the closeness.

Then, her hand found mine, leading me towards the bed.

“Come on, David,” she said, her tone full of invitation. “Let’s lie down together.”

We made our way to the bed, tiredness overtaking both of us. She climbed onto the mattress, and I followed, pulling her close.

She curled up against me, her tail tickling my leg. The warmth of her body and the sound of her breathing were soothing, and soon, sleep overtook us.


Chapter 23

Waking beside Yeska was a gentle stirring into consciousness, the weight of the prior evening’s discoveries and events unfolding in a pleasant memory. There was a quiet satisfaction in the dim morning light filtering through the curtains and the warmth of Yeska’s presence beside me.

She was still asleep, her chest rising and falling in the steady rhythm of deep sleep, her black hair fanned out across the pillow. Observing her in these tranquil moments, I found an unexpected peace — a confirmation of the choice we’d made together.

The night had been one of shared confidences and laughter, a mingling of pasts and possibilities. Waking up next to her, I reflected on the tenderness of our connection, the steps that had led us here.

It felt right, waking up next to her, and I felt happy, content.

Slowly, not to startle her, I brushed a stray lock of hair from her forehead and whispered her name, “Yeska.” Her eyelids fluttered open, revealing the vibrant green that had captivated me time and again. “Good morning,” I said.

She stretched languidly, like a cat under the sun, a small smile gracing her lips. “Morning,” she murmured back, her voice still heavy with sleep. “Hmm, please tell me I didn’t dream all the things we did last night?”

I chuckled and shook my head as I placed a kiss on her forehead. “You didn’t,” I said. “Or if you did, then so did I.”

We shared a quiet moment, basking in the stillness of the new day, before rising together. The morning unfolded in a series of simple movements — dressing in the comfortable familiarity of Leigh’s apartment. Yeska wore casual but well-fitting attire, accentuating her lithe figure and hinting at the strength beneath.

Our steps were light as we headed into the main living area. The apartment held the quiet marks of our short stay — a glass left out from the midnight drink of water I had, an extra blanket draped over the back of a chair. We decided to be lazy for a change and have breakfast served to us.

After we cleaned up, we exited the apartment and turned our steps towards the Wild Outrider. The morning air of Gladdenfield was crisp, the township slowly waking around us as we made our way through the semi-deserted streets.

Entering the tavern, the warmth and scent of breakfast greeted us — a stark contrast to the coolness outside. Darny, ever the welcoming host, spotted us immediately. “David, Yeska,” he called out. “Thought you might turn up for breakfast.”

Making our way to the bar, where Darny waited with a broad smile, we took seats. The Wild Outrider’s atmosphere in the morning was tinged with a slower pace, the night’s energy replaced by the quiet hum of morning routines.

Darny set before us two plates heaping with what could only be described as a frontier breakfast — slices of thick toasted bread, eggs fried to perfection, and strips of bacon that smelled like heaven.

“Eat up,” Darny said, a satisfied chuckle in his voice. “You’ll probably need a good meal after last night.” His implication was clear, and it drew out laughs from both of us before he wagged his eyebrows and said, “Drinking with a dwarf is hard work, after all!”

We chuckled as we dug in.

Over breakfast, Yeska and I exchanged lively banter about everything and nothing — a recounting of the prior night’s success, the comfort of our bed, and the anticipation of the discoveries to come. Our conversation was punctuated with shared smiles and laughter, an echo of the familiarity we’d found in each other.

“I really enjoyed last night,” Yeska stated as her gaze met mine, searching, finding an echo of her feelings therein.

“So did I,” I confirmed, setting down my fork to give her my full attention. “Last night was... special.”

She giggled and touched my hand. Her affection in that soft touch was strong, and I reveled in it as we sat there in the middle of the tavern coming to life for the day.

After a moment, Yeska placed her own utensils down and leaned in slightly. “What’s our next step?” she asked.

“I’m eager to get back to the homestead,” I said. “To see Diane and Lucas.”

She nodded. “Me, too! And then? About your Bloodline, I mean.”

I pondered her question, the remaining food on my plate momentarily forgotten. “I think a visit to New Springfield is in order,” I answered after a moment. “We should seek Caldwell’s help in accessing the teleportation services to Bronzehall.”

“That’s a good idea,” Yeska replied, her approval evident. “Caldwell seems like the type to appreciate the magnitude of what we’re trying to accomplish.”

We finished our breakfast in comfortable silence, savoring the hearty meal Darny had provided. With each bite, the events of last night and our plans for the future melded into a determination that steadied my resolve.

Once our plates were clear, I caught Darny’s eye and nodded our thanks. His response was a grin as he already waved me away, communicating he would take no payment from us.

“Time to head back then,” I said, standing and offering Yeska my hand. She took it, her fingers interlocking with mine in a familiar grasp that spoke volumes.

Saying our goodbyes to Darny, we stepped out of the Wild Outrider, the daylight of Gladdenfield enveloping us once again. The streets, now livelier, carried the hustle of the day ahead.

Our steps took us towards the livery stable, the promise of returning to the homestead and those we cared for calling us back. The thought of explaining our discoveries to Diane and sharing our experiences filled me with anticipation.

Reaching the stable, Colonel awaited. We prepared her for the journey, my thoughts tumbling over the conversations we’d need to have, the plans we’d need to set in motion.

With all prepared, Yeska and I mounted Colonel, leaving Gladdenfield behind as we began our ride back to the homestead. A sense of completion filled me — a cycle closing as we ventured forth, together.


Chapter 24

Thanks to our early departure, it was still morning when our plot by the banks of the Silverthread River welcomed us back as Yeska and I approached the homestead. The ground beneath our feet was firm, remnants of the previous night’s dew barely clinging to the blades of grass.

The larroling greeted us first as we stepped into the yard, its massive form moving with surprising grace towards us. It sniffed the air around Yeska, seemingly approving of her presence before giving a sort of satisfied grunt.

Following close behind were Sparky and Mr. Drizzles, their elemental forms crackling with energy. They swirled around us, a comforting greeting albeit an emotionless one since the elementals did not show such things.

We entered the house, the warmth from the inside pushing against the cool air that clung to our clothes. The scents of breakfast still lingered, mixing with the earthier undertones that filled the living room.

Celeste and Leigh were there, sitting side by side on the couch. Their heads turned towards us, their expressions brightening at our return. Leigh’s voice filled the room, “Welcome back, you two!”

I crossed the room in a few strides, greeting both Celeste and Leigh with a kiss. Their warmth was palpable, a tangible connection that spoke volumes about our relationship.

“Where’s Diane and Lucas?” I asked, curiosity mingling with the need to see them, to ensure they were well.

“They’re both upstairs,” Celeste answered, her voice soft with a hint of reassurance. “Diane and Lucas have been napping together. It’s been quite peaceful this morning.”

With a nod, I made my way to the stairs, my steps quick with anticipation. The rest of the house remained behind me, a comforting murmur that I carried along as I climbed.

As I reached the bedroom door, I paused, taking a moment to ready myself for the sight that awaited. Gently, I pushed the door open, the room greeting me with a quiet that seemed sacred.

Diane and Lucas were there, together on the bed, an image that stilled my heart with its simplicity and beauty. Diane’s arm was wrapped protectively around Lucas, their breathing synced in the silent room.

Lucas, with his mop of dark hair, lay against Diane, his small hand clutching at the fabric of her shirt. Diane’s face was relaxed, the traces of any fatigue smoothed away in sleep.

I stepped closer, leaning down to kiss them both lightly. At my touch, Diane stirred, her eyes flickering beneath her lids before settling again. Lucas gave a small sigh, shifting slightly but remaining deep in his dreams.

With one last look, filled with a love I couldn’t quite express, I backed out of the room, gently closing the door behind me. The image of them, so peaceful and content, stayed with me as I descended the stairs.

Rejoining Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska in the living room, I found my place among them. The warmth from the fire crackled softly, the light dancing across their faces.

“They’re both still asleep,” I shared, my voice carrying a note of both contentment and gratitude for the tranquility they found in each other’s company.

Leigh leaned forward; her interest piqued. “Tell us, what did you and Yeska learn in Gladdenfield? Did Lernoval have any insights?”

I glanced at Yeska, then smiled. “Well, before we tell you all about that, we have some news to share, right Yeska?”

At that, Yeska blushed a little and nodded. Celeste and Leigh fixed their eyes on her, and I decided to do the talking as Yeska threw me a pleading look.

“Yeska’s staying with us!” I announced.

At once, Leigh and Celeste hopped to their feet and began clapping, giving happy squeals as they each hugged Yeska in turn.

“That’s great news, Yeska!” Leigh exclaimed. “Oh, I’ll bet we’re gonna be like sisters, you and me!”

Celeste give her a happy hug — the two of them had found much common ground in their interest in arcane subjects, much of which included the history of elvendom. “I’m so happy to hear it!” Celeste said.

Being the center of attention made Yeska blush a little, but she was obviously very happy with the girls’ reaction. For a while, we bathed in the joy of the news, but ultimately, our conversation shifted back to what we had uncovered in Gladdenfield.

I recounted our conversations with Lernoval and Grimfast, detailing the scarce information both had about Taelath and the possibility of learning more from the lorekeepers of Bronzehall.

Leigh absorbed every word, her thoughts already turning towards the next steps. “Bronzehall, then? That’s going to be quite the journey.” The prospect seemed to excite her, an adventure waiting just beyond the horizon.

Celeste nodded along, her support unwavering. “We will join you if you wish it, David. It is important for us all to learn more of your heritage.”

I appreciated their solidarity, the unspoken pledge that bound us together in our quest for answers, but I wasn’t sure if we should all go. “I’m thinking of making a quick trip to New Springfield right away,” I said, “to ask Caldwell if he can assist with the teleportation services. I would appreciate it if you would stay here and take care of Diane and Lucas.”

“Of course,” Celeste beamed, before shooting a look at Leigh and Yeska. “Do you need us all to stay here?”

“I’d like to come,” Leigh interjected, her enthusiasm clear. “A gal like me wants to travel!”

I laughed and nodded. “Sure! This time, Yeska and Celeste can stay with Diane and Lucas, and you and I can visit Caldwell.”

Leigh clapped her hands happily. “Sounds like a plan to me!”

I smiled, touched by her willingness to be part of this. “Of course, Leigh. I’d enjoy the company.”

With our plans for the trip to New Springfield laid out, Yeska, Celeste, Leigh, and I continued talking for a little while, and I was secretly hoping Diane would wake up so I could tell her what we’d found out in Gladdenfield. But we were losing daylight, and I resolved to tell her later.

“Alright, then. Let’s get going,” I said. We all stood, preparations for the day ahead already forming in our minds. I turned to Yeska and Celeste, “We’ll see you both soon.”

Leigh and I said our goodbyes, stepping out into the morning light, ready to embark on yet another journey.
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The morning was unfolding around us as Leigh and I settled into the Jeep, its familiar interior greeting us like an old friend. Leigh flashed me one of her bright smiles as I turned the key in the ignition, the engine rumbling to life beneath us.

The vehicle began a slow journey down the rutted road that led from our homestead, weaving through the vast expanse of Springfield Forest. Trees, a mix of evergreens and bare branches at this time of year, lined our path, their presence a constant reminder of the natural beauty surrounding our home.

“Lucas was just darling this morning,” Leigh said as we navigated the turns. “You know, his little face when he’s deep in sleep — it’s just too precious.” Her voice carried a warmth that only talking about Lucas could invoke.

I glanced at Leigh, noting the genuine fondness in her eyes. It struck me then how her enthusiasm for Lucas implied a deeper longing of her own — a wish perhaps, for a baby.

Leigh’s nurturing nature had always been apparent, but in moments like this, it shone through even more brightly. She was young and lively, and it only made sense for her to want to nurture life as well.

“He’s got a good little personality brewing already, doesn’t he?” I shared, steering the conversation while internally acknowledging that Leigh and I would need to discuss her feelings more deeply in the future.

The Jeep continued its steady progress, the landscape gradually opening up as we approached the old cottonwood that marked the juncture where the wider dirt road began. Its majestic frame stood like a sentinel, marking our departure from the secluded world of the forest to the broader expanse leading to New Springfield.

“He’s a little troublemaker, too,” she said, shooting me a smile. “And strong! His little fingers have a grip on ‘em, that’s for sure!”

I laughed and nodded. “Yeah, he’s a lively one! It’ll only get worse as he gets bigger, too.”

Leigh chuckled, her gaze lingering on the passing scenery. “Oof! What’ll it be like once he learns to walk! Imagine him running around, causing all kinds of mischief,” she mused.

As I chuckled at the mental image, the tree-lined path behind us now, I considered the journey ahead. The drive to New Springfield was a familiar route, yet it carried a new sense of purpose today.

Time passed swiftly as we conversed, Leigh’s company making the miles melt away as we laughed and spoke of our hopes and dreams. The journey was comfortable, marked by shared joy and quiet reflections as we each considered what the future might hold. The forest gradually gave way to more open ground, signifying our approach to the town’s outskirts.

Before long, the familiar outlines of New Springfield came into view, its stone walls and wooden gates offering both protection and welcome. As we approached, the guards stationed at the entry recognized us, offering waves of acknowledgment.

“Looks like we’re becoming regulars,” I remarked, returning their greeting as we passed through without delay. Leigh’s laughter in response was light and easy, a sound I’d grown to cherish.

The lively town of New Springfield unfolded before us, the cobblestone streets bustling with morning activities. Wagons and vehicles lined the roads, vendors shouted greetings to passersby, and townsfolk of various races moved about their day with purpose.

As we drove through, I couldn’t help but feel appreciation for the town. New Springfield was a patchwork of unity and diversity, its streets a testament to the resilience and cooperation of its inhabitants.

Finding a spot to park the Jeep took us a few turns around the town center, the vehicle eventually coming to rest near a public square that buzzed with the energy of commerce and conversation.

“Well, here we are,” I said, turning off the engine and looking over at Leigh. “Ready for whatever comes next?”

Leigh nodded, her expression one of determined curiosity. “Always,” she replied.

Our boots hit the stone pavement, the sounds of New Springfield enveloping us — a cacophony of voices, the clattering of hooves, and the subtle hum of magic that seemed to linger in the air.

We took a moment, standing beside the Jeep, to take in our surroundings. The town, in its winter dress, wore the season well, with smoke rising from chimneys and cozy lights burning behind closed windows.

“It’s nice to be back here,” Leigh observed, a smile touching her lips as she glanced my way. “Though I’m hoping our visit today brings us a step closer to understanding your Bloodline.”

I nodded, feeling a mix of anticipation and resolve. “With Caldwell’s help, we’ll be on our way to Bronzehall in no time,” I assured her, the thought of reaching out to the Coalition’s teleportation services lingering at the forefront of my mind.

We made our way down the bustling streets, threading through the crowd with a sense of purpose. Leigh’s presence beside me was reassuring, her companionship a steadying force amid the unknowns that lay ahead.

“I’ve always been fond of New Springfield,” Leigh said as we walked, her eyes scanning the busy scene. “It’s got a charm, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” I agreed, feeling grateful for the moment and the company. “It’s a lot better now that I have a Class and am not confined to it...”

She chuckled as she gave me an empathetic touch on my forearm and a loving look. “Yeah, I suppose you saw it from a different perspective...”

I winked at her and gave her a playful nudge. “How about you and I grab some lunch together? We’re not in a hurry, and I’d like to spend some time here with you.”

“Great idea!” she hummed. “Lead the way, Mr. Wilson!”


Chapter 25

Leigh and I found ourselves stepping into a small bistro nestled in one of New Springfield’s cozier streets. The entrance greeted us with the smell of fresh herbs and something sweet baking in the oven — a welcome that needed no words.

Inside, the bistro was a harmony of light and warmth. Sunlight streamed through large windows, painting everything in soft, golden hues. It played on the surfaces of wooden tables and chairs, giving the place an inviting glow. Outside, New Springfield was a canvas of winter, the trees lining the streets bare or dressed in a few brown leaves, which easily gave up their spots in the light breeze.

Our hostess, an elder elf woman with a grace that seemed innate, guided us to a table by a window. She moved with an ease that made her age seem irrelevant, her smile warm and genuine as she handed us the menus.

“You’ll enjoy our light meals,” she assured us, her voice as calming as the ambiance of the bistro. “Traditional elven cuisine!”

As we perused the menu, our choices quickly became clear. We settled on a traditional elven lunch — a selection of delicate, herbed pastries filled with a mixture of vegetables and cheeses, accompanied by a light salad dressed in a vinaigrette that promised to be both tangy and sweet.

With our order placed, Leigh turned her attention to the view outside. “It’s beautiful, how winter takes over the town,” she remarked, her eyes on the bare branches that reached for the skies and the smoke rising from chimneys.

I nodded, finding equal enchantment in the scene outside. New Springfield in winter had a magic that was gentle and pervasive, wrapping around your senses until you felt a part of it all.

Our conversation meandered, touching on small things — the meal ahead, the serene beauty outside — before drifting to our upcoming journey. “I’ve never been as far as Utah,” Leigh shared, a hint of excitement in her voice. “Bronzehall sounds like an adventure I’d love to be a part of.”

I smiled at her enthusiasm. “I’ll ask if we can all come along,” I promised. “Even Lucas, if the portal is safe for him. It would be an experience, wouldn’t it?” The idea of our family taking on this journey together was appealing, a venture into the unknown that would no doubt bring us closer.

Leigh’s smile widened at that. “It would be wonderful,” she agreed. The prospect of exploring new territories, of discovering the depths of my Bloodline, seemed to spark something in her — an adventurous spirit that matched my own.

Our lunch arrived then, delivered by our gracious hostess with a flourish that only added to the anticipation. The pastries were as delicate as described, their aroma a blend of fragrant herbs and melted cheese that made our mouths water.

Tasting the first bite was an exploration — a burst of flavors, each perfectly balanced against the other. The salad provided a refreshing contrast, its vinaigrette a perfect complement to the richness of the pastries.

As we continued our meal, Leigh broached another topic, one that had been dancing on the edge of our earlier conversations. “How are you getting along with Yeska?” she asked, genuinely curious about the dynamics within our increasingly complex household.

I took a moment before answering, considering the depth of that question. “Yeska has become an integral part of our lives,” I said carefully, wanting to convey the truth of it all. “Her presence has added a new dimension to our home, one that’s been nothing but positive.”

Leigh listened intently, her expression open and encouraging. “I’ve seen it, baby,” she hummed. “She brings a certain... vibrance, a new energy that’s hard to define but easy to appreciate.” She grinned. “I guess I’m sayin’ I like her.”

I gave a nod, feeling grateful for Leigh’s perspective. “It’s been wonderful, seeing her settle in, becoming a part of the family,” I shared. It was a sentiment Leigh clearly shared, her agreement coming in the form of a bright, sincere smile.

Our meal continued in a blend of tastes and conversation, the blend of flavors on our plates mirroring the blend of topics we discussed — our hopes for the future, the beauty of the present moment, and the journey that lay ahead.

At length, however, I reached out and touched her soft hand, making eye contact. “So, how are you finding life with little Lucas around?”

She grinned, but a little blush graced her cheeks as if she well understood the hidden meaning behind my question. If so, she didn’t acknowledge it right away.

“It’s great,” she said. “I mean, the homestead is a lovely place, but the little one makes it even more lively.”

I smiled and pressed on, “And how does it make you feel? Holding a little baby in your arms?”

She returned my smile, her blush deepening. “You’re makin’ me feel all funny, David,” she said, looking down at the table for a moment so I could admire the flutter of her long lashes before she looked up, hope twinkling in her baby-blue eyes. “What are you asking, baby?”

I squeezed her hand. “Seeing you with him makes me think how happy it would make me to share the same thing with you.”

Now, she turned beet-red, and that was a rare occurrence for a woman like Leigh, a down-to-earth and confident woman comfortable with her body and herself. “That… That would make me very happy, David.” And as she looked at me, the blaze of pure love in her eyes made my heart pound a little faster.

“Good,” I said. “Then that’s what we should try.”

She laughed and squeezed my hand. “Lots of fun to be had tryin’…” she hummed, the red on her cheeks disappearing as she changed back into the old Leigh.

I winked and nodded, leaning over the table to give her a kiss. Passion sparked between us, and I drew back with a cautioning look.

“Let’s not get too enthusiastic right away,” I said. “After all, we can’t ‘try’ right here on the table. This poor elf woman wouldn’t know what to do.”

Leigh licked her lips and threw me a simmering look. “Hm-hm,” she just hummed. “You’ll be mine soon, though, baby… Just you wait.”

I grinned as we returned to our meals. And as we finished our lunch, the sense of satisfaction was not just from the meal but from the connection Leigh and I shared — our relationship that had grown and deepened over time, one that promised to withstand whatever challenges and adventures came our way.

Finally, the elder elf came to clear our table, her movements still graceful, her demeanor still warm. “Did you enjoy your meal?” she asked, a note of pride in her inquiry.

“Very much so,” Leigh answered, her voice carrying a warmth that I echoed. “Thank you for such a delightful lunch.”

Our hostess’s smile in response was one of genuine pleasure. “You are always welcome here,” she said.

With our lunch concluded, Leigh and I lingered over our cups, not quite ready to step back into the bustle of the day. Our laughter filled the space, a sound that seemed to resonate with the light that streamed in through the windows.

But soon enough, adventure called, and we paid our bill and thanked our hostess once more. It was time to go see Caldwell.


Chapter 26

New Springfield’s Coalition headquarters rose before us, a testament to both resilience and order amid the frontier’s wild expanses. The building, its brick facade warmed by the midday sun, stood as a pillar of the community’s efforts to bridge the gap between the old world and the new.

Leigh and I approached, our steps echoing on the stone path that led to the grand entrance. The guards stationed at the door nodded to us. With a polite exchange of greetings, they opened the doors for us, ushering us into the expansive lobby beyond.

Inside, the lobby’s polished marble floors stretched out beneath an arching ceiling, where the hum of conversation and the shuffle of boots on stone filled the air. People milled about, some in fine suits discussing strategies over data pads, while others, clad in the garb of field agents, shared tales of recent assignments.

We checked in at the desk and were given coffee and told to wait. But soon enough, we were met by a young aide, her foxkin heritage evident in her fluffy ears and tail, her keen eyes, and her swift movements. She greeted us with a professional smile. “Mr. Caldwell is ready for you,” she said. “Please, follow me.”

As we were led through the bustling lobby, our guide navigated the corridors with confidence, leading us to a door at the end of a quiet hall. She knocked softly before opening it, revealing a meeting room bathed in the soft light of the afternoon.

Caldwell sat at the table, his demeanor relaxed yet attentive. The moment he saw us, his face lit up with recognition and warmth. “David, Leigh!” he exclaimed, rising to greet us with outstretched hands.

Our handshake was firm, the gesture an echo of the friendship we had built over time. “It’s good to see you again, Caldwell,” I said. “How have you been?”

Leigh shared a quick, friendly embrace with Caldwell as we exchanged pleasantries and took our seats. The room, with its simple furnishing and the view of New Springfield beyond the windows, felt like a space where decisions were made, where futures might be shaped.

“I’m doing well,” Caldwell said. “A bit swamped at the moment as we’re dealing with some… well, rowdy orcs and goblins. Nothing we can’t handle, but it keeps the Frontier Division occupied. And how are things going at the homestead?”

I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. “Well, I became a father! Diane has given birth to our son, Lucas,” I shared, the pride and joy in my voice unmistakable.

Caldwell’s reaction was immediate and heartfelt. “Congratulations!” he said, his smile broadening. “That’s wonderful news, David, Leigh! The expansion of your family… it’s a joyous occasion indeed. Come, come, sit! I’ll have someone bring coffee, and you can tell me all about it!”

Our conversation flowed naturally from there as I shared some of the details of our first days with Lucas. Caldwell listened with a warm smile on his face — something he reserved for close friends — before he fell into another spell of congratulating me and sharing his sincere happiness.

After we discussed Lucas at length, I shifted the conversation, curious to hear how Waelin was doing. “How’s Waelin’s magic contributing to the safety of new frontier settlements?” I inquired.

“It’s going well,” Caldwell replied, his tone one of satisfaction. “We’re keeping Waelin very busy. Four new frontier towns have already been established with his help, which has been indispensable.”

The news was encouraging, a sign of progress and adaptation in the face of the unknown. It was heartening to hear that Waelin’s skills were making such a tangible difference in the lives of so many.

Caldwell then turned the focus back to us. “So, it’s always pleasant to see you two. But I take it you’re here for a reason! How can I help you today?” he asked, leaning back in his chair, his gaze meeting mine with genuine interest.

Taking a deep breath, I delved into the reason for our visit. I explained about my Bloodline, the revelation Yeska had uncovered, and my desire to travel to Bronzehall to learn more about it, as well as the connection to the golden dragon Taelath.

Caldwell listened intently, nodding at key points. When I finished, he leaned forward, a knowing look in his eyes. “I am honestly not surprised at this revelation, David,” he said, a hint of amusement coloring his voice. “In my line of work, I meet a lot of people, most of them with Classes endowed upon them by the System. Rarely have I met anyone of your talents, let alone your speed in advancement. It’s clear to me your Bloodline is very special.”

I smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Caldwell. I’ll say it’s been exhilarating to learn more about it.”

He smiled and clapped his hands. “And I’ll happily make the teleportation services available for you so you can visit Bronzehall,” he offered, his willingness to assist clear. But then he paused, a thoughtful expression crossing his face.

“In return, though, I might need a small favor from you,” he said, the statement hanging in the air between us.

My curiosity was piqued. Caldwell and I had exchanged favors before, a mutual give-and-take that had always worked out to mutual benefit. But the anticipation of what he might ask this time added an edge to the conversation.

“Well, what can we do for you?” I asked.
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Caldwell met my gaze, a spark of something like excitement briefly crossing his features. “It’s something that could benefit us both,” he said.

“Those are the best deals,” Leigh put in.

Chuckling, Caldwell folded his hands on the table. “It just so happens that the Redmane dwarves of Bronzehall have requested the Coalition’s aid. They are struggling with a nest of basilisks in the Sky Mines,” he explained, his voice carrying a note of seriousness.

Leigh’s brows furrowed, a question already forming in her mind. “The Sky Mines?” she interjected, tilting her head slightly. “What are those?”

Caldwell nodded at her query. “Ah, the Sky Mines are quite extraordinary. They’re a series of towers built high into the mountains. These structures serve as anchors for floating mineral deposits, materials crucial for magical crafting. Quite unique to Bronzehall.”

“And you believe we’re suited for this task?” I found myself asking, intrigued and slightly wary at the prospect. This was a detour I hadn’t anticipated.

“Absolutely,” Caldwell confirmed with a nod. “Your group, David, has shown both resourcefulness and strength. I can think of no better party to tackle this threat. There’s also a reward, of course.”

A silence fell upon us as Leigh and I absorbed the information. The idea of venturing into the Sky Mines, of facing basilisks, was both daunting and thrilling.

“What kind of reward are the dwarves offering?” Leigh dove right into pragmatics, her gaze flickering between Caldwell and me.

Caldwell’s lips upturned in a small smile. “A significant prize in coins,” he replied. “Enough to support any homestead’s expansion or cover any needs or projects you might have.”

The notion of such a reward sparked thoughts of the homestead, of the possibilities that lay in expansion or improvement. Leigh caught my eye, and I could see the wheels turning in her mind as well.

“It’s an enticing offer,” I admitted, though the weight of such a decision lay heavy on my mind. The safety of our home, of Diane and Lucas, was paramount.

Caldwell nodded, understanding. “Take your time to discuss it among yourselves. I know the birth of Lucas changes things.”

The mention of my son brought a warm smile to my face. “Yes, I’ll need to talk this over with Celeste, Yeska, and especially Diane,” I said, my thoughts drifting home.

“Of course, David,” Caldwell said, his tone supportive. “Just let me know your decision. If it’s a ‘yes,’ we can start making arrangements. But let me add this: it’s a rare occurrence for the dwarves to ask the Coalition for aid. They are independent, and they value their independence so much that it’s difficult to strengthen diplomatic relations with them. Helping them now will bridge the expanse and allow us to foster closer ties with the Redmane dwarves. Sure, it’s just one clan, but it’s a big one, and it might offer openings for the future to strengthen relations with other clans.”

“Sounds important for the Coalition,” I said.

He nodded. “Yes. We will be sending a team no matter what. But I would prefer it to be you and your women, David. You have the right skills, and you already have warm relations with Vartlebeck, proving you have a talent for dealing with dwarves.”

I nodded, promising to contemplate the offer with care. Our meeting wound down from there, the conversation shifting to lighter topics as we prepared to part ways. We touched on the state of the homestead and affairs in Gladdenfield Outpost, Caldwell’s favorite outpost on the frontier. From there, we meandered through mutual acquaintances and other things, until it was time for us all to get back to business.

Caldwell stood, extending a hand. “Safe travels back to your homestead. Say, here’s an idea…” He paused for a moment. “Why don’t I drop by the day after tomorrow? You can introduce me to the latest addition to the Wilson family! And you can tell me what you and your wives decided while I’m there.”

I shook his hand firmly and smiled. “That’s actually a great idea, Caldwell. We’d love to have you as a guest at the homestead.”

“It’s a deal, then!” he said. “I’ll come by, and you can tell me all about it!”

Leigh, always keen to wrap things up on a light note, shared a quick hug with Caldwell. “We’ll see ya soon!” she said with a laugh.

Caldwell chuckled. “You will! I’m eager to meet Lucas and see what you made of the place since last I visited.”

With our goodbyes said, Leigh and I exited the headquarters, stepping back into the bustle of New Springfield. The town stretched around us, alive with the day’s activities.

The air was crisp, early winter upon us, as we made our way to the Jeep. Our steps were thoughtful, both of us pondering the same question: what would this new adventure mean for our family?

“We should head back now,” I suggested, breaking the comfortable silence between us. “We’ll be home before sunset to discuss this with the others.”

Leigh agreed, her demeanor upbeat despite the weight of the decision ahead. “Let’s do that,” she said, her tone decisive.

As we climbed into the Jeep, setting off towards the homestead, I sensed the stirrings of a new chapter beginning.

Adventure seemed to have its way of finding us…


Chapter 27

By the time Leigh and I were home again, evening settled softly over the homestead. The day’s adventures and conversations wound down into a quiet moment around the dinner table. Celeste, with her usual grace, served us a dish of elven venison, its aroma rich and inviting.

The table was set with care, each plate, fork, and knife placed with precision that spoke of a routine perfected over time. Diane sat next to me, Lucas cradled gently in her arms, his blue eyes wide and curious about the world around him.

Across from us, Yeska and Leigh shared side glances and small smirks, their whispered conversations pausing as Celeste brought the last of the dishes to the table. The warmth from the kitchen stove mixed with the delicious aroma of the venison, creating an atmosphere of cozy comfort.

“This looks incredible, Celeste,” I said, taking in the sight of the meal before us. A sense of gratitude filled me, not just for the food but for the sense of family gathered around this table.

Diane, ever the attentive mother, adjusted Lucas in her arms so she could also partake in the meal. Her gentle movements, so full of care, never ceased to amaze me.

“Thank you, David,” Celeste replied, her cheeks coloring slightly at the compliment. She took her place at the table, her presence completing our circle.

As we began to eat, the conversational lull gave way to the sounds of cutlery and contented sighs. The venison was as tender and flavorful as it looked, a testament to Celeste’s skill in the kitchen.

It was during this peaceful interlude that I chose to broach the subject of Caldwell’s proposal. “There’s a few things I wanted to discuss with all of you,” I began, setting down my fork to gather their focused attention.

With that, all eyes were on me. I began by shooting a Yeska a smile, then looking at Diane. “So, I already told Leigh and Celeste while you were sleeping, Diane,” I said, “but Yeska and I had a conversation when we were in Gladdenfield, and I asked her if she wants to stay with us. And she does!”

Diane’s eyes sparked as she gave a happy yelp and hopped to her feet. For a moment, she seemed a little confused as she obviously wanted to hug Yeska, but she was still holding Lucas. Laughing, I came to her aid and took our little boy in my arms.

“Yeska!” Diane exclaimed, wrapping her in a hug. “I am so, so happy that you’re joining us!”

“Me, too!” Yeska squealed.

The two held each other in a warm hug , and we all watched with smiled on our faces. When Diane drew back, she looked Yeska in the eyes and added, “Again, I’m sorry I was a bit… cold when we first met. I was… all fired up with hormones.”

Yeska laughed and waved it away. “It’s nothing. You should see us catkin when we’re pregnant.”

“Maybe we will…” Leigh teased, winning a blush from Yeska. “And speakin’ o’ pregnant…”

With that, mouths dropped all around the table, and Leigh laughed and made a calming gesture. “Now, now, ain’t no bun in the oven just yet!” she added, and the other women chuckled. “But uh…” At this, she shot me a loving look. “David and I decided it’d sure be nice… So, y’know… We’re gonna be tryin’.”

“Oh, Leigh, that is fantastic news!” Celeste said as she wrapped the blonde in a hug. “And David, too!”

The other girls moved in to hug and congratulate. I could tell it was making Leigh a little nervous, because she immediately started making lots of jokes about the ‘activity’ she and I would need to engage in. That made me smile; it was just Leigh’s way of dealing with the excitement.

We basked in the happiness of all this good and exciting news for a little while, speaking about how things had come to be. The girls wanted a word-by-word recount of the conversation between me and Yeska, and Yeska laughed out loud as Leigh recounted the joke I had made about getting started on putting a bun in her oven right on the table in the bistro.

After we had talked and joked, the talk turned to more serious matters, with Diane and Celeste and Yeska still curious about how things had gone in New Springfield.

“Caldwell came to us with a task,” I continued, explaining the situation in Bronzehall, Utah — the nest of basilisks in the Sky Mines and the Redmane dwarves’ request for help.

Diane’s brow furrowed at the mention of adventure, her protective nature immediately coming to the fore. “What about Lucas?” she asked, her worry evident in her tone.

“Of course, Lucas can’t join us in the mines,” I told her, understanding her concerns. “But you both should come to Bronzehall. Dwarves have midwives and nurses as well, and I’m sure we can find someone to watch him so he can stay in the dwarven city while we deal with the basilisks.”

“Maybe the dwarves have a nursery or somethin’,” Leigh put in. “Would be better if you could join us! We’re better as a team!”

Diane considered this quietly, her gaze shifting to Lucas, who gurgled softly, oblivious to the weight of our conversation. After a moment, she nodded. “I agree,” she hummed, her eyes meeting each of ours in turn. “But won’t it be dangerous?”

“We’ll be careful, Diane,” Leigh chimed in, her voice carrying the strength of her conviction. Yeska and Celeste nodded in agreement as a silent vow shared among us.

“Well, then,” Diane said, “I think we should go. It sounds important, and I’d prefer for us all to be together.”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “And we’ll make sure that Lucas is in good hands before we leave. If he isn’t, we simply won’t be leaving.”

Diane nodded, shooting me a happy smile at hearing the resolve in my voice. “Agreed, my love,” she said. “In that case, let’s do it!”

I nodded. “If you’re on board, then we’re going.”

All the other girls hopped about excitedly in their chairs, looking forward to the adventure. I couldn’t help but feel moved by the unity our little family showed in moments like this. “Caldwell will come by the day after tomorrow to hear our decision,” I announced, “giving us a day to prepare the homestead.”

The news of Caldwell’s visit and the upcoming journey seemed to spark a renewed energy around the table. Yeska’s eyes gleamed with the thrill of the adventure, and Leigh’s smile widened in anticipation.

“Bronzehall... It will be an unforgettable journey,” Celeste mused, her voice tinged with excitement. The prospect of seeing new places and facing unknown challenges was a lure for us all.

Diane, though still wrapped in her concern for Lucas’s well-being, couldn’t hide the flicker of excitement in her eyes. “Well, it does sound exciting…” she said, her motherly worry mingling with a hint of wanderlust.

Dinner continued amidst plans and speculation, the warmth of our familial bonds intertwining with the promise of new adventures. It was moments like these that I cherished deeply — the laughter, the shared plans and ambitions, and the comfort of belonging.

As the meal concluded and we lingered over the last bites, the domesticants, Ghostie and Sir Boozles, flitted about the dining room, taking care of the cleanup with their usual efficiency. Their presence, always a light, joyful addition to our home, reminded me of the magic that connected us all.

With the table cleared and the evening stretching before us, I rose, cradling Lucas in my arms as we moved to the living room. The fire crackled invitingly, its warmth beckoning us to gather close.

Diane settled next to me on the couch, her head resting lightly on my shoulder as we watched the flames dance. Yeska and Leigh found their places as well, Celeste joining us with a contented sigh.

The quiet of the room wrapped around us, a peaceful end to a day that had seen the merging of past, present, and future. Lucas, nestled against me, watched the fire with wide-eyed wonder, a new world unfolding before him.

Conversation flowed softly, the gentle sound of laughter and quiet whispers filling the space between us. It was a tableau of contentment, a moment captured in the glow of the firelight.

“This is what family feels like,” I said, looking around at the faces illuminated by the fire’s warmth. Diane’s gentle smile, Leigh’s contented gaze, Yeska’s thoughtful expression, and Celeste’s serene countenance — all reflections of the home we had built together.

The others agreed with me, and we snuggled close together near the fire. And as the night wore on and the flames dimmed, a sense of anticipation settled over us. Adventure awaited, yes, but for now, we relished the quiet night by the fire, knowing that whatever came our way, we would face it together.


Chapter 28

Waking that morning felt like emerging from a deep, untouched seam of earth — a return to the surface after a long, enveloping night. Beside me, Leigh and Celeste stirred lightly, their peaceful faces dappled with the room’s dim early light, each breath a soft whisper in the quiet.

I slid gently from between the sheets, careful not to disturb them, and stood for a moment looking down. The sight of them there, so serene, filled me with tenderness.

Downstairs, the house was already warmed by the early morning activities. The kitchen — the heart of our home — greeted me with the welcome clatter of dishes and the muffled murmur of voices.

Diane was there, her back to me, standing at the counter and chatting with Yeska, who was cradling Lucas in her arms. The sight of them — so natural, so content in each other’s company — stilled me at the threshold.

The domesticants, Ghostie and Sir Boozles, flitted about, their presence almost like additional notes in the morning’s symphony. They carried away empty mugs and swept around our feet, their spectral forms darting with purpose.

Stepping into the kitchen, I cleared my throat softly, announcing my presence. Diane turned with a smile that reached her eyes, and Yeska looked over with a playful, glowing grin.

I made my way to them, leaning in to press a morning kiss to Diane’s cheek, then brushing one against Lucas’s forehead before turning to Yeska, who seemed to bear a certain lightness, a spark, that hadn’t been there before.

“Good morning,” I said, my voice carrying all the warmth the scene before me inspired. Yeska’s reply was a chirp of amusement, her gaze flicking briefly to Diane before meeting mine again.

Diane chuckled, a soft laugh that filled the kitchen. “Yeska was just telling me about your... little adventure in Gladdenfield,” she said, the tease unmistakable in her tone.

Yeska giggled, the sound bubbling up like a spring. “Oh, it was nothing too scandalous,” she quipped, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

I shook my head, a laugh escaping me as well. Observing Diane’s playful reaction, the understanding that passed between us, was a relief. It was a true demonstration that her viewpoint on Yeska had shifted in a direction that made my heart light and the future full of options.

“Well, I’m happy you two had a good time,” Diane said, shooting us both a warm look, and Yeska replied with a thankful look of her own. “How about coffee, David?” Diane asked, smiling at me.

As Diane poured herself and me a cup of coffee, the rich aroma weaving through the air, I found myself settling into the morning with an ease that felt both comforting and deeply right.

Leigh and Celeste soon joined us, the former’s hair tousled from sleep, the latter moving with her characteristic quiet grace. Their arrival seemed to complete our morning gathering, the kitchen now a hub of warmth and shared lives.

“What’s the plan for today?” Leigh asked as she helped herself to a cup of coffee, leaning back against the counter with an ease born of familiarity.

I took a sip of my coffee before answering, “I’m thinking of spending the morning brewing some health and mana potions in the alchemy lab. I’ll tackle the chicken coop with the duergar later in the afternoon.”

Diane nodded, her gaze lingering on Lucas as he made a soft cooing sound. “And what about us?” she inquired, a playful edge to her voice.

“I think you all can manage the rest of the work?” I asked, half a question, half a request. “That way, I can focus on the alchemy and finishing the coop.”

“Of course,” Yeska said, her voice carrying a confidence that had grown ever steadier in the time she’d been with us. “We’ve got it covered.”

Celeste added, “We’ll make sure everything runs smoothly.”

Leigh chimed in with a grin, “Just leave it to us!”

Breakfast continued in a lovely hum of conversation and clinking cutlery, the room bathed in the soft light that filtered through the kitchen windows, highlighting the familial scene.

As we finished up, the plates cleared away by our domesticants, there was a sense of readiness that filled the room, a gearing up for the tasks that lay ahead, and I was looking forward to doing some work around the place.

“Well,” I said, setting down my cup, “it’s time to get to it.”
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After breakfast, I headed over to my alchemy laboratory. The separate, modest building on the homestead’s grounds housed all the essentials for potion brewing — shelves lined with carefully labeled jars, a worktable with an array of tools, and a sturdy stove for distillation and boiling processes.

I stepped inside, feeling the slight shift from the home’s warm ambiance to the practical, somewhat clinical atmosphere of the laboratory. The first task on my agenda was brewing healing potions — a staple for any homesteader living on the edge of the frontier.

I began by inspecting my ingredients, spread out before me on the wooden worktable. The Blackheart berry juice, vital for the healing potion’s base, gleamed darkly within its glass container, its potency evident in the deep, almost opaque color.

Next, there was the Simmerstalk, just waiting to be boiled down. Its stalks would release the healing properties necessary for the potion’s effectiveness. The bunches of Simmerstalk looked robust and ready, their scent already promising the strength they’d contribute.

And then, there was Thulaemos. I picked up the bundle of dried, sweet-scented herbs, their aroma instantly calming. The Thulaemos leaves needed to be powdered — a task requiring patience and a steady hand.

With my ingredients accounted for, I set about the task. First came the Blackheart berry juice. I poured the designated amount into a large, clean cauldron positioned over the stove. The rich color seemed to absorb the light around it, dark and mysterious.

I added water to the cauldron, carefully measuring to ensure the correct dilution. The balance had to be precise — too much water would weaken the potion’s effect, too little, and it could become toxic.

With the liquid base prepared, I turned to the Simmerstalk. Using a sharp knife, I began to chop the sturdy stalks into smaller, more manageable pieces. Each slice resonated with a small, satisfying sound, the plant’s essence beginning to mingle with the Blackheart berry juice.

Once chopped, I added the Simmerstalk to the cauldron, watching as the liquid slowly took on a new character. The heat would need to be controlled, a slow simmer allowing the stalks to release their healing properties without boiling over.

As the mixture began its slow transformation, I turned my attention to the Thulaemos. Placing a handful of the dried leaves into a mortar, I picked up the pestle and began the process of grinding them into a fine powder.

The scent that rose from the mortar was gentle, a reminder of why Thulaemos was such an integral part of the healing potion. Its soothing properties not only promoted physical healing but also lent a measure of calm to those who consumed it.

With the Thulaemos finely powdered, I paused to check on the cauldron. The scent of the simmering liquid had filled the laboratory, a complex aroma that spoke of the powerful potion it would soon become.

Satisfied that the simmering process was progressing as expected, I added the Thulaemos powder to the cauldron. The powder’s effect was immediate, the liquid’s color lightening ever so slightly as it accepted the new ingredient.

The process of stirring began then, a rhythmic action that required both focus and a gentle hand. The wooden spoon moved in steady circles, ensuring that the ingredients melded together just so.

As the potion neared completion, I prepared the glass vials and a funnel. Bottling the potion required a careful hand — the liquid was both valuable and potent, and not a drop could be wasted.

The simmering came to an end, the potion now a vibrant, slightly swirling liquid that seemed to hold the essence of health within its depths. I removed the cauldron from the heat, allowing it to cool just enough to be handled safely.

One by one, I filled the glass vials, the funnel guiding the precious liquid carefully into each container. The sound of the potion filling the vials was a quiet, satisfying conclusion to the brewing process.

With all vials filled, I sealed them with cork stoppers, securing the healing properties within. A dozen healing potions now sat lined on my worktable, their presence a testament to the morning’s work.

Turning my attention to the mana potions, I brought out the sliced and pulped Thauma Roots and the nectar-filled Magebread flowers. These, along with the crushed Wispsilk leaves, formed the foundation of my next concoction, the quintessential mana potion.

I began by filling another cauldron with water, this time adjusting the heat to bring it to a steady boil. The Thauma Roots were the first to be added, their vibrant color leaching into the water, signaling the start of their magical infusion.

Next came the crushed Wispsilk leaves, their ethereal appearance belying the potent energy they released into the boiling mixture.

I carefully dripped the Magebread flower nectar into the cauldron, the liquid meeting the boiling mixture with a gentle hiss. The transformation was immediate, the potion’s color brightening, swirling with the promise of restored mana.

Stirring once more took on a meditative quality, the spoon moving with practiced ease as the potion came together. The ingredients merged, their properties harmonizing to create a potent brew.

With the mana potion complete, I repeated the bottling process, filling another set of vials with the glowing liquid. Another dozen mana potions were added to my stock, their energy contained but palpable.

With the potions finished, it was a natural progression to think of lunch. The morning’s work had been satisfying and solitary, but the day still held much to be done.

But before I would resume work on the coop, I’d link up with the girls, hear what they’d been up to this morning, and grab a bite to eat.


Chapter 29

The girls had already gathered around the kitchen table and spread it with good fare. Diane, managing both conversation and Lucas with a grace I’ve watched bloom since his arrival, shared snippets of the morning spent tending to our newest addition, her voice painting pictures of their quiet hours together.

Meanwhile, Yeska, her days now melding seamlessly into our fabric, chimed in with her experiences of assisting Diane, her hands growing more adept with our son. Leigh, having returned from her early patrol of the traps, recounted her circuit with a vividness that spoke of her love for the outdoors.

Truth be told, it made me yearn to get out there again. Luckily, we soon would, provided that everything with Caldwell would go according to plan.

Celeste, who had spent the better part of yesterday preparing catches for the smokehouse, detailed her process while we ate. It was a simple but delicious lunch, consumed amidst conversations that tangled and untwined across the table, each voice adding a layer, a texture to our shared midday meal.

And as plates began to clear, the girls’ attention turned to me, their gentle inquisition into how I spent my morning, a curiosity as warm and inviting as the meal we had just shared. I spoke of the laboratory, of the potions bubbling away beneath my care — healing and mana.

“You’re becoming a proper alchemist!” Celeste commented. “Uncle Waelin would love to talk shop with you!”

I chuckled at that. “Thanks, Celeste, but I’m not sure if I’m at Waelin’s level yet. After all, he actually has the Alchemist Class.”

“An unfair advantage!” Leigh put in, waving her spoon and winning a chuckle from us all.

“And besides,” I said. “I have chickens to tend to as well. So, I can’t spend as much time brewing potions as he can.”

“Oh yeah, the coop!” Diane hummed.

“Yep,” I said. “I think I’ll be able to finish it today.”

As the meal wound to its close, I stood, ready to join the duergar outside. The coop awaited, a project that had grown from mere necessity into something akin to a passion.

Outside, the stark contrast between the kitchen’s warmth and the day’s chill was a bracing reminder of the work ahead. The duergar awaited, its blue skin stark against the browns and greens of our homestead.

Together, we approached the coop, the posts standing sentinel where we had left them, ready to be joined by the chicken wire that lay coiled, awaiting its purpose.

With the trench already dug, the wire laid out and staked we turned our attention to the henhouse. We built the frame fast enough, then proceeded to building the walls, the nesting boxes, and the roosts. I summoned two additional duergar to do this, and honestly, I didn’t have to much myself. Mostly, I just watched as the structure rose.

When the henhouse was done, we moved to the last stage. We would need to cover the coop as predator birds could swoop in otherwise. And so, we stretched the wire overhead, a canopy of protection against threats from above. Each intersection of wire was secured, an unbroken shield from sky to ground.

As the afternoon waned, our work drew to a close. The coop now stood fortified, its trench a hidden defense against burrowing critters, its wire a visible deterrent.

The duergar, without a word, nodded its satisfaction with our work, its blue eyes on the coop, a structure now ready to welcome its occupants.

I stood back, taking in the sight. There were few things more satisfying than completing a project like this. Soon enough, the chickens hobbled about within their safe enclosure, on occasion cocking their heads when they got close to the chicken wire as they pecked for seeds in the soil.

It was a homey sight — something satisfying that marked a new expansion for our homestead.

Joining my family back inside, I shared the completion of our work. The sense of accomplishment was mutual, a shared victory in our continuous building of a life together.

After that, dinner was a lively affair, the table once again a meeting place for tales of the day and plans for tomorrow. Talk turned to supplies needed for our upcoming journey, a list compiled with care and consideration.

Every item was discussed, from the practical to the precautionary. Having Lucas join us added layers to our planning, each decision weighed with his well-being in mind.

As the evening deepened, we finalized our list. The thought of setting out again, this time with Lucas in tow, was both exhilarating and daunting.

Retiring to the living room, we found solace by the fire’s glow. Conversations meandered, laughter rose and fell, and the warmth of our family bond embraced us all.

This night was a precursor to the journey ahead. As we sat together, the work of the day completed, the plans for tomorrow set, a feeling of readiness settled over us. Tomorrow, we would embark on our path to New Springfield with Caldwell.

And from there to Bronzehall…


Chapter 30

The morning brought its usual routines, but today held a sense of anticipation, different from the others. I had just finished a patrol around the homestead with Mr. Drizzles and Sparky. Their presence was always a reminder of the magic that tangled so casually with our daily lives. I spotted Caldwell’s recognizable black SUV making its way towards us.

Caldwell, in his role within the Frontier Division, was not a stranger to our home, yet his visits always seemed to herald change — a pivot point around which our quiet life momentarily spun. I watched as he parked the vehicle with practiced ease, stepping out to greet the day.

There was a familiarity in the way he approached, a smile touching his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes — eyes that seemed perpetually shadowed by the weight of his responsibilities. “David,” he called out, raising a hand in greeting as he neared.

“Caldwell,” I returned, my voice carrying a warmth borne of respect and a growing friendship. We shook hands, the grip firm, a silent acknowledgement of the mutual consideration that had developed between us.

“Please, come inside,” I invited, leading the way.

Our home, open and welcoming, appeared to stand taller somehow, as though it too recognized the importance of Caldwell’s visit. Inside, the smells of breakfast still lingered, mixing with the fresh scent of morning.

Diane was already there, sitting in the living room with Lucas nestled comfortably in her arms. Her eyes lit up at Caldwell’s entrance, and she offered him a happy nod.

Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska turned from where they had been conversing by the fireplace, their attention shifting smoothly to include our guest. Yeska, her demeanor always so vibrant, seemed especially flushed this morning, her eyes gleaming with what I suspected was a mix of excitement and a touch of nervousness.

Caldwell’s gaze swept over the room, taking in the faces of those who had become my family. When his eyes landed on Lucas, a softness seemed to touch his features. “Well, now, isn’t he a sight?” he remarked, stepping closer to get a better look at my son.

Diane, pride apparent in every line of her body, held Lucas out slightly.

Caldwell leaned in, admiring the baby. “Healthy as can be, by the looks of him,” he said, his voice carrying a genuine note of pleasure. “What a gorgeous kid, David, Diane!”

We exchanged smiles and thanked Caldwell before he turned his attention to Yeska. “And you, Yeska, are you living here at the homestead now?” he inquired with a casual interest that belied the keen observation I knew him capable of.

Yeska’s response was immediate, a slight blush coloring her cheeks as she replied, “I am, yes!” But she still seemed to be dealing with the reality of the situation, and my heart was warmed when Diane responded at once by wrapping an arm around Yeska, drawing her into the fold with an ease and certainty that spoke volumes.

“Yes, she is staying,” Diane confirmed, her support both unwavering and tender.

Yeska’s reaction was as immediate as it was heartfelt. Her face lit up, a beaming smile transforming her expression as she leaned into Diane’s embrace. The appreciation she felt in that moment was palpable, a silent thank you that needed no further words.

Caldwell watched the exchange, a smile touching his lips. “Well then, that settles it,” he said, his approval clear. Turning back to me, he shifted the conversation towards the task at hand. “About the quest to the Sky Mines,” he began, his tone turning serious.

We all took our seats, giving Caldwell our full attention. He recounted the details of the quest once more, emphasizing the dangers and the necessity of eliminating the basilisk threat. His explanation was thorough, leaving no doubt as to the importance of the task.

Reaching the end of his description, Caldwell’s gaze found mine, seeking a response. I looked around at the faces of my loved ones, each of them signaling their support in their own way.

“We have decided to accept the quest,” I stated, feeling a surge of determination. The dangers were clear, but so was the necessity. “We can head to New Springfield right away,” I added, ready to tackle whatever challenges lay ahead.

Caldwell’s expression was one of satisfaction, mixed with an unmistakable respect. “I had no doubt you would,” he replied. “Your courage and commitment have always set you apart, David.”

Standing, Caldwell gestured towards the door. “Then let us waste no time. I may have arranged for the teleportation services before I left in hopes that you’d be coming back with me,” he said, turning to lead the way.

Despite the risks, there was a sense of excitement that permeated the air around us as we gathered the last of our things, bags prepared in advance. The prospect of facing the unknown, of discovering new truths, lent a palpable energy to our movements as we prepared to leave.

As we stepped outside, the crisp morning air greeted us, a reminder of the world beyond our doorsteps. It was a world filled with wonder and danger, with stories yet to be written and destinies yet to be fulfilled.

“Let’s get going,” I said, feeling a final burst of resolve. Our journey was about to begin, our paths set towards New Springfield and the Sky Mines beyond.
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Making our final preparations and loading up the Jeep, I thought about the instructions I had left with Mr. Drizzles, Sparky, and the duergar.

“Keep the homestead safe,” I had commanded them, “and tend to it as if we never left.” Their silent acknowledgment, a shimmer in Mr. Drizzles’s stormy form and a nod from the duergar, was all the reassurance I needed.

The domesticants, Ghostie and Sir Boozles, had zipped around excitedly as we prepared to leave, their playful chirps surrounding us. I trusted them to keep the lighter spirits alive in our absence.

The larroling, with its hulking presence, seemed almost melancholic as we loaded the supplies into the Jeep, sensing that we would depart. Leigh patted its shaggy fur to calm it. It grunted, a sound that I had come to understand as acceptance.

“Looks like we’re about ready to head out,” I told Caldwell when me and the girls had loaded everything into the Jeep and strapped a couple of extra packs on Colonel.

“Good!” he said, offering me a smile. “Off to another adventure for you and your girls, then.”

I smiled and nodded. “Indeed.”

“Looking forward to it?” he asked.

“I am,” I said. “We love it here, but changing things up every now and then is good. We get to move out of our comfort zones and learn new things. And, of course, we bring those lessons home with us, as well as the stories, and life becomes even more interesting.”

He chuckled and nodded. “You and I are of like minds, my friend,” he said. “Come on, let’s waste no more daylight!”

I turned to my women, who were ready to move. “Let’s go, everyone!” I said.

I watched as Leigh and Yeska took the lead on Colonel, setting a pace that spoke of eagerness and the thrill of the adventure ahead. Diane, Celeste, Lucas, and I settled into the Jeep, with the larroling hanging on the back.

The drive and ride through Springfield Forest was a journey of reflection for me. The trees, a mix of evergreens and bare branches, stood as silent witnesses to our passage, their presence a constant reminder of the natural beauty that surrounded our home.

I thought of how much had changed since I first came to claim my homestead, of the way my family had grown and evolved. From finding Leigh, Diane, and Celeste, to welcoming Yeska and now Lucas into our lives, each addition had brought a new dimension to our existence.

The road unfolded before us, a ribbon of possibilities that stretched into the heart of the forest. The familiarity of the route did nothing to diminish the sense of heading into uncharted territory, each turn a reminder of the journeys we had taken and those still to come.

Caldwell’s SUV led the way, and we followed through the winding forest paths. I could see Leigh and Yeska ahead, Colonel’s steady gait a comforting rhythm that guided us through the quiet morning.

Diane sat beside me, Lucas held close, her silence a peaceful accompaniment to the hum of the Jeep’s engine. In her eyes, I saw the reflection of our shared dreams, a future that we were building together, one adventure at a time.

Celeste, her gaze lost to the passing scenery, seemed to be contemplating the journey ahead, her thoughts undoubtedly on the tales of Tannoris and the magic that intertwined with our own world.

Yeska’s laughter, carried back to us on the wind, was a reminder of the bonds that had formed between us, of the joy that had become a staple of our everyday life.

The drive through Springfield Forest, a familiar journey made anew by the significance of our destination, was a time of quiet contemplation for me. The trees, with their changing leaves, whispered stories of change and growth, a mirror to our own lives.

As we emerged from the cover of the forest, the landscape opening up before us, I felt a stirring of excitement. The open road was a call to adventure, a promise of discoveries yet to be made.

As the drive through Springfield Forest came to a close, the walls of New Springfield dawned ahead, a sight quite familiar by now.

“Here we are,” I said quietly, throwing a look at my large and loving family. “Now let’s get our butts to Utah!”

Diane chuckled and shook her head, and Celeste joined in as I steered us into New Springfield. Caldwell’s presence made sure we were allowed to pass without scrutiny, and we were allowed to use the Coalition parking lot near the headquarters and the private stables for Colonel.

Within minutes, we were on our way to the portal room.


Chapter 31

Walking into the portal room felt like entering a cathedral of sorts, only instead of stained glass and pews, there stood a towering structure of stone and magic at its center.

The scaffolding around it, with mages perched at various levels, brought a stark reminder of the effort that went into maintaining such wonders. Caldwell’s pride in the Coalition’s achievements was evident as he gestured towards the intricate setup.

“There we are, my friends. The portal.”

“Amazing,” Celeste murmured, and the other girls agreed with her.

I couldn’t help but marvel at the sight. The portal, with its shimmering purple surface, seemed to hum with energy, a low, persistent sound that felt like it was tapping directly into the marrow of the world. Around it, the elven mages focused intently, their hands moving in precise, deliberate patterns.

The air in the room was thick with mana, a palpable presence that made the hair on my arms stand on end. I mentioned to Caldwell how impressed I was, not just with the spectacle but with the understanding of the resource and coordination it required.

His acknowledgment came with a slight nod, an affirmation of the Coalition’s dedication and resources poured into these gateways. “It’s a joint effort,” he said. “Many of us work on this.”

Diane, who had been quietly observing, shifted Lucas in her arms before turning to Caldwell. “Is this truly safe for little Lucas?” she asked.

Caldwell, with the assurance of someone who had seen many people pass safely through these portals, nodded. “It is, Diane,” he confirmed. “No need to worry.” The certainty in his voice seemed to ease her concern, if only by a margin.

Caldwell then excused himself to speak with one of the elder elven mages. Observing them, I could tell the conversation was crucial, perhaps a final clearance before we could proceed. The elder mage, his attention momentarily on us, turned his focus back to the portal, his hands joining the coordinated dance of mana control.

When Caldwell returned, he informed us that everything was ready for our passage. The trust in his eyes was clear — he believed in our capabilities and the importance of our journey. It was a hefty endorsement, coming from him.

“The time has come for you to step through!” he said. “Now, as I assured you before: you need not worry. It is safe.”

“Thank you, Caldwell,” I said, giving him a nod and a smile. “You really came through for us.”

“Just deal with those basilisks, and we’ll call it more than even,” he responded with a grin. “The Redmane dwarves will owe us after that, which will bring the Coalition and their clan closer.”

As he wished us luck and stepped aside, the reality of what we were about to do settled in. Leigh gave me a quick, encouraging smile, a silent message of solidarity and adventure that had always bound us.

Taking a deep breath, I turned to my companions. The room, for a moment, seemed to stand still around us, the hum of the portal filling the space with an otherworldly vibration.

“I’m going to go through first,” I told them. “I want to make sure that it’s safe for all of you.”

There were a few protests, but the girls agreed someone should be the first to try, and I was the most powerful and arcanely skilled member of our group. If anything went wrong, I had the best chance of dealing with it through my mastery of mana. So, in the end, they all agreed.

Stepping towards the portal, the mages’ chants grew louder, a harmonious blend that seemed to beckon me forward. With each step, the energy in the room seemed to spike, an anticipation that was almost tangible.

Reaching the base of the scaffold, I looked up at the mages, each one deeply focused on their task. Their hands moved with grace and precision, weaving spells that kept the purple maw stable and inviting.

Turning back to my family, I shared a moment with each of them — Diane’s worried yet trusting gaze, Leigh’s excited grin, Celeste’s calm nod, and Yeska’s intense stare. Each look was a thread tying me to them, a reminder of what we were setting out to achieve.

With a nod to Caldwell, who stood back with a watchful eye, I faced the portal directly. The purple surface shimmered, a dance of light and shadow that seemed to pull at the very air around it.

I took one last look around the room, at the mages on their platforms, their chants now a steady backdrop to my focused thoughts. The scaffolding, with its wooden planks and metal supports, creaked softly, a subtle soundtrack to the moment’s weight.

Then, without further hesitation, I took the step forward, my hand reaching out to the portal’s surface. At the threshold, a slight hesitation gripped me, a natural response to stepping into the unknown.

The sensation of touching the portal was not what I expected. There was no shock, no sudden jolt of energy. Instead, there was a gentle prickle on my skin, a feeling as if someone was running their hand over my back.

A breath caught in my throat as I pushed forward, the portal’s surface giving way under my touch with surprising ease. The resistance I had braced for was absent, replaced by an almost welcoming pull.

The room behind me began to fade, the sounds of chants and the crackle of the portal growing distant. Ahead, the portal’s interior opened up, a tunnel of swirling purples and blues that drew me in.

Time seemed to distort around me, the few seconds of passage stretching out. The energy enveloped me fully, the sensation prickling across my skin growing in intensity but never crossing into discomfort.

As I moved through the portal, the thought of what awaited on the other side filled me with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. The mission, Caldwell’s faith, and the unknown variables of Bronzehall were all points of focus in the whirlwind of my thoughts.

The light at the end of the tunnel began to brighten, the end of the passage coming into sight. The transition felt smoother than anticipated, the energies guiding rather than pushing.

And then, with a brief but gentle flash of light, I appeared in my new environs, leaving the familiar behind for the promise of what lay ahead in Bronzehall.
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Stepping through the portal, the atmosphere changed almost instantly. The air here was thick with an earthy scent, a combination of stone and metal that was as refreshing as it was foreign.

My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dimmer light of the Bronzehall portal room, which differed markedly from the one we had left behind. The stone here was of a warm yellow tint, and every surface seemed to speak of the dwarves’ craftsmanship, with ornate carvings filling the room.

The portal’s hum gradually faded into the background as several dwarven mages, adorned in elaborate ritual attire, completed their tasks. Their focus was intense, their hands moving with precision over the runes that surrounded the portal’s base, ensuring we had crossed safely.

It was safe, and so I quickly returned — even though it made my stomach churn to go through again — and gestured for my women to come through as I once again took the lead and appeared first in the Bronzehall teleportation room.

A moment later, Diane, with Lucas securely cradled in her arms, appeared from the portal’s shimmering surface, followed by Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and the larroling, which seemed curious but unfazed by its surroundings. Their arrival was smooth, a testament to Caldwell’s assurance of the portal’s safety.

An elder dwarf with a red beard streaked with gray, wearing white and golden robes that highlighted his status, approached us. His attire was richly decorated with jewelry, golden bands binding his beard and braids, reflecting the light in a way that caught one’s eye.

“Welcome to Bronzehall!” he greeted with a hearty voice and a wide smile. “I am Vigtrakk, councilman here. We’ve prepared for your visit.” His words were warm, inviting, setting a tone of hospitality that eased the underlying tension of our arrival.

I responded with a grateful nod, appreciating the reception. “Thank you, Vigtrakk. We’re honored to be here,” I said.

Vigtrakk, noticing the larroling, chuckled. “A formidable companion you’ve got there,” he remarked, motioning towards a stable hand who approached to guide the larroling to its temporary accommodations. “We’ll ensure it’s well fed and ready when you begin your mission,” he assured us, showing an attention to detail that resonated with dwarven character.

With the larroling taken care of, Vigtrakk turned back to us, his demeanor shifting to one of a host eager to entertain. “Now, it’s time for you to be fed,” he said, a twinkle in his eye that promised not just sustenance but an experience. “Can’t do business on empty stomachs, now, can we?”

Leading the way, Vigtrakk embarked on a tour through the palace corridors, their yellowish stone walls illuminated by strategically placed torches. Every few steps revealed new marvels. Intricate carvings of dwarven faces were embedded into the walls, each expression unique, telling stories of valor, wisdom, and the depth of dwarven culture.

As we progressed, Vigtrakk shared stories behind some of the carvings. “This is Gorst Redmane.” He pointed to a particularly stern face. “He was a great warrior who fell defending the mines from a dragon assault centuries ago.” His tone conveyed respect and a hint of pride, narrating history engraved in stone. “He is one of my ancestors, and my branch of the family pays great reverence to him!”

The tapestries we passed were no less captivating. Depicting battles, mythical beasts, and legendary dwarven heroes, they seemed to come alive under Vigtrakk’s narrative.

“And this,” he said as he gestured towards a tapestry of a dragon being subdued, “depicts the Battle of Firemount, where dwarves and dragons clashed over the fate of the Spellbinder, a magical ring that provides great magical power. While we won the battle, Colmacar the Ebony destroyed the ring with its final breath.” He shook his head. “A great shame, that.”

The further we walked, the more the palace’s grandeur revealed itself. Bronze statues of past clan leaders stood guard in alcoves, their surfaces polished to a shine that reflected the firelight, creating a living history that felt almost tangible as we passed.

Vigtrakk’s knowledge of the palace was encyclopedic, his stories weaving through time and legend. He joked about the dwarves’ penchant for dramatic tales, his laughter echoing against the stone walls, a reminder of the joy that thrived amidst the reverence for history.

One corridor we traversed was lined with doors made of various woods and metals. Vigtrakk explained, “Each door here leads to a memorial hall dedicated to honoring the ancestors associated with a specific aspect of dwarven life — from crafting and smithing to lore and celebration. Our society thrives on tradition and innovation, side by side.”

Eventually, our path took us to the stable where the larroling had been taken. The creature seemed content, feeding under the care of the stable hands. Vigtrakk assured us, “Our stables are close to the gates of Bronzehall, and they are well equipped to handle all manner of creatures. That one will be in good spirits when you return.”

We continued on, Vigtrakk’s stride confident as he led us through more corridors, each turn revealing further the complexity and beauty of dwarven architecture. The balance between the austere and the ornate, the functional and the decorative, was striking.

Along the way, Vigtrakk pointed out a bronze relief that detailed the founding of Bronzehall. “This was crafted by three generations,” he explained. “It shows not just our history but our commitment to continuity, to building on the foundation laid by those who came before us.”

The air grew warmer as we neared the heart of the palace, the sense of community and shared purpose becoming even more palpable. Vigtrakk’s stories drew a vivid picture of a people deeply connected to their roots yet always looking forward, a parallel I found both striking and familiar.

As we navigated the final corridor, Vigtrakk’s pace slowed, his anticipation for the meal ahead evident. “Dwarven cuisine is hearty,” he said, a chuckle underlining his words. “Hope you’ve brought your appetites.”

We assured him we had, sharing in the light-hearted moment. Then, approaching what appeared to be our destination, Vigtrakk paused before a great bronze door. The craftsmanship was exquisite, the metalwork detailed and rich, a symbol of dwarven pride and artistry.

With a flourish, Vigtrakk grasped the heavy handle, the door swinging open with surprising ease. “And here we are,” he announced, gesturing us into the room beyond.

The room that welcomed us was cozy despite its grandeur, a large fire crackling in the hearth casting a warm glow over the space. The table was laden with food, the scents of roast meats, fresh bread, ale, and cheese mingling in the air — a true dwarven feast.

Our eyes widened at the sight, the spread promising not just a meal, but an experience. Vigtrakk’s pride in his culture was evident, the table a reflection of dwarven hospitality and the richness of their culinary tradition.

“Welcome to lunch, dwarven style,” Vigtrakk said, a wide smile framing his bearded face. We stepped closer, the warmth from the fire and the promise of the feast drawing us in.


Chapter 32

We stepped into the dining room, awash with smells that promised a feast like no other. The long table set before us bore the weight of various dishes, the air warm from the fire crackling in the hearth. Vigtrakk motioned toward the seats, a welcoming gesture that reminded me of family dinners back at the homestead.

“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” Vigtrakk said as he took his seat at the head of the table. Diane, with Lucas still in her arms, sat to my right, while Leigh found a spot across from us. Celeste and Yeska settled next to each other, their eyes wide with anticipation for the meal ahead.

Once seated, Vigtrakk wasted no time diving into the history of Bronzehall once again. He was a proud dwarf if ever I saw one…

“This place,” he began, “stands as a piece of Tannoris right here on Earth.” He gestured around the room with a sweeping motion of his hand. “Built in the Kar’Karoth Mountains, Bronzehall was originally meant to guard against goblin and orc raids.”

Diane leaned forward; her interest piqued by the tale. “It’s fascinating to think of a whole structure being spared like this,” she mused aloud, glancing down at Lucas who gurgled at the sound of her voice.

Yeska nodded in agreement. “It’s almost like a fairytale,” she said, turning her gaze to the dishes spread before us. “To think that Bronzehall has stood through time and turmoil to emerge here, on Earth.”

Vigtrakk continued, “The Redmane clan has called Bronzehall home since the Upheaval. While our capital, Lak’Marak, and many other cities were lost, Bronzehall remained intact, a sanctuary amidst the chaos caused by the Upheaval.”

Celeste sighed softly, a wistful tone in her voice. “If only some of the elven cities had been spared in the same manner.” Her words carried a hint of longing, a sorrow for what was lost.

“Indeed,” Vigtrakk replied, sympathizing with the loss of the elves. “We have been fortunate. But the loss of Lak’Marak and so many other settlements... it is a void that we feel deeply.”

The conversation gently shifted as Vigtrakk inquired about Lucas, his interest evident. “So, this is your child?” he asked, a note of fascination coloring his words.

“Our little boy,” I answered proudly, watching as Lucas reached out with tiny hands, grasping at the air. “Mine and Diane’s.”

Vigtrakk laughed heartily. “A healthy lad!” He seemed fascinated with Lucas, and it was easy to understand why. The offspring of a human and a foxkin were rare.

As lunch progressed, Vigtrakk regaled us with more tales, stories of dwarven valor and the beauty of Bronzehall. The dishes before us disappeared quickly, each bite a new discovery of flavors that delighted and nourished. The food was smoky, a little on the fatty side, but rich in taste and very filling.

Diane found herself particularly taken with a hearty stew, its ingredients a mystery but its taste unmistakably dwarven. “This is wonderful,” she said, looking towards Vigtrakk for affirmation.

Vigtrakk beamed at the compliment. “Dwarven cooking is about warmth, heart, and the joy of good company,” he said, raising his mug in a toast. “To new friends and shared meals.”

We all joined in the toast, the clinking of mugs a sound that felt like a seal on our growing bonds. The meal not only filled our stomachs but seemed to weave us closer together, a shared experience that bridged worlds.

Lucas, though too young for the food, seemed enamored with the atmosphere, his little sounds of contentment a music that accompanied our lunch.

Celeste, ever the observer, commented on the craftsmanship of the room. “Even the dining hall speaks volumes of the dwarven dedication to their art,” she noted, her eyes tracing the carvings that adorned the walls.

Leigh, never one to shy away from food, made short work of her portion, her eyes alight with the thrill of the adventure that had brought us to Bronzehall. “I’ve never tasted anything like this before,” she declared, patting her stomach in satisfaction.

Yeska, meanwhile, engaged Vigtrakk in a discussion about the various recipes, her interest in culinary arts sparking a lively exchange. “I would love to learn some of these dishes,” she said, eagerness evident in her voice.

As plates were cleared and the last of the ale poured, Vigtrakk leaned back, a satisfied look on his face. “I hope this meal has given you a taste of what it means to be a part of Bronzehall,” he said, his gaze sweeping across the table.

“It has indeed,” I replied. The meal had been more than sustenance; it was a symbol of the hospitality and warmth that defined the dwarven spirit, and I wanted to show my appreciation. “You have been very kind to welcome us like this.”

Diane, adjusting Lucas in her lap, smiled at Vigtrakk. “Thank you for such a wonderful welcome,” she said, her words echoing the sentiment we all felt.

Vigtrakk gave a graceful nod before he stood and bowed, signaling the end of the meal. “It was my pleasure,” he responded, his tone genuine. “But now,” he continued as he sat down again, the warmth in his voice turning to a note of seriousness, “it is time to get to the core of the matter.”
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As the pleasure of lunch faded, Vigtrakk leaned back in his chair as if measuring the weight of his words before he let them loose. “So,” he started, “has Caldwell given you all the necessary information about the situation with the basilisks in the Sky Mines?”

I exchanged a brief look with Diane before answering. “He provided us with an overview,” I said, “but I believe more details could only help us prepare better.”

Vigtrakk nodded, a deep furrow forming between his brows as he gathered his thoughts. “The Sky Mines,” he began, “are not just mines but towers of immense height, raised from the high spires nearby. They are anchored to floating deposits of rare minerals vital for our crafting and trade.”

The concept intrigued me. What a feat of engineering and magic it must be to harvest resources in such a manner. Yet, my fascination was quickly overshadowed by concern over the infestation he mentioned.

“These minerals,” Vigtrakk continued, “are not only precious to us for their material value but are a significant part of our heritage and economy. The basilisks, however, have made some of these towers perilous, decreasing our revenue significantly.”

“Most of our warriors,” Vigtrakk added, a note of regret tingeing his voice, “are currently assisting our brethren of the Longaxe clan against an orc incursion in Montana, leaving us in a precarious position to deal with the threat internally.”

Diane interjected softly, “What level of challenge are we looking at with these basilisks?” Her practicality always shone through in moments like this, seeking concrete measurements of the task at hand.

“Level 7 to 8,” Vigtrakk replied after a moment’s consideration. It was a sobering assessment, one that made me evaluate our preparedness. “You and your women should be able to handle it,” he added, “but it won’t be without its challenges.”

These words caused me to glance toward Diane, a silent question hanging between us. Could we undertake such a task without her participation?

The answer was simple.

“We can’t do this without Diane,” I said, turning my attention back to Vigtrakk, making my stance clear.

Diane, upon hearing this, sighed softly, her gaze flickering towards Lucas. “And I can’t leave Lucas behind,” she stated, her voice firm with the resolve of a mother first and foremost.

It was then that Vigtrakk, sensing the impasse, interjected politely, “We have a dwarven nursery, you know. In dwarven culture, the clan takes care of the babies collectively. Our midwives are gentle, loving, and highly experienced.”

This proposition made Diane pause, her eyes searching Vigtrakk’s for any sign of uncertainty. She found none.

“Can I see the nursery?” she asked, her voice carrying a mix of curiosity and cautious optimism.

“Certainly possible,” Vigtrakk replied. “And I understand you would want to.”

Diane looked at me, her eyes seeking guidance, reassurance. “If you think it’s safe,” she whispered, her trust in my judgment clear even amidst her maternal concerns.

I looked at Vigtrakk, his demeanor embodying the trustworthiness of his offer. “If you believe the nursery can provide Lucas the care he needs,” I started, my gaze then shifting back to Diane, “then I think it might be our best option to ensure we can all contribute to the task at hand.”

The room fell silent, each of us wrapped in our thoughts, weighing the implications of Diane’s possible participation and the care of Lucas in a dwarven nursery.

Leigh, ever the one to seek the silver lining, broke the silence. “Think of the lil’ baby adventures Lucas will have here,” she said with a grin. “Playin’ and hangin’ out with dwarven babies! That has to be fun, right? And he’s probably already taller than a lot of ‘em!”

We all chuckled at that, and Diane’s concerns seemed alleviated a little. She held Lucas close and laughed along with the rest of us.

“Dwarven midwives are among the best,” Vigtrakk reassured, his tone gentle yet confident. “They’ve been caring for our young for centuries with the utmost dedication and love.”

This reassurance seemed to bolster Diane’s confidence, a slight nod indicating her consideration of Vigtrakk’s words of comfort and assurance.

“We’ll take care of Lucas as if he were our own,” Vigtrakk promised. “Come, we’ll have a look at the nursery, and your minds shall be at ease! I’m certain of it!”

I gave Diane an encouraging smile, and she returned it. “Let’s go see!” she agreed.

Vigtrakk rose from his seat. “Please, follow me,” he said, leading us out of the dining room towards our next step in preparing for the task ahead.


Chapter 33

Vigtrakk led us down the bustling corridors of Bronzehall, past craftsmen intensely focused on their work and halls echoing with the hearty laughter of dwarves. Everywhere we looked, it felt like walking through a living painting of harmony and dedication.

Diane glanced at me, her eyes reflecting admiration for the dwarves’ seamless way of life. “It’s a bustling place,” she hummed.

“They seem to live each moment fully,” Celeste softly agreed, her voice barely above the hum of Bronzehall’s daily life. Her appreciation for the dwarves’ community was evident.

Yeska, always keen on the details, pointed out the dwarven children, their stubby legs carrying them swiftly as they played among the corridors. “Look at them go,” she chuckled. “Not a care in the world.”

“Bronzehall is very safe,” Vigtrakk said. “Our people are comfortable here.”

The vibrancy of Bronzehall’s halls grew as we approached the nursery. The sound of laughter and chatter grew louder, the promise of a lively scene ahead. Diane walked beside me, her grip on Lucas tightening reflexively, a mother’s instinct in this new environment.

Stepping into the nursery, a wave of warmth enveloped us. The room was aglow with soft light, illuminating the cozy space filled with dwarven babies and toddlers. Each crib and play mat was a scene of care and tenderness, overseen by dwarven midwives whose smiles were as comforting as their hands were skilled.

My gaze swept over the nursery, taking in the beauty of the simple yet profoundly cozy scene. The dwarven babies, their cheeks rosy and laughter infectious, played under the watchful eyes of their caregivers. It was a snapshot of life at its most innocent.

“Now, ye get yer dusty beard out of here, Vigtrakk!” one of the midwives said, a cluster of dwarven toddlers huddling around her and holding on to her skirts. “We don’t want manfolk here, and you know it!”

“Apologies, Briggda!” Vigtrakk said with an elaborate bow. “I’m just showing our visitors the nursery. They might leave their little Lucas here!”

“Well, isn’t the lad a gem!” Briggda cooed at the sight of my and Diane’s son. A cluster of baby and toddler dwarves followed in her wake as she came over, babbling and yapping as they hopped about, eager to inspect us.

Diane leaned closer to me; her voice filled with wonder. “They’re so adorable,” she whispered, her gaze fixed on a group of toddlers who were gleefully chasing a soft, crafted dragon being pulled around the room by one of the midwives.

“Yeep!” Yeska yelped. “Some already have little beards! It’s so cute!”

Celeste moved beside us, her artist’s eye catching the details of the nursery’s decorations. “Even here, the dwarves infuse their love for heritage,” she said, admiring a tapestry that depicted a legendary dwarven tale, providing both warmth and a story to the nursery’s occupants.

“Look at how gentle the midwives are,” Yeska pointed out, a smile playing on her lips as she watched a midwife soothe a fussy infant with practiced ease.

Leigh, unable to contain her delight, chuckled aloud when a particularly audacious toddler attempted to climb atop a plushy mountain crafted to mimic Bronzehall’s spires. “These little ones have the spirit of adventurers,” she remarked, her laughter attracting the curious gaze of a few dwarven children.

The delightful chaos of the nursery continued to unfold around us. Dwarven toddlers toddled and played, their laughter a melody that filled the room with joy. It was a moment pure and untouched by the world outside, a haven of happiness.

As we watched, a group of toddlers engaged in a spirited tug-of-war with a woven rope, their determination mirrored in the encouraging smiles of their midwives. It was a scene of collective effort, a small but significant lesson in teamwork and persistence.

Diane, observing a midwife skillfully navigate a spoonful of mashed vegetables into an initially reluctant toddler’s mouth, turned to me with an amused smile. “The dwarven midwives certainly know how to handle little ones,” she said, the admiration clear in her voice.

Lucas, in Diane’s arms, seemed fascinated by the sights and sounds of the nursery. His little hands reached out as if eager to join the play, a clear sign of his budding curiosity about the world around him.

As if on cue, one of the dwarven babies crawled towards us, his stubby fingers clutching at the hem of Diane’s dress. The interaction prompted a gentle chuckle from Diane, her maternal instincts sparked by the baby’s bold exploration.

Watching the scenes unfold, it struck me how each of my companions seemed to harbor a love for babies, their eyes softening at the sight of the dwarven children’s antics. It was a common thread that bound us tighter, a shared love for life in its most tender forms.

Diane eventually knelt down, allowing the curious baby a closer look at Lucas. The baby’s wide-eyed wonder at seeing another little one was a heartwarming moment, a bridge between our family and the dwarven community of Bronzehall.

Witnessing the gentle curiosity and laughter that filled the nursery, I felt reassured about the care Lucas would receive here. Vigtrakk had been right; the dwarven nursery was a place of love and attentiveness, qualities crucial for any child’s well-being.

“What do you think?” I asked Diane.

She smiled warmly at me. “It looks good… I have to admit, my love, that I don’t like the idea of leaving Lucas with anyone in general, no matter how caring or loving they are.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I agreed. “Still, at some point we’re going to have to.”

“You’re right, of course,” she hummed, then gave me a nod. “I think this will do just fine for little Lucas.”

Turning to Vigtrakk, I voiced our decision. “Lucas can stay here at the dwarven nursery for a short while,” I said. My words were met with a warm smile from Vigtrakk, his happiness at our trust evident. Briggda happily clapped, already looking forward to having little Lucas around.

“I’m glad to hear it,” he replied. “Let us discuss the final details before you head to the Sky Mines.” His suggestion was a reminder of the task at hand, the reason for our journey to Bronzehall.

Diane, though satisfied with our decision, voiced a final concern. “But what… what if we don’t return?” Her question hung heavy in the room, a shadow of uncertainty that momentarily dimmed the warmth we had felt.

“We will return,” I assured her, my voice firm with conviction. “But to ensure Lucas will always be alright, I’ll tell Vigtrakk that if anything happens to us, Lucas must be returned to my grandparents with the help of Caldwell. That will be a condition of our agreement.”

Diane nodded. Her acceptance mixed with reluctance to consider such possibilities. Yet, the agreement provided a layer of security, a plan for the worst.

The discussions of care for Lucas in our absence sparked a thought within me. The need for reliable caretakers at the homestead was becoming increasingly apparent, not just for Lucas but for the security and upkeep of our home during our adventures.

And why not my grandparents?

They could live with us, and I could build them a place of their own on our land with the duergars’ aid. It was a notion worth considering, a possibility that deserved attention once our current quest was completed.

For now, though, our focus was on the task ahead and ensuring Lucas’s well-being in the dwarven nursery. With our hearts determined, we prepared to face the challenge of the Sky Mines.


Chapter 34

After we had said our goodbyes to Lucas, leaving him in the skilled hands of Briggda and the other dwarven midwives, Vigtrakk brought us back to the hall where we had dined. We sat, drank, and resumed our conversation.

“Now, about the reward for this quest,” Vigtrakk began, leaning back into his chair, “are you satisfied with what the Redmane clan has offered?”

My thoughts on the matter were simple. “The reward is more than generous,” I confirmed, a nod from my side underlining my contentment. “However, I do have one additional request,” I added, watching as interest sparked within Vigtrakk’s eyes.

“Oh?” Vigtrakk leaned forward slightly, his elbows resting on the table. “And what might that be?” His tone was open, inviting further explanation.

I cleared my throat, feeling the eyes of Diane, Leigh, Yeska, and Celeste on me, their support a tangible presence. “It’s about Taelath, the golden dragon,” I began, choosing my words with care.

Vigtrakk’s reaction was immediate, a lifted eyebrow signaling his intrigue. “Taelath... one of the Three Golden Dragons, if I’m not mistaken,” he commented, tapping his finger thoughtfully on the table. “Haven’t heard that name in a while. What of him?”

“I’ve come to learn that my Bloodline might trace back to Taelath,” I said. “Your loremasters, the keepers of dwarven history, might have information on Taelath’s fate after defeating Ustru.”

Vigtrakk fell silent for a moment, his gaze distant as if flipping through the pages of Bronzehall’s vast history. “The Redmane dwarves pride themselves on their battle against Ustru alongside the Three Golden Dragons,” he finally spoke, “though it was long ago, in the Second Age.”

I nodded. “Yes, we know that much, but I want to know more about Taelath’s fate after the battle.”

“Hmm... Unfortunately, I know little of Taelath beyond that,” Vigtrakk admitted, his voice carrying a hint of regret. “However,” he added with renewed vigor, “you are right in believing that our archives might house the records of ages past. We keep many records, and there might be something of interest to you there.”

“We’d be honored,” I said, my voice steady, “to learn anything your archives could reveal about Taelath.” The hopeful looks from Diane, Leigh, Yeska, and Celeste warmed me, their encouragement as clear as daylight.

Vigtrakk’s smile then broadened, his decision made. “It’s settled, then,” he declared. “After your quest, I’ll grant you access to our archives and the guidance of a loremaster.”

Relief and excitement mingled within me at his words. The opportunity to dive into dwarven archives, to unravel the threads of my ancestry, was what I came here for.

“You have a deal,” I said, extending my hand across the table. Vigtrakk clasped it firmly, the agreement sealed with the warmth of fellowship.

As our hands parted, Vigtrakk rose from his seat, a signal that our discussion had reached its end. “Now, let us show you the Sky Mines,” he said, his tone carrying a note of urgency.

We all stood, the chairs scraping softly against the stone floor. Diane wrapped an arm around my waist, her presence a steadying force. Leigh’s energy was palpable, her anticipation for the quest evident in her eager stance.

Vigtrakk led us through the corridors of Bronzehall to pick up the larroling, which was happy to see us again. Next, we moved away from the living and working areas of the dwarves, and the corridors and halls we crossed were mostly empty and much less decorated than the others we had seen.

Finally, a wide hallway brought us to a bronze door. As we moved towards it, Vigtrakk led the way, his steps sure and measured. He opened the door, leading to a landing in the open air that overlooked the mines below.

The view was breathtaking, the Sky Mines stretching out from the peaks, their towers a demonstration of dwarven ingenuity and determination. Bridges connected them to one another, and they seemed to defy the known laws of physics due to their length. Below, countless shafts and tunnels dug into the rock. Here and there, working parties of dwarves labored, often accompanied by summoned or bound minions — many duergar like my own.

On the landing itself, several dwarven guards sat at a table throwing dice. At Vigtrakk’s nod, two of them rose, no doubt to escort us.

Then, Vigtrakk nodded at us. “The Sky Mines,” he began, pointing towards the structures that clawed at the sky, “are vital to Bronzehall. Your quest there is not just a service to us but a safeguarding of our way of life.”

Nods of understanding passed between us. The importance of our mission was clear, the stakes higher than we had imagined.

The air was cool against my skin as we looked out over the mines, the enormity of our task settling around us. Yet, within me, a fire had been lit, fueled by the prospect of uncovering truths long buried.

And I was pretty keen to explore those magnificent vistas as well...

Diane squeezed my hand, her silent strength a foundation I found myself leaning on more with each passing moment. Leigh’s gaze was fixed on the mines, a determined gleam in her eye.

Yeska and Celeste stood close, their quiet conversation of wonder at the sights a backdrop to the contemplation of the task ahead.

“I will bring you to the entrance,” Vigtrakk said. “There is a tunnel that leads straight toward the Sky Mines. But first, we will retrieve your larroling from the stables so your party is complete.”

We turned to follow Vigtrakk back inside and down many stairwells towards the entrance of the mines, ready for the adventure that would come.


Chapter 35

The walk down Bronzehall’s palace corridors alongside Vigtrakk and the Redmane guards carried a kind of anticipation that clung to our steps. The air in the tunnels, cooler within these stone confines than outside, whispered of ancient secrets held tight by the yellowish walls, which stood testament to the enduring legacy of the dwarves.

The tunnel was dimly lit, the few torches placed at intervals casting long shadows that danced eerily along the ground and walls. Every so often, a portcullis or a sealed door would come into view, each appearing sturdier, more impenetrable than the last.

Vigtrakk narrated softly as we walked, his voice a guide through the tunnels that wound deeper into the heart of the palace. He spoke of the Sky Mines with respect, a reverence in his tone for the feats of engineering and magic that had created them.

“As you saw,” he began, “the Sky Mines are connected to one another by bridges. These bridges can be lowered to sever the connections between the individual towers. A marvel of construction, to speak the truth.”

The concept intrigued me deeply. “What is the purpose of lowering the bridges?” I asked.

“Well,” Vigtrakk hummed. “With the bridges lowered, the towers are separate from one another. When they are separate, our mages can teleport an entire tower to a new location. After all, when a deposit is depleted, we need to find and anchor new deposits. This method spares us the effort of building a new tower for each deposit. With the bridges extended, it would be too difficult to teleport a tower, because the spell would assume that the connected tower is a part of it as well.”

“I see,” I hummed.

“How does the spell know the tower is not one with the rock upon which it is built?” Yeska asked.

Vigtrakk smiled. “A good question. The spells somehow see the difference between what is natural and what is built. It understands where the earth ends and where the works of dwarves begin. I cannot explain how. You would have to speak to our scholars to find out more.”

As we walked, Vigtrakk cautioned us about the basilisks’ ability to petrify with their gaze. It was a piece of lore I was vaguely aware of, but hearing it in this context, navigating the dim corridors of Bronzehall, made the danger feel all too real.

Celeste chimed in then, her voice light despite the gravity of the conversation. “Elves have an immunity to such magics,” she noted, a confidence in her voice that brought me a measure of relief.

Yeska and Diane quickly added that catkin and foxkin were similarly unaffected, leaving Leigh and me as the only ones who needed to be wary.

“Protection magic defends against the effects,” Vigtrakk clarified. “It is not as potent as a medusa’s stare.”

“How about my Aura of Protection spell?” I asked.

Vigtrakk shot me a surprised look. “That… is quite a potent spell. Yes, it should work.”

I nodded at Leigh. “Just stay within range of the aura, then, and you’ll be fine.”

She winked at me. “Gotcha!”

Finally, we arrived at a set of grand bronze doors, their massive size and detailed workmanship commanding immediate attention. Vigtrakk pulled a large key from his belt, its heft evident even from a distance.

Turning to face us, Vigtrakk said, “This is where I must leave you. I will wait here to open the door upon your return.” His tone was solemn, marking the gravity of the moment and the threshold we were about to cross.

The key turned in the lock with a weighty clunk, the sound echoing down the corridors we had just traversed. The doors swung open slowly, revealing a darkness that seemed to swallow the light from the corridor.

Our group paused at the threshold, the adventure that lay ahead hanging palpably in the air. Vigtrakk gave us a final nod, a silent gesture of good luck and farewell.

Leigh turned to me, her revolver resting comfortably at her side. “Ready for this?” she asked, her voice steady but carrying an undercurrent of excitement.

I nodded, taking a deep breath to steady myself. “Let’s do this,” I replied, reaching for Diane’s hand to give it a reassuring squeeze. She smiled back at me, her grip firm.

The larroling lumbered through the door first, its stature filling the entranceway as it paused on the other side, seemingly waiting for us to follow. One by one, we followed, stepping into the darkness beyond the bronze doors. Our footsteps echoed softly in the darkness. It was a silence heavy with anticipation, every step bringing us closer to the unknown.

The air here was cooler still, the stone underfoot worn smooth by centuries of use. The hall ahead was narrow, the walls closing in slightly as if to guide us further into the depths where our quest awaited.

The corridor seemed to stretch on endlessly, the dim light from the open door behind us fading until we were enveloped in darkness, save for the faint glow of the torches behind us, illuminating our path forward.
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The door behind us closed with a soft click that echoed assertively through the tunnel, sealing us within the dim corridor of Bronzehall.

I found myself reaching out almost instinctively, flipping the switch on my flashlight, its beam cutting a swath through the darkness ahead. Beside me, the others adjusted to the shift, their eyes darting to the corners where shadow played against stone.

“Diane, would you mind scouting ahead? You’re the Scout, and your eyes are better in the dark than any of ours,” I requested, turning slightly to catch her nod of acknowledgment.

She stepped forward, her figure blending against the dark before the flashlight’s beam caught her, highlighting her cautious advance. “Ready,” she said, and it seemed she was happy to be back in action.

The sound of her footsteps was soft but carried in the quiet, a steady rhythm that reassured me as she melted into the shadows, using her Shroud ability.

The rest of us waited, a silent agreement hanging among us that patience was our ally in this unknown. I recognized the sound of water in the distance as we stood there, a subtle reminder of the lifeblood that ran through the veins of the earth beneath Bronzehall.

Diane reappeared as quietly as she had left, stepping out from the dimness into the circle of light provided by the flashlight. “There’s a large chamber ahead,” she reported, her voice low. “An underground river powers a waterwheel that operates some kind of track system.”

My mind raced at the description. “The dwarves must use that system to transport what they mine from the floating deposits,” I theorized, intrigued by the mechanism. It was a glimpse into the dwarven way of life, their ingenuity a reflection of their deep connection to the earth and its treasures.

Diane nodded, confirming my thoughts. “I saw no creatures there, but there were signs of battle. Scorch marks and blood,” she added, her face serious in the beam of the flashlight. Her report cast a shadow on the anticipation I had felt moments ago.

“We’ll enter the chamber together,” I decided, a plan forming in my mind. “I’ll take the lead with Celeste and the larroling.” It felt right, assuming the responsibility to forge ahead, to protect and to explore.

The others were quick to agree, their readiness showing the trust we placed in each other. “Ready your ranged abilities and support spells,” I instructed, looking at each of them in turn.

Their nods were my assurance that we were united in purpose. They readied their weapons, and I was proud to see their bravery and resilience.

“Let’s move out,” I announced, the beam of my flashlight piercing the darkness ahead as we stepped forward, a single unit bound by shared goals.

The tunnel sloped gently downward, its walls whispering tales of dwarf miners who had once trodden the same path. Each footfall seemed to echo a storied past, resonating with the weight of history that Bronzehall carried.

At one point, Celeste paused, her hand reaching out to trace the carvings etched into the stone. “These marks,” she observed, “they speak of the miner’s journey, of their hopes and fears.” Her words brought the cold stone to life, a reminder of the lives that had shaped these tunnels.

Leigh adjusted the flashlight, its beam catching on a fresco that depicted dwarves at work, their figures immortalized in stone. “Look at them,” she said, marveling at the depiction. “Even in the heart of the earth, they found beauty and purpose.”

Yeska walked beside me, her presence steady and reassuring. “It’s incredible,” she whispered, “how much we’re learning just by being here.” Her fascination was infectious, but we needed to be on our guard as we moved deeper into the tunnel.

“Let’s keep it together,” I said. “No telling what’s ahead.” The women nodded and fell in, focused on the threat of hostile creatures once more.

The sound of the water grew louder as we progressed, a constant companion that seemed to guide our steps.

As we approached the chamber Diane had scouted, I paused, signaling for silence. The sound of the water was loud here, a roar that filled the space and spoke of power and persistence.

“This must be it,” I said, peering into the chamber where the light of my flashlight caught the edges of the waterwheel she had described. It was a marvel, its size and complexity a testament to dwarven engineering.

The chamber was vast, its ceiling lost to shadows while the river churned through it, spanned by a stone bridge. The traces of battle Diane had mentioned were visible even from the entrance — blood and scorched stone.

I turned to Diane, her figure a silhouette against the light. “You were right,” I told her, my voice carrying over the rush of water.

Diane nodded, her eyes scanning the chamber with a warrior’s vigilance. “It seems safe for now,” she hummed, “but we need to be cautious. Whatever happened here, it happened some time ago.”

Taking a deep breath, I readied my rifle, the weapon a familiar weight in my hands. “I’ll lead,” I said. “Celeste and the larroling with me, the others behind.”
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The chamber loomed large as we stepped further into its confines, the vastness of space dwarfing our group. The underground river’s roar filled the air, a constant, living force that flowed beneath the giant waterwheel. It churned tirelessly, a marvel of dwarven engineering that powered the hanging carts on elevated rails above us.

My eyes traced the path of the rails as they extended into the shadows, vanishing into the walls of the chamber. It was clear the system was designed to transport materials from the Sky Mines down to Bronzehall for processing. The efficiency and scale of it all planted a seed of respect in my mind for the dwarven capabilities.

Diane joined me at the edge of the underground river, her gaze scanning the area as we took a closer look at the traces of battle she had pointed out.

“Look there,” she said, pointing to the bridge that spanned the turbulent waters. Her attention was on the ground, where evidence of recent conflict was unmistakable — scorch marks blackened the stone, while patches of crimson stained the bridge decking.

Along with the marks of battle, spent arrows littered the area with their shafts broken and heads dulled from impact. It painted a grim picture of the struggle that had taken place here, a witness of the dangers that lurked beneath Bronzehall.

I nodded in agreement with Diane’s assessment. “The basilisks must have fought dwarves here,” I whispered, scanning the dimly lit chamber for any sign of movement. There was only one way forward — the bridge crossed the underground river and led to an opening on the far bank.

“That’s where we need to go,” I said.

We approached the bridge with caution, our group forming a tight formation as we prepared to cross. The sound of our footsteps seemed overly loud in the cavernous space, each step a pronouncement of our presence in the chamber.

As we crossed, the river below us was a churning mass of dark water, its currents a relentless force that powered the wheel. I marveled at the strength of the river, at the way that the dwarves had harnessed such power for their purposes.

As we reached the middle of the bridge, I paused to examine some of the scorch marks more closely. They were deep, the stone itself marred by the intensity of the heat. Whatever had caused them was capable of considerable destruction.

“Perhaps the dwarves had a fire mage with them,” Yeska mused, guessing my thoughts.

“Let’s hope so,” Leigh hummed. “Otherwise, those basilisk have been spittin’ that fire themselves, and I for one ain’t lookin’ forward to facin’ a basilisk with fire breath.”

I grinned and nodded as I continued. Diane remained close behind me as I moved.

Leigh and Celeste watched the shadows, their senses alert for any sign of danger. The larroling paused occasionally, its nose twitching as it examined the air.

Yeska kept close to Leigh, her dagger ready in hand. Though she was confident in her ability to defend herself, the tension of our situation was not lost on her.

The far side of the bridge was within reach now, the opposite shore a mere handful of steps away. I could feel the anticipation building within our group, the readiness for whatever we might encounter.

Suddenly, a hissing sound broke the silence, its source unseen but unmistakably close. It was a chilling sound, one that spoke of danger lurking just beyond our sight.

I stopped, raising my hand for the others to do the same before looking down the sights of my rifle at our surroundings. The hissing grew louder, a clear signal of an imminent threat.

“Stay alert,” I cautioned, my voice low. The shadows around us seemed to deepen, the light from our flashlights doing little to penetrate the darkness that enshrouded the bridge’s far end.

Diane’s grip on my arm tightened, her concern palpable. Yet, there was a determination in her eyes, a readiness to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

Leigh shifted on her feet, her revolver now drawn, her gaze locked on the darkened doorway just beyond the bridge. She was ready, her demeanor one of focused calm.

Celeste stepped slightly ahead, her two-handed sword drawn. The blade gleamed faintly in the dim light, a silent promise of protection. Yeska stayed close to Leigh with her blood magic ready.

The larroling let out a low growl as it assumed a combat stance, its form confirming it was tense and ready. It too sensed the danger that approached. Its loyalty to our group was evident in its stance.

I gripped my rifle tighter, preparing for what was to come. The chamber seemed to hold its breath; the tension thick in the air around us. Then, the hissing grew louder, more insistent, a sinister chorus that filled the chamber. The sound was unnerving, a clear indication of the presence of enemies nearby.

“Get ready,” I said. “Something is coming our way…”


Chapter 36

The air hung heavy around us, filled with a silence that buzzed in my ears like the quiet before a storm. The hissing grew louder, crawling under my skin with a chill that spelled impending danger.

And there, in the dim light of my flashlight, I saw them — three shadows slowly detaching from the darkness.

“Get ready,” I whispered, casting a wary glance at my family. Without hesitation, I summoned my resolve and with it, my Aura of Protection spell enveloped us, a shimmering shield barely visible to the eye but palpable to the spirit.

Yeska, catching the urgency in my voice, began to weave her Blood Magic. The air around her seemed too thin as she focused, and then, with a slight shiver running through her body, she cast Heat Blood on us.

I felt my blood warm, energizing me with a surge of power that bordered on discomfort yet promised enhanced strength. There was a slight cost in Health, but the power surging in me was impressive.

By now, the hissing had morphed into a tangible threat as three basilisks, their skin horned and glistening in the dim light, emerged from the tunnel. Their eight legs moved with a stealthy grace, belying the menace they presented.

“Here they come,” I called down, laying down the first rounds. The gunshots boomed through the cave as I fired while Celeste and the larroling took their positions for melee.

A few rounds struck the creatures’ center mass, but they soaked up the damage. This wasn’t like shooting kobolds or goblins…

Diane, already positioned with her crossbow, took aim and used her Mark Foe ability. Her focus was unyielding as she targeted the nearest basilisk. The bolt flew, marked with her intent, and hit its mark, infused with magical water damage that made the creature recoil. But it did not fall, either.

But that was fine. We had rounds and bolts to lay down, and the basilisks weren’t fast.

Leigh, standing firm with her revolver in hand, echoed Diane’s assault. Her rounds found their target with precision, while her demeanor was calm amidst the chaos. Beside me, the larroling growled as she commanded it to hold steady. Its deep sound vibrated through the chamber as it prepared to charge.

Meanwhile, Celeste flourished her two-handed sword. It moved with her in an extension of grace that was both beautiful and deadly. She stood ready to meet the advance of the basilisks.

I sighted down the scope to support Diane and Leigh’s offensive. The shot rang out, echoing in the chamber, as I targeted the basilisk reeling from Diane’s bolt. The beast hissed in pain, its gaze turning towards me, filled with malice. I sensed something uncomfortable churn in my stomach, but the warding magic from my Aura of Protection spell shielded me against the petrification effect of the basilisk’s gaze.

The creatures were closing in, and I took a few steps back to make sure they’d meet our melee specialists — Celeste and the larroling.

As the creatures advanced, Yeska, standing slightly behind, cast another spell. Her hands moved in intricate patterns, blood drawn to form symbols in the air. With a final gesture, she sent Boil Blood hurtling towards a basilisk, its body writhing as the spell took effect.

And then, the creatures came in range. They joined a melee with Celeste and the larroling, but not before one spat a stream of acid, narrowly missing Celeste. She dodged with agile grace, aided by my aura. Her counter-attack was swift and fierce, the blade of her sword slicing through the air with precision.

The larroling leapt into the fray, its massive form barreling into the side of a basilisk. The impact sent the creature sprawling, but it was quick to recover, fixing its petrifying gaze upon the larroling. However, the beast seemed immune — maybe the petrification attack didn’t work on animals?

Leigh fired another round as she fell back. Her shots seemed to find weak spots with unerring accuracy, showcasing her skill as she directed her larroling and healed it from a strike from one of the basilisks.

Diane reloaded her crossbow, her movements practiced and quick. She let another bolt fly, infused once more with her water-damage magic. The bolt struck true, causing the basilisk to thrash in agony.

In that moment, I summoned Aquana’s avatar. From the mist, the water elemental formed, towering and imposing. It surged forward at my command, even as I bolstered it to a larger size of more thrashing waters with my Evolve Summon spell.

Roaring like the ocean, the water elemental targeted a basilisk with a torrent of water that battered its skin. The basilisk roared in pain as the attack pushed it back.

The battle raged on, a dance of light, shadow, and elemental fury. Each of us played our part in this combat that was as terrifying as it was exhilarating. Our enemies, formidable as they were, began to show signs of wear, their movements becoming less coordinated, their attacks less frequent.

Celeste danced through their attacks, absorbing what damage they dealt with her Stellar Maiden abilities, reinforced by my aura. Any damage the larroling received, Leigh healed. Only the occasional spit of acid got through to the hind ranks, but they missed.

Meanwhile, Yeska, her face a mask of concentration, cast another spell. Blood Pox manifested as a crimson haze around the basilisks, the magic working its way into their systems. They hissed in frustration, their bodies contorting as the spell did its work.

Celeste, engaging directly with one of the creatures, moved with a fluidity that was mesmerizing. Her sword met the basilisk’s skin, the clash echoing around the chamber as she severed the head of the creature, giving us our first kill.

The larroling, undeterred by the basilisks’ retaliatory strikes, launched another attack. Its claws raked across a creature’s skin, drawing groans of pain. When it got clear, I dropped a few shots, one of which pierced the scales. Blood spurted from the wound, and the basilisk thrashed as it went down.

“Woo-hoo!” Leigh whooped. “Well done, David!”

Grinning, I advanced, commanding my water elemental to assist Celeste and the larroling with the remaining basilisk, beaten and weary from the fight. With a final push, we converged on it. Celeste’s sword delivered the decisive blow, her strength and courage undiminished by the fight.

The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by our labored breathing. We stood amongst the remnants of our battle with the threat of the basilisks now vanquished. Our first challenge in Bronzehall’s Sky Mines was overcome.

Diane stepped forward, her eyes meeting mine with a relief that mirrored my own. Leigh and Yeska joined us, their expressions a mixture of exhaustion and triumph.

“Good work, girls,” I said, remaining vigilant in case more came.

“That was well done, indeed,” Yeska panted.

“It sure was,” Leigh agreed, patting her larroling on the flank as she healed its last wounds.

Meanwhile, Celeste sheathed her sword, a serene smile on her face as if she had always known the outcome of this conflict.

As we gathered collectively, catching our breaths and tending to minor injuries, we prepared ourselves mentally for the rest of the expedition. I had a feeling there would be more of those basilisks.


Chapter 37

After the combat subsided, I found myself suggesting Diane once more be our eyes ahead. She gave a slight nod, understanding written clear on her face as she flipped her crossbow over her shoulder, readying herself as she used her Shroud ability to slip into the shadows once more.

With the quiet agreement in place, our group resumed our trek towards the heart of the Sky Mines, keeping some distance from Diane. The air around us was cool, almost biting, as if the very walls held onto the chill of the underworld.

As we moved, I noticed how the sound of our steps seemed overly pronounced in the vast emptiness. Echoes carried far, returning to us with a weight that made us all too aware of the cavernous space enveloping us.

Diane led with a grace that spoke to her Scout class, her movements careful yet confident. She would pause at intervals, her hand slightly raised, signaling us to hold. We would watch as she peered into the darkness, her eyes searching for any sign of danger.

Whenever we stopped like that, Leigh’s hand rested firmly on the grip of her revolver, while I kept my rifle in the low-ready position. I knew the women took comfort in my readiness, and I wanted to be sharp as we explored.

“Do you think we’ll find any other creatures down here?” Yeska’s voice broke a silence during one such wait at Diane’s directions.

“It’s possible,” I replied. “Though the basilisks seem to be our primary concern according to Vigtrakk. Best stay alert.”

Diane returned to us; her steps silent on the stone. “The path is clear for now,” she informed us, her voice low. “And there’s a turn up in the tunnel ahead.”

We gathered briefly, discussing our next steps. “Let’s keep the same formation,” I decided. “I’ll follow Diane with Celeste and the larroling beside me. Leigh and Yeska, cover our backs.”

As we proceeded, the tunnel began to widen, the ceiling arching high above us. The craftsmanship of the dwarves was evident even here, in the clean lines of the walls and the smoothness of the floor beneath our feet.

Every so often, we’d encounter remnants of mining activity — old, rusted tools left behind and carts that once carried ore now empty and abandoned. They were silent witnesses to the bustling activity that must have once filled these tunnels.

“The dwarves have always had a way with stone,” Celeste remarked, running her hand along the wall. “Even in a place like this, you can see the care they took. They must have abandoned this place with great reluctance.”

“We will restore it to them,” I spoke with confidence.

Leigh nodded. “Kinda makes you wonder what the halls of Bronzehall looked like in their prime, doesn’t it? Bet it was something to behold.”

Our conversation trailed off as we approached the turn Diane had mentioned. She paused, gesturing for us to wait as she advanced alone to peek around the corner.

With bated breath, we waited as every sound was amplified in the tight space. After a moment that felt much longer, Diane returned, her expression neutral.

“It looks like we’re getting closer to the heart of the Sky Mines,” she reported. “There’s a gradual rise, and the air feels... different.”

Taking this as our cue, we rounded the corner together. The tunnel sloped gently up, leading us toward the higher regions of the mountain. The air did indeed feel different — warmer and somehow thicker. Vigtrakk had explained to us that the dwarven tunnels went all the way up to the peak of the mountains and into the first tower of the Sky Mines.

“We must be nearing the source of the mining,” I theorized. “Stay sharp, everyone. There’s no telling what we might encounter.”

As we ascended, the warmth grew, a sharp contrast to the cool air we had grown accustomed to. The light from our flashlights seemed to struggle against the darkness, a small beacon in the vast innards of the mountain.

Suddenly, Diane held up her hand, signaling us to halt. Ahead, the tunnel opened up, revealing a chamber. Our lights barely pierced the gloom, but the sound of dripping water and the faint clinking of metal suggested we were not alone.

There, at the end of the tunnel, stood an ornate dwarven archway marking the entrance to the heart of the Sky Mines. The craftsmanship was exquisite, the stone carved with runes and symbols whose meanings were lost to us.

“There’s a stairway up beyond that doorway,” Diane said, straining her sharp, foxkin eyes. “It leads into the first of the towers of the Sky Mines. It winds around a really thick column.”

I nodded, readying myself and my rifle. “Alright, let’s keep it tight and move up.”
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After what felt like an eternal ascent, the stairway finally flattened out into a landing, giving us all a much-needed pause. The air was cooler, almost crisp, invigorating even, contrasting sharply with the tunnel’s damp warmth we had left below.

There, beside us, stood the machinery that had intrigued me from the moment I’d heard of it; a robust pulley system with thick ropes and gears that stretched into the column around which the stairs wound. The complexity of its design spoke volumes of the dwarven knack for innovation.

Diane approached the shaft leading down the column, peering down with focused attention. “These must be for transporting the ore to the hanging carts below,” she observed, her voice echoing slightly off the stone walls.

The realization of seeing such sophistication underground was a reminder of how little we knew of the world at large since the Upheaval. There was so much to see...

I nodded, captivated by the ingenuity before us. The thought of heavy ores and precious minerals being hauled down from the floating deposits anchored to the Sky Mines and brought into the processing center at the heart of the mountain was an impressive vision of dwarven engineering.

As we gathered our bearings, Leigh, ever so drawn by the new and fascinating, wandered close to the machinery, a broad smile spreading across her face. “Isn’t this just the most amazing thing?” she asked, her voice tinged with genuine awe.

“It truly is,” I replied, sharing a moment of mutual appreciation for the marvels of our surroundings. However, the focus of our endeavor beckoned us forward, calling for our attention beyond the impressive machinery.

“Let’s get moving,” I said. “And let’s also be ready for anything... There will be more basilisks.”

Venturing down a short hallway that stretched out from the landing, we found ourselves before a bronze door. Its surface was cool to the touch, a solid barrier that seemed to promise the revelation of more wonders beyond.

Leigh reached out, her fingers brushing against the door’s intricate engravings, a silent query of what awaited us on the other side.

“Best get ready,” I said. “I think we’ll be out in the open after this door.”

With a collective breath, the girls stood ready as I pushed the door open, stepping into the unexpected. My hunch was right: a blast of cold air greeted us, a stark contrast to the sheltered warmth of the tunnel we had left behind.

Standing at the beginning of a stone drawbridge, we were rendered speechless by the sight that unfolded before us. The Sky Mines lay spread across the horizon, a series of towering structures that seemed like fingers reaching for the heavens.

There, the floating mineral deposits tethered to the towers with chains as thick as trees offered an awe-inspiring view. The sight was something out of a myth, a scene so grand it was hard to believe it wasn’t wrought from dreams.

I could see right away that the drawbridges that connected the towers could drop instead of being raised as Vigtrakk had explained. It was a clever piece of engineering that allowed the dwarves to manage access to each tower with remarkable efficiency.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” whispered Celeste, her voice a reflection of the wonder we all felt. The architecture, the sheer scale of it all, was a marvel to behold.

As we stood there, buffeted by the cold wind that swept across the drawbridge, I found my gaze continually drawn to the chains anchoring the massive, floating rocks. The way they held, unyielding against the void, was mesmerizing.

Diane, usually so composed, leaned closer to me, her voice barely audible over the wind. “It’s beautiful,” she said, her words echoing my thoughts. It was hard not to be moved by the sight.

Yeska, usually so spirited and vibrant, was quiet, her eyes wide as she took in the sight of the Sky Mines. “The stories I could write about this place,” she mused, a hint of eagerness seeping through her awe.

“Imagine the treasures that those floating deposits could yield,” said Leigh, her eyes sparkling with excitement and curiosity. The prospect of discovering not just ore but perhaps gemstones or precious minerals had her imagination running wild.

But as much as I wanted to linger, to soak in every detail of the magnificent sight before us, I knew we had come here with a purpose. “We can’t forget why we’re here,” I reminded them gently, my voice cutting through their reverie.

The reality of our task snapped into sharp focus. We were here not just to marvel at the wonders of the Sky Mines but to clear them of the threat that had taken root within their depths and heights.

“Right,” Diane agreed, her expression shifting from marvel to resolve. Her grip on the crossbow tightened, a reminder of the challenges that awaited us.

Celeste nodded, her hand resting on the hilt of her two-handed sword. “It’s time to focus,” she said, her voice steady, the calm before the storm that we knew we would face.

Leigh checked her revolver, ensuring it was ready before looking back at the rest of us, her gaze firm. “We’ve got this,” she said, embodying the confidence we all needed to hear.

Yeska took a deep breath, the previous awe replaced by a sharp determination. “Let’s clear those towers,” she stated, her voice carrying a newfound edge.

And with that, our group’s demeanor shifted from awe to determination. The remainder of the Sky Mines lay ahead, as did our trial to clear them of monsters.


Chapter 38

Crossing the bridge toward the next tower was a journey taken with cautious steps, one foot in front of the other, as if the very stone beneath us were wary of the weight it bore. The bridge was wide with a conveyor along its side that could move the mined ores between towers.

Behind me, I could hear the soft shuffle of footsteps, a steady beat that matched the rhythm of our collective breaths. Diane was right ahead of me, a shadow that moved with silent grace, her presence a reminder of the vigil we kept over each other.

Leigh followed behind. Her gaze darted to the corners of our path, where darkness clung greedily, as if searching for any movement, any sign of life.

Celeste was beside me, her posture upright, her sword held with an ease that spoke of familiarity. It was an extension of her, a part of her being that she wielded not just as a weapon but as a piece of her very soul.

Yeska, usually so quick to voice her thoughts, moved behind Celeste, her silence a rare occurrence that underscored the seriousness of our venture. She clutched her dagger close, the metal gleaming faintly in the sparse light.

Bringing up the rear was the larroling, its massive form a comforting barrier between us and whatever might decide to follow. Its slow, deliberate steps were a steady punctuation to the quiet that enveloped us, an anchor in the fluidity of our procession.

As we reached the end of the bridge and the next door, which stood open, I turned back to face my family. Diane met my gaze, her eyes bright.

“Diane,” I said, “do you mind scouting ahead a little again? Just to make sure the path is clear.”

She nodded once, a swift, almost imperceptible movement that set her apart. Without a word, she slipped through the door, her form blending with the shadows as if she was part of them, made from the same cloth of darkness.

We waited, a small island in a sea of obscurity. I had to struggle not to be dazzled and perplexed by the almost alien nature of our surroundings. The mighty towers and the drifting deposits of minerals were something out of a fantasy novel.

As we waited, Leigh shifted beside me, her discomfort manifesting in small movements, a need to do something, anything, rather than stand idle. “Hope Diane won’t run into any nasties,” she hummed.

“She’ll be fine,” I said. “This is what she specializes in, and we need to let her do her job.”

Celeste placed a hand on my arm, her touch light but grounding. “She knows what she’s doing,” she said softly, her voice barely rising above a whisper.

Yeska exhaled slowly, her breath a soft sigh in the quiet. “I just wish there was more light,” she admitted, and I understood her sentiment all too well.

There was a kind of murkiness up here. There didn’t seem to be any clouds, but rather, there was a strange mist clinging to everything, dimming the sunlight and leaving a soupy atmosphere. Any look over the side of the bridge brought a sudden rush of vertigo and disorientation. I could only conclude that there was strong magic here. Like Yeska, I found myself longing for the sun, for the clear light of day.

Time stretched out, thin and fragile, as we waited for Diane to return from her scouting. The urge to follow, to see for myself what lay ahead, rose slowly, but I knew better than to rush after her, to act without the full knowledge that Diane would provide upon her return. Patience, in this case, was not just a virtue but a necessity.

The silence around us deepened, a tangible entity that seemed to press against my ears. I focused on the sounds I could hear: the howling of the wind, the low rumble of the larroling’s breathing beside me.

Every creak and groan of the ancient structure around us was a reminder of where we were, of the history that surrounded us in this place of stone and shadow.

Beside me, Leigh began to hum softly, a tune without words that filled the space with something other than silence. It was a small comfort, a reminder of the life that pulsed within each of us.

Celeste joined in, her voice harmonizing with Leigh’s in a melody that seemed almost out of place in the heights of the Sky Mines. Yet it was soothing, a balm for the waiting, for the tension that knotted in my stomach.
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Leigh leaned against the cold stone wall, idly hooking her thumbs behind her belt buckle. “Sheesh,” she murmured. “Wonder what she ran into?”

Celeste stood beside her, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. She wasn’t one for fidgeting, but there was a tension in her posture, a rigidity that spoke volumes.

Yeska paced a small circle, her steps soft against the rough terrain of the tunnel floor. She glanced back at us every now and then, as if to reassure herself we were still there.

Meanwhile, the Larroling hunkered down near the entrance, its huge body creating a small blockade against the darkness ahead. It snuffled occasionally, a reminder of its presence.

“Vigtrakk said the Sky Mines were built in Tannoris,” I broke the silence, hoping to distract us all, myself included. “It’s such a strange idea that they were moved whole from that world to Earth, while so many other things were destroyed.”

Leigh nodded. “It’s a weird thing, ain’t it? Makes ya think how much was lost and why. We understand next to nothin’ of it.”

Celeste nodded with her thoughtful gaze. “Not even the greatest scholars of the elves — at least, those that remained after the Upheaval — have fathomed the mysteries of it all.”

Yeska finally stopped pacing, coming to stand beside Celeste. “I’ve pondered it for a while,” she said, “but there is nothing about it that I understand — no rhyme or reason.”

“Well, from the races of Tannoris, the elves certainly seemed to have lost the most,” I ventured. “And I don’t mean that to claim that the other races had an easier time, but it is strange that nearly all elven cities were destroyed.”

Celeste nodded sadly. “Indeed. And some believe the elves might have had a hand in it all.”

“Is that so?” I asked. “Why would they?”

“Some claim it might have been some kind of magical experiment gone wrong.” Celeste shrugged. “For all I know, it might be the truth. I doubt I shall ever find out.”

The other women threw her sympathetic looks. I was happy to see that if they believed any such things, they certainly didn’t hold them against Celeste.

“Diane’s been gone a while,” Celeste said, shifting topic. Her voice was steady, but I caught the trace of concern in her expression.

“Like David said, she knows what she’s doing,” Yeska added quickly. “She’s the best Scout we could ask for.” Her words were meant to reassure, but I noticed the slight wringing of her hands.

The larroling let out a soft grunt, drawing our attention. It was as if it could sense our growing unease, its large eyes watching the path Diane had taken.

“She’ll be back any moment now,” I said.

Just then, a faint sound reached us from the darkness of the doorway ahead. Footsteps, light and quick. We all turned in unison, watching as a figure emerged from the shadows.

Diane appeared, moving with an ease that belied the tension of our wait. Relief flooded me at the sight of her, safe and unharmed.

“There’s another bridge beyond the next tower,” she reported, joining us once again. Her voice was calm, but I caught the undercurrent of urgency. “And several basilisks are waiting. Easily two dozen...They seem to be guarding a nest.”

“A nest?” Yeska hummed. “On a bridge? Why would they nest there and not inside?”

“Basilisks nest in the open air,” Leigh explained before turning to me. “And if they have a nest, they’re gonna have eggs. They’re planning on expanding,” she said, her brows drawing together in concern. “And their females never leave the eggs. If we hunt ‘em down there, we’ll stop the expansion before it can happen.”

“That settles it, then,” I said, my voice firm with resolve. “We can’t let them grow in numbers. We have to stop them now.”

Celeste looked at me, her expression serious. “Two dozen is a lot, though… You want us to take on the basilisks with our usual tactics?” The question hung between us with the standard plan laid out as an option.

I paused, considering not just the challenge ahead but the safety of those with me. “I might have a better plan,” I said after a moment.

As if on instinct, my women gathered closer, forming a small circle as I prepared to outline my thoughts. The tension of the unknown hung in the air.

“Listen carefully,” I began, lowering my voice as I detailed my plan.


Chapter 39

Crouching behind the slightly ajar bronze door, I stole a glance through the gap, my eyes adjusting to the dimmer light of the bridge ahead. The nest, positioned at the far end of the walkway, seemed like a dark blot against the stonework, an aberration amidst the engineering marvel that was the Sky Mines.

The basilisks, their scales glistening even in the muted light, moved around with a disconcerting grace. It was almost as if they were patrolling their territory, their bodies weaving through the shadows cast by the chains that held the floating deposits in place.

Their behavior was curious, not the relentless predators I had envisioned, but creatures with a routine. Some nosed around the nest, while others skittered along the edges of the bridge, their watchful eyes catching any flicker of movement.

They had built their nest close to the door of the tower on the far side of the bridge, and many of them stuck to that area, as if they were ready to move into that tower at a moment’s notice.

For my plan to work, I needed them all in the middle of the bridge.

Behind me, the whisper of fabric against stone indicated Leigh’s impatience. Her whisper, barely audible even in the quiet of our hiding spot, carried her excitement. “If David’s plan works, it’s the best plan ever made up by anyone,” she said, a smile evident in her voice.

I couldn’t help but share in her excitement, the corners of my mouth turning up in a grin. There was something about being on the edge of action, a plan about to unfold, that brought a spark of adrenaline.

Turning to face my women, I saw their faces set in expressions of focus and determination. “You all know what to do,” I reminded them softly, “wait for my signal.”

Their nods were firm, each one of them ready. I felt a surge of pride at their capability, at the way they had embraced this challenge with such courage.

Stealing myself, I reached into my bag, pulling out a mana potion. Downing it quickly, I felt the rush of energy coursing through my veins, a readiness to summon what was needed.

Focusing the mana within me, I cast my Summon Guardian spell twice in rapid succession. Two guardians emerged, their forms solidifying beside me as they brandished their shields. I bolstered them with Evolve Summon, making their bulk and height increase and their shields grow heavier.

Next, summoning Aquana’s avatar required more mana, the invocation drawing heavily on my spiritual strength. And so I downed another potion before I cast the spell, wincing at the taste. Too many of those in rapid succession were hardly a pleasure, but necessary. The avatar formed, a presence of water and power that shimmered in the dim light.

With my summons ready, I turned back to my women. “Are we all prepared?” I asked, seeking confirmation one last time.

They answered affirmatively, their voices low but clear. Yeska gave me a pointed look, one that said she was more than ready for what was to come.

“Then it’s time,” I decided, the moment of action upon us. “Did you girls figure out the mechanism?”

“Yeah,” Leigh said. “It’s pretty simple. The dwarves obviously designed this place with ease of operation in mind.”

I nodded. “Good. Time to get started.”

At my mental command, the summons moved up the bridge toward the nest. The basilisks had not spotted them yet, but they would soon. Leigh took position up behind me, her revolver at the ready. “Whenever you’re ready,” she hummed.

Celeste and Yeska positioned themselves as well, their readiness palpable in the air that tensed around them. Celeste’s hands gripped her sword tighter, the metal whispering promises of defense, should the plan fail.

The quiet that enveloped us was punctuated by our breathing, a rhythm that seemed to beat in time with the pulsing mana within me.

Yeska, ever the embodiment of motion, shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her dagger catching glints of the sparse light. Her readiness to act on my command signaled her integration into the unit of our family, and I was proud to see it.

Diane, having rejoined us at the rear, kept a watchful eye on our surroundings, while the larroling growled softly, a low sound that seemed to vibrate through the stone beneath us. It too sensed the imminence of action, its instincts attuned to our collective will.

As the summons approached the nest, the basilisks stirred. Our intrusion into their domain was not going unnoticed.

“Here we go,” I whispered. “Time to execute our plan.”
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Standing at the threshold of the bridge leading into the depths of the Sky Mines, the cold air swirled around me, chilling yet invigorating.

I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. A quick glance at my summons reassured me that the plan was going well. With a mental command, I urged them forward, positioning them in front of me.

The basilisks, sensing their approach, reacted with a ferocity that seemed to reverberate through the very air. Their postures became aggressive, their hissing a clear challenge to my summons’ intrusion. The atmosphere grew tense, loaded with the anticipation of the impending confrontation.

I remained near the door; a tactical decision that kept me out of direct combat yet still anchored to the situation. The evolved guardians held their position, unwavering protectors against the basilisks that began to bear down upon us with intent. Aquana’s avatar prepared to provide the necessary support, an elemental force against our foes.

“Looks like they’re gettin’ ready to fight,” Leigh whispered behind me.

I nodded. “Yeah, get ready!”

She nodded and moved back, ready to spring our trap. A moment later, the basilisks left the nest. They did exactly what I had hoped and expected. All two dozen of them moved to the center of the bridge to engage the summons.

As the basilisks and the summons clashed, the battle erupted with a violence that was startling. The guardians absorbed the impact, their existence a bulwark against the assault. But even in their evolved state, they would not hold on for long. Aquana’s avatar responded with a surge of water, attempting to disrupt the basilisks’ coordinated attack.

They stood no chance of winning, of course, but that wasn’t the plan.

I kept my distance, watching as the combat unfolded to make sure all the basilisks moved up. My mind raced, considering each move, each tactical shift as the guardians and Aquana’s avatar fought valiantly. The clash was a cacophony of magic and primal fury.

And then, everything seemed right. This was our chance.

I called out to Leigh, “Do it! Now.”

It was the cue they had been waiting for. In the next moment, a heavy, grinding noise filled the air, a sound that seemed to originate from deep within the very fabric of the Sky Mines.

A tremor passed beneath our feet, a subtle yet unmistakable sign that the plan was in motion. The bridge beneath the basilisks, once a stable ground, began to shudder with the mechanics of the drawbridge being activated.

The basilisks, too engrossed in their battle with my summons, failed to act on the initial tremor. Their focus was undivided, their aggression fueled by the intrusion into their territory.

And then, with a jolt that ran through the entire structure, the bridge began to lower.

Now, the basilisks noticed….

They tried to run back to the door on the opposite side, but they were too far away from it now. And in their chaotic rush, they only hindered each other. My grin spread wide across my face as the realization my plan was coming together took hold.

As the bridge descended, the basilisks and their nest began to plunge into the void below. I watched, transfixed, as gravity took hold, pulling them down into the depths. In that moment, I dismissed my summons, their forms vanishing into the ether from which they came.

The basilisks’ descent was a sight to behold. They scrambled for purchase, their claws scraping against the stonework of the bridge in a futile attempt to halt their fall. But it was too late. The drawbridge’s mechanism, once initiated, could not be stopped.

Their hissing and snarling grew distant as they fell. I leaned forward slightly, watching as they disappeared into the darkness below, their forms shrinking until they disappeared into the drifting mists, braying and shrieking.

Meaty smacks told the tale, and the ensuing silence even more so.

“Think that did them in?” Yeska asked.

“Nothing will survive a drop like that,” I replied. “But we’ll check to make sure.”

The cessation of the noise marked the end of the battle. The bridge, now fully descended, hung limply from its chains. The nest, too, had tumbled down to the rocks below.

A profound silence enveloped the area, the fight’s aftermath a stark contrast to the chaos that had reigned mere moments before. I took a moment to let it sink in, the quiet a balm to the adrenaline that still pulsed through my veins.

As I took a steadying breath, the notification that captured my attention was unexpected yet deeply satisfying. A surge of pride filled me as I read the message that confirmed my advancement to level 11. Apparently, killing monsters indirectly like this still granted experience.

The clapping and happy laughter of my women drew me back to the present, and I resolved to deal with the level-up later.

I turned to face them and spread my arms. “Easiest battle ever,” I quipped.

The girls laughed at that. “It sure was!” Leigh enthused. “I figured we’d get a lot more trouble.”

“It was indeed!” Celeste agreed, and Yeska and Diane shot me loving looks.

Chuckling, I drew each of them in for a kiss. “Well, let’s find a way down, check if they’re all dead, and then return to Vigtrakk. But let’s remain vigilant in case something else or a straggler is still hanging around.”

We made our way down and discovered that the basilisks were indeed destroyed. We then did a cautious round of the other towers of the Sky Mines, but we found no more basilisks, eggs, or nests.

After that, the trek back was a reflective journey, the stillness around us a sharp contrast to the battle’s intensity. My thoughts turned to the future, to the possibilities that lay ahead now that this hurdle had been overcome. Hopefully, I would learn more of my Bloodline, and we would strengthen the relationship between the Coalition and the Redmane dwarves.

With the completion of our mission guaranteed, we made our way back to Bronzehall.


Chapter 40

The moment the door shut behind us, marking our re-entry into the stone-carved safety after the bridge’s ordeal, the air around us seemed to breathe easier. We were back from the edge where every step could have been a leap into the unknown.

Diane was the first to turn towards me, her face lit by a mix of relief and pride. “We did it, David,” she said, the simple acknowledgment echoing warmly in the tower’s cool expanse.

Leigh was quick to join in, a cheerful grin spreading across her face, her revolver now secured at her side. “That plan was pure genius,” she announced, her voice carrying a lightness that matched her steps as she moved closer.

Celeste approached more quietly but with an obvious delight in her eyes. “We worked together well,” she hummed, standing now beside Leigh, sharing in the moment of collective accomplishment. “And David’s plan saved the day, it seemed!”

“Just when I thought I couldn’t be more amazed by this team,” Yeska said, her gaze briefly meeting mine.

I felt pride under their praises and smiled at each of them. “It was a team effort,” I reminded them, keen on sharing the credit. “I couldn’t have done it without each of you.”

“And,” I added, feeling a surge of excitement, “there’s something else. I leveled up.” The words felt strange in my mouth, a reminder of how intertwined our lives had become with the magical realm.

Diane’s smile grew wider. “So did I,” she announced, not missing a beat. “And I!” Leigh said, and it soon turned out that Diane and Celeste had leveled as well.

“So, we all leveled up,” I concluded.

“It’s that Bloodline power of yours again,” Leigh said.

“It feels so strong,” Yeska hummed, shooting me a loving look.

I winked at her before turning to the others. “Let’s take a moment to apply our level up,” I suggested, feeling a communal sense of advancement among us. It was a shared milestone, our individual growth contributing to our collective strength.

Diane nodded but indicated she would stand guard while we focused inward on our advancements. “I’ll go after you,” she assured us. It was a practical decision, ensuring our safety as we momentarily turned inward.

Turning my focus to my notifications, I felt the rush of new power coursing through me. The notification informed me of the advancement’s effect: my health increased by 10, and my mana by 5, a welcome enhancement to my capabilities. The decision on what new spell to choose loomed before me.

The options were clear: Summon Blaze, which allowed me to call forth a small but powerful fire elemental; Tempest, which allowed me to call forth a storm; or Flame Pillar, which created a column of fire. Each carried its own appeal, but the idea of summoning a fire elemental sparked something in me. The mental image of a very small but intense ball of fire doing my bidding just felt more useful. Tempest was a close second, but it only worked outdoors. Considering most of our adventures were in Dungeons, it made little sense to constrict myself like that.

I chose Summon Blaze, feeling a connection to the elemental that appealed to me deeply. It was decided without testing the spell now, as safety and caution were paramount in our current environment. However, the anticipation of seeing it in action thrilled me.

Additionally, I understood I had gained another slot to bind a familiar, a prospect that opened up new possibilities and strategic options for our team. The avenues it created buzzed at the back of my mind, ideas already forming.

Satisfied, I focused on my updated character sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 11
Health: 120/120
Mana: 60/60 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 29 (3 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 34 (4 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 30 (6 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 25 (9 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 21 (9 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 12 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 17 (5 mana)
Banish — Level 1 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 11 (4 mana)
Summon Duergar — Level 9 (8 mana)
Summon Blaze — Level 1 (6 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 21 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 26 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 27 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 29 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 14 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 7 (1 mana)

I noticed that the spells which had advanced beyond level 30 had their mana cost decreased by 1, just as they had when they hit level 15. That was a good development since it meant I could keep bringing the cost down, perhaps all the way to 1.

As we each took the time to embrace and integrate our new skills and enhancements, the air around us seemed charged with potential. Diane watched over us, her vigil a silent testament to her constant care and protection. And when we were done, she did her level up.

“Well,” I said when everyone was finished. “Tell me all about it!”

“I learned how to disarm traps,” Diane enthused. Her new ability, Disarm Trap, sounded like it would come in handy in so many of our future ventures.

Leigh bounced on her toes, eager to share her news. “Guess what? I got another slot for a pet!” She seemed almost giddy with the prospect. “More fuzzy creatures!”

Celeste’s news was delivered with her usual calm. “I have gained Second Wind,” she explained. “It restores my health.” The ability sounded reassuring, another layer of safety in our uncertain adventures.

Yeska’s revelation was last but not least. “I developed a Burst spell,” she said, a glint of mischief in her eye. “It allows me to deal a massive amount of damage to living foes by bursting their blood.” Her power seemed both terrifying and compelling.

As we discussed our new abilities, a sense of readiness enveloped us. It was a reinforcement of our team’s strength and adaptability. Each new skill, each advancement, was another step towards our shared goals.

“With our level-ups completed,” I said, looking around at the faces of my family, their features set in determination and renewed resolve. “Let’s leave the Sky Mines and report back to Vigtrakk. It’s time for us to get some rest and relaxation!”

“And more of that dwarven cuisine!” Leigh hummed.

We all chuckled at that. Soon, our footsteps echoed softly as we retraced our steps through the corridors of Bronzehall.


Chapter 41

We walked back through the dimly lit corridor with a sense of achievement warming us from the inside out. It was late afternoon, and the gold and white stone of Bronzehall glittered in the light that managed to seep through its high windows.

Vigtrakk, still positioned by the heavy bronze door with the two guards, turned towards us as we approached. The anticipation in the air was thick, almost tactile, and the dwarves gave us hopeful looks. They had a lot riding on the Sky Mines.

“You’re back,” Vigtrakk said, his voice sturdy, resonating through the hall with characteristic dwarven robustness. “How did you fare?”

“We are indeed,” I replied, stepping forward. “And the basilisks won’t be troubling the Sky Mines anymore.” My words were plain, but I knew they carried weight.

Vigtrakk’s face broke into a broad smile, the joy unmistakable. “Excellent news!” he exclaimed. “Bronzehall is in your debt.” There was a sense of genuine gratitude in his voice as he stepped forward and heartily shook my hand. “Well done indeed, lad! Ha! We will surely celebrate with a proper feast, aye!”

Diane shared an exchange of looks with me. It was a silent conversation we often had, an understanding between us. I voiced her thoughts. “Before we join you and the dwarves for the evening,” I began, directing my words to Vigtrakk, “we would like to pick up Lucas.”

Vigtrakk nodded immediately, understanding emerging in his features as he locked the door again. “Of course, come with me.” He turned, leading the way, his steps echoing through the hall as we followed.

Walking back through Bronzehall’s corridors, I couldn’t help but notice how the late afternoon light painted the walls in shades of gold and ivory. It felt like walking through a piece of history that was still alive, still breathing.

The nursery was just as warm and inviting as when we had left it. The sound of dwarven children laughing and playing filled the space, a comfortable bustle that spoke of care and safety.

Lucas was there, in the arms of Briggda, the dwarven midwife, who had rocked him gently to sleep. Diane rushed forward, almost instinctively, her arms reaching out for our son.

Briggda handed Lucas over with a smile, her eyes shining with a kindness that was universal. Diane cradled him close, checking him over with a mother’s practiced eye. I watched, my chest swelling with pride and love.

“He’s been perfect,” Briggda told us, her voice soft. “A real joy.” Her words were simple but carried the weight of mountains. Diane and I exchanged a glance, a shared moment of parental pride.

Lucas stirred slightly in Diane’s arms, his blue eyes blinking open to take in his surroundings. The sight of him so peaceful and content in Diane’s embrace was a balm to any worries we might have carried back from the mines with us.

Leaving the nursery behind, Vigtrakk led us through the halls of Bronzehall towards the quarters arranged for us. The walk was quiet, a time of winding down from the high of battle and success.

Our quarters were spacious and adorned with the same meticulous care that seemed to be a hallmark of dwarven architecture. The rooms were warm, lit by the soft glow of lanterns that cast dancing shadows against the stone walls.

“You’re more than welcome to stay the night,” Vigtrakk told us, gesturing around the space. “And please, prepare for a lavish meal in the great hall with the Redmane clan.”

I thanked Vigtrakk, assured by the thought of a night’s rest within these sturdy walls. The prospect of dining with the dwarves was appealing, a chance to learn more about their culture and celebrate our shared victory.

But first, I turned to Diane, holding Lucas between us. “Let’s take a moment to clean up and settle in,” I suggested. She nodded in agreement, her gaze still fixed on Lucas, who had begun to babble softly.

Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska spread out into the quarters, exploring with murmurs of appreciation. The sense of family was strong among us, a grounding force after the whirlwind of the day’s events.

As Diane and I settled Lucas into a makeshift crib the dwarves had provided, I reflected on the journey that had brought us here. From the homestead’s quiet peace to the depths of the Sky Mines, it had been a journey of growth and discovery.

Now, with Lucas back with us, there was a sense of completion, a cycle closed. Diane and I shared a quiet look, a moment of tranquility amid the storm of our lives.

I nodded at the peaceful sight, realizing it was now time to join the dwarves of the Redmane clan in their hall. The prospect of dining with them, of sharing in their traditions, was an opportunity I looked forward to.

[image: AOIcon]

The air in the great hall of Bronzehall was thick with the rich aroma of roasting meats and the warm scent of fresh bread right from the oven. As we entered, led by Vigtrakk, the sight that greeted us was one of abundance and celebration. The hall was lit by the glow of numerous lanterns that cast a comfortable light on the dwarven faces that were eager and welcoming.

Once we were inside, the many dwarves present stomped their feet and slammed their meaty fists on the tables, hailing us as the ones who had freed the Sky Mines and restored one of their primary sources of revenue. We stood there, a little self-conscious, as they hailed us, but I urged each of my women to bask in the glory with a warm look. We had achieved this, and I wanted them all to enjoy the moment.

When the dwarven hail subsided, Vigtrakk guided us to a long wooden table that had been set aside for us, its surface gleaming under the soft light. Brass and bronze plates awaited, alongside hefty mugs that promised fine dwarven ale, which I had come to appreciate. The feast laid out before us was a showcase of dwarf culinary mastery — plates piled high with various meats, bowls of steaming vegetables, and baskets of golden bread.

“Please, be seated,” Vigtrakk said, waving his hand toward the table with a flourish. They were honorary seats. His pride in the presentation was evident in his broad smile. We settled ourselves, the comfortable cushions of the chairs a welcome relief after the day’s exertions.

As we began to serve ourselves, filling our plates with the generous offerings, Vigtrakk introduced us to the other council members of the Redmane clan who had joined us. Each bore their name with the weight of history and accomplishments that were etched into the stones of Bronzehall itself. Their firm handshakes and direct gazes spoke of their character and their commitment to their people.

Amidst the exchange of introductions, Diane carefully balanced Lucas on her lap, managing the feat with the grace that had become her hallmark. Lucas’s little sounds of contentment and wonder as he looked around were a melody in themselves, blending into the din of the hall.

The meal progressed in a lively manner, the dwarven council members sharing tales of Bronzehall’s past glories and current endeavors. We listened, captivated as history was spoken aloud, not just read from the pages of a book. Their stories added layers to the stones and carvings we had passed, infusing them with life and purpose.

As plates were slowly emptied, conversations took on a lighter note. Laughter filled the hall, echoing off the high ceilings and adding to the warmth that had enveloped us since our arrival. The dwarves’ hospitality was complete, embracing us not simply as guests but as friends and allies.

Once the feast had concluded, the time came to express our gratitude. I stood, raising my mug in a gesture that had become familiar. “To the Redmane clan,” I toasted, “may our paths continue to cross in friendship and shared victories.”

The response was an enthusiastic chorus of mugs raised in return with the sentiment echoed by all in the hall. It was a moment of unity, of connections forged not just by battle and necessity but by shared meals and stories and budding friendships and alliances.

As the evening wore on and the hall began to clear, the weight of the day began to press upon us. Vigtrakk, understanding our need for rest after the day’s achievement, prepared to lead us back to the chambers he had arranged for our stay. “I trust the meal was to your satisfaction,” he said, his voice hinting at the comfort that awaited us.

We thanked him, our appreciation genuine for the effort that had gone into the evening’s arrangement. The feast in the great hall of Bronzehall would be a cherished memory.

As we readied ourselves to depart, Diane adjusted Lucas in her arms, the little one’s eyes heavy with sleep but content. Leigh stretched, the energy from the meal still coursing through her. Celeste and Yeska shared a look that spoke volumes of their thoughts on the evening with their faces alight with the joy of the experiences shared.

Together, we followed Vigtrakk out of the great hall, our steps echoing softly in the now-quiet corridors of Bronzehall. The night had deepened outside, the stars shining brightly against the black sky through the high windows.

The corridors seemed different at night, more intimate with the lanterns casting pools of light along our path. The craftsmanship of the dwarves was more pronounced, each carving and etched rune telling its own story in the flickering light.

As we approached the chambers that had been prepared for us, the thought of a soft bed was increasingly appealing. The day had been long, filled with uncertainty, battle, and then the joy of victory.

Vigtrakk paused at the door to our chambers, turning to face us. “I will leave you to rest,” he said, bowing slightly. “And remember, tomorrow you shall have time with our loremasters to delve into your Bloodline and the tale of Taelath.”

His promise was a reminder of the reason behind our journey, of the questions that still needed answers. But for now, the need for rest was paramount, a chance to recharge and prepare for the day ahead.

The chambers welcomed us with their lavishness, the beds promising comfort and the warmth of heavy blankets an invitation to sleep. The dwarves had spared no effort in ensuring our stay was as pleasant as possible.

I smiled at Diane as she held Lucas. The little one was already nodding off in her warm embrace, and the sight of Diane with our child warmed my heart but also intensified my desire and love for her. Celeste, Yeska, and Leigh were close behind, as appreciative of the sight as I was, and I enjoyed this little family moment as we settled into our quarters.

I placed my hand on the small of Diane’s back. “What do you say we put the little one to bed together?” I suggested.

She shot me a warm smile and nodded.


Chapter 42

Together, Diane and I moved to Lucas’s crib, a small haven prepared by the dwarven hands to nestle our son into the night. The crib, ornate with carvings of little animals, stood ready for our boy to dream in.

Gently, Diane laid Lucas down, tucking him in with a blanket that the dwarves had provided, soft and warm against his skin. Watching her, I felt a sense of peace wrap around us, the room a cocoon against the world outside.

The quiet of the room settled as Lucas’s tiny breaths became the central focus, a rhythmic lullaby that seemed to ease the weight of our day. Diane leaned over the crib, her face soft with a mother’s love, whispering words only meant for Lucas.

I pulled up two chairs beside the crib, inviting Diane to sit with me as we waited for Lucas to drift into sleep. The room, filled with dwarven artistry, echoed our quiet vigil, its luxury a mere backdrop to this simple, precious moment.

Diane took my hand as we sat, her grip conveying a world of words unsaid. In the dim light, I watched Lucas’s eyes flutter closed, his journey to dreams guided by the lull of our presence.

Once Lucas was asleep, enveloped in the tranquility of his slumber, I turned to Diane. “It makes me happy, you know,” I began, “seeing how you and Yeska have grown close.”

Diane’s eyes met mine, a quiet understanding passing between us. “Yeska has... well, she’s become like family,” Diane admitted, her voice carrying the weight of her realization. It was an acknowledgment of how our lives had intertwined, how Yeska had woven herself into the fabric of our existence.

“Are you ready to enjoy watching me accept Yeska in our relationship?” I asked.

Diane bit her lip as she took a moment, her gaze drifting back to Lucas before returning to me. “I do,” she said with conviction. “After tonight, seeing how we all came together... Yes, I’m ready.” Her words felt like a promise, sealing an understanding that had been growing between us.

At her affirmation, something within me stirred, a desire that had been building, now finding its voice. “I’m very happy to hear that, Diane,” I responded, feeling the warmth of our future possibilities enveloping us.

Diane leaned closer, her voice lowering into a playful tone. “Why not tonight?” she suggested, a hint of mischief lacing her words. “After all, we’re all here.”

I chuckled. “Well, I figured you’d be tired!”

“Tired?” she hummed, eyebrow raised. “Of course I’m tired. But I could do with being a little more tired.”

I smiled at that and shook my head. “You amaze me, Diane. In the best of ways.” I then studied her lithe figure for a moment, imagining how great it would be to have her with Yeska — and of course Celeste and Leigh — at the same time.

“Well?” she purred, quite aware I was ogling her.

“Are you sure?” I asked, wary of pushing too fast, too soon on her recovery from having Lucas. But Diane’s nod, confident and assured, dissolved any hesitation I might have held. “The other girls need to be there, too,” she added, including them in a bond that was about to deepen.

Diane’s proposal sparked within me a rising need, a culmination of moments and feelings that had been gathering since Yeska first stepped into our lives.

“And I think I have just the idea to get the mood right,” Diane said, her voice a whisper that carried the promise of intimacy.

“Oh?” I said. “Well, that sounds interesting.”

She grinned and winked. “Just you wait and see! Are you ready?”

I found myself nodding with rising lust, caught in the pull of her assurance and the rightness of the moment. Diane caught my gaze, understanding my thoughts. “Let us go to the others,” she said, her voice soft but without doubt. It was a step we were ready to take, together.

The anticipation of the evening, of claiming Yeska with all of us present. It boiled within me as a desire woven through each breath and heartbeat. We rose at the same time, driven by a very sudden need to act on these desires. As Diane leaned over the crib to make sure Lucas was comfortable, I gave her luscious butt a squeeze that made her yelp and slap my hand playfully.

Then, once we were sure that Lucas was comfortable, we slipped out of the room to join the others.


Chapter 43

Diane and I returned to the living area of our quarters, the door closing gently behind us. There, the gentle ambiance of the lantern light caressed the room, casting long shadows that danced along the walls adorned with the craftsmanship of Bronzehall. Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska sat scattered around, their faces turning towards us as we entered, marking a pause in whatever conversation they’d been engaged in.

“What’s this look you two have?” Leigh asked with a grin, her voice breaking the silence as she observed the expression on Diane’s face, almost immediately picking up on the charged air between us. The question hung in the air, playful yet curious, inviting Diane to share what was on her mind.

Diane walked over to a small table set away to the side of the living quarters. It was nice and close to the hearth. “How about we play a little… game to pass the time?” she suggested, her eyes scanning the room, inviting everyone into her plan.

“A game?” Leigh hummed. “I like games.”

Celeste nodded happily, but her beautiful eyes narrowed a little as she tried to catch whatever was going on. “Oh, I do enjoy a nice game,” she agreed.

Yeska grinned, her tail giving a playful swish. “I’m good at games,” she said. “And I usually win.”

Diane licked her lips. “We’ll see,” she purred.

“It might just be a game where everyone wins,” I said with a chuckle before looking at Diane. “Why don’t you explain the rules.”

There was a hint of mischief in her eyes as she nodded. “Each person rolls the dice. The one with the lowest roll loses. Simple as that!”

“Loses what?” Leigh asked.

Diane grinned and touched her lip in mock-consideration. “Hmm… Good point,” she purred. “We don’t really have anything to bet with, do we?”

I chuckled at the little play. Leigh was already onboard, eyes glittering with mischief. She was good at reading people and understood something… interesting was about to happen. And she was there for it.

“How ‘bout clothes?” Leigh hummed, pouting a little as she threw me a charged look. “Loser takes off an article of clothing? We keep goin’ until someone is, well, fully appreciated by the rest of us…”

“Oh,” Diane hummed. “I like that!”

Leigh clapped her hands in delight at the prospect, her enthusiasm for the game evident. “Oh, this is going to be fun!” she exclaimed, her voice brimming with anticipation. Celeste, however, blushed slightly at the thought, a soft smile curling the corners of her lips as she agreed.

Yeska cocked her head to the side, her gaze flickering with interest. “Interesting,” she said, her voice carrying a hint of intrigue. By now, the catgirl had caught on and knew what was about to happen, and she seemed eager enough for it. “I’m in.”

“Well, let’s get started,” I said, eager to see my beauties naked.

We sat down at the table together, and Diane reached for the dice, their small form fitting neatly in her hand. She offered them to Leigh, who eagerly grabbed them, ready to kick off the game. The atmosphere in the room shifted, becoming charged with an air of playfulness and anticipation.

“Here we go,” Leigh hummed. “Ready for it?”

We all exchanged excited looks. The girls weren’t even wearing much — Leigh and Celeste had changed into light dresses, and by the way their nipples poked at the thin fabric, I knew they wore no bras underneath. I licked my lips at the prospect of seeing them naked. Yeska and Diane both wore tights pants and a top, but they had foregone warmer clothing in the well-heated halls of the Redmane dwarves.

“Here we go,” Leigh said as she shook the dice in her hand before letting them roll across the table. The small cubes tumbled end over end, clattering softly against the wood before coming to rest.

Snake eyes… The total was 2, a smirk spreading across Leigh’s face as she realized her fate this round.

One by one, we took our turns, the dice dictating our actions. With each roll, laughter and teasing filled the room, the game transforming from a passing amusement into a spirited competition.

It wasn’t long before Leigh was the first to embrace her ‘loss,’ standing to peel away the first article of clothing. Her movements were exaggerated, a performance that made my loins stir. She rose teasingly, grabbed her dress by the hem, and lifted it with a mock innocent look, flashing us a brief sight of the pink thong she wore underneath.

My heart pounded a little faster at the sight of how her thong hugged her pretty pussy into a tight little camel toe, and my need to do more than just play games rose. Then, with a flourish, Leigh fully disrobed, her beautiful and firm breasts bouncing free.

“Beautiful,” Yeska murmured, and Celeste and Diane gave their own little hums of agreement as they watched their harem sister disrobe.

She smiled and sat down, throwing me a challenging look before we resumed the game, but I was already appreciative of the direction this was moving into…

“Oh, goblins!” Celeste muttered as her roll was the lowest of the next round.

Leigh clapped her hands. “Yay! Let’s see a little elven strippin’ action!”

“Pah!” Celeste scoffed, but she smiled underneath the little act as she rose. My heart thumped as she took off her dress. It was a little less tight-fitting than Leigh’s, but the broad hips, contained by tight-fitting panties with a ribbon, and full breasts that appeared from under it were no less curvy.

“Beautiful,” I said as the elven beauty undressed before us.

She gave a bashful smile before sitting down, her cheeks reddening as the other women murmured their appreciation of Celeste’s naked form.

As the game progressed, the layers of clothing became fewer, the room warming not just from the fire in the hearth but from the shared amusement and growing excitement.

Eventually, Leigh stood, her skimpy thong joining the pile where her dress and shoes were. She turned toward us, her stance confident, a radiant grin on her face as she asked, “So, that’s the end of it…” She gave a fake little pout. “I lost.”

I grinned, looking at her naked form with appreciation. She was curvy but supple, her beautiful pink womanhood adorned with the cutest little strip of dark blonde pubic hair. I loved how unabashed she was.

“Well, what happens to the losers?” Yeska asked, a look of mischief in her eyes.

Celeste giggled, covering her mouth. Despite her natural bashfulness, she was excited with the little game.

“How about an assignment?” Diane purred, her sapphire eyes on Leigh.

“That sounds like fun,” I agreed.

Diane leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees. “Hmm,” she hummed, a spark of mischief flashing in her eyes. “I think we can come up with something quite interesting for Leigh to do.”

The others leaned in, the atmosphere growing thick with anticipation. “Here’s an idea!” Diane declared with a voice laced with excitement.

At the mischievous looks in their eyes, my lust was rising, and the prospect of having a naked Leigh do an assignment, chosen by Diane, aroused me even more.


Chapter 44

“Just a little assignment for the loser?” Diane hummed, a gleam in her eyes as she turned her attention towards Leigh.

“Ooh, what kind of assignment?” Leigh asked, her interest piqued. Diane’s words sparked a thrill within her, a desire for new experiences.

“Something that involves a little… service,” Diane said, a playful lilt to her voice.

Leigh cocked her head to the side, curiosity etched across her features. “Service?”

Yeska’s face broke into a smile, her sharp canines visible in the warm light of the room. “I think I know where this is going,” she teased.

Diane grinned, mischief apparent in her expression. “It involves David,” she purred, the promise of intimacy hanging in the air.

Leigh’s face flushed slightly, the prospect of serving her husband a tantalizing idea. “Well, any assignment involving David isn’t really an assignment, is it?” she hummed, her blue eyes fixed on me.

The thought of a naked Leigh doing my bidding was incredibly exciting. I looked at her beautiful body, imagining how I’d want her to serve me. “What would you want me to do?” she asked Diane, her tone with a hint of curiosity.

Celeste and Yeska both giggled as they exchanged a look. Like Leigh, the game had left Celeste naked except for her cute panties. Yeska was still wearing a skimpy thong and a lace bra but was otherwise naked.

Diane bit her lip as she considered Leigh’s question. The energy in the room had shifted, anticipation growing as each person held their breath, awaiting her response.

“You’d have to do anything we tell you to,” Diane finally said, a wicked smile forming. “Without question.”

The sight of all the naked bodies made my mind spin. And the game was heating me up in more ways than one. I felt my erection straining against the fabric of my trousers, evidence of my excitement clear for everyone to see.

The others looked at me, taking in my reaction. Yeska’s green eyes glowed with interest with her gaze fixed on my arousal. Celeste gave a soft gasp, heat in the room mirrored on her face. She spread her shapely legs a little with a delighted mewl, while Leigh licked her lips as she drank in the sight, implications of her ‘assignment’ becoming clearer.

The air crackled with anticipation as each person was caught in the web of their desires.

Diane, the only clothed one among us — she was good at dice, it turned out — grinned and pointed at me. “So, how about you take care of David, first?”

I could feel Leigh’s heated gaze on my bulge as she walked toward me, her eyes filled with want and love. It was obvious she was ready for this.

She reached out to touch my cock through the fabric of my boxers, sending a jolt of pleasure through my body. Then she began rubbing her palm over my member, eliciting a groan of desire from me.

The other women watched with bated breath with their eyes glued to the erotic display.

“Mm, feels good,” Leigh hummed as she massaged my dick. “Do you like this, David?”

I nodded, enjoying her touch. My gaze settled on her, full of fire.

“Time to unpack this beautiful cock,” Leigh hummed, her baby blue eyes on me as she lowered herself on her knees. Her fingers moved to the waistline of my boxers, pulling them down, and I could feel her warm breath on my manhood as she pulled out my engorged shaft.

“That’s so beautiful,” Celeste said, licking her lips.

Leigh stroked me, the touch of her hands sending shivers of pleasure up my spine. “You’re so hard, baby,” she said, shooting me a mischievous look. “Have we been teasing you too much?”

I laughed at her cheekiness, a low and throaty chuckle. “Maybe a little,” I teased. “But I’m not complaining.”

Leigh gave a cheeky grin and leaned in, pressing a kiss to the tip of my shaft. I shivered as her lips brushed against my cockhead, her tongue darting out to tease my throbbing shaft.

“That’s good,” I encouraged her.

“You want more?” Leigh cooed.

“Hm-hm,” I hummed, throwing my head back and reveling in the sensation.

The girls were all watching intently, their eyes focused on Leigh’s performance. They were enthralled, their excitement palpable. Celeste’s hand slipped under her cute panties, while Yeske leaned on the table, licking her lips as her tail gave an impatient swish, as if she couldn’t wait until it was her turn.

“Suck him, Leigh,” Diane crooned, her face flushed.

Leigh obliged, parting her lips to accept the head of my dick into her mouth. The sensation of her warm, wet tongue was intoxicating.

“I think we should help her,” Yeska purred. “It might be too much for her to handle.”

Giggling, Celeste gave a nod, and within a moment, they had both joined Leigh on the floor with their eyes hungry with desire. They were eager to help Leigh with her assignment. The blonde made room for them, passing my cock first to Celeste.

Her pretty pointy ears gave a happy twitch as she took hold of me in her graceful hand. Her eyes were big, conveying how eager she was to please me. As she looked up at me, I gave her a gentle nod to encourage her.

Gingerly, she wrapped her full lips around my cock, sealing tight just below its crown. I gasped with delight, welcoming the warmth of her mouth as she took it fully in.

Meanwhile, Diane watched with a mischievous smirk, enjoying how Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska all pleasured me at once. She leaned back, getting a full view of the show, and crossed her long legs, the hem of her skirt riding up just enough to show a hint of skin.

“This is such a beautiful sight,” I muttered, running my hands through their hair and enjoying the sensations of three tongues, three pairs of hands, and three pairs of lips pleasuring me all at once.

Yeska licked her lips and pressed a kiss to my balls, making me shiver. “We all love you, David,” she purred. “We want to make you feel good.”

Their collective efforts were bringing me closer and closer to the edge. I felt myself tensing, the pressure building. “I’m so close,” I groaned, my balls tightening.

“Well, we can’t have that yet,” Diane purred.

And as if she had given a signal, all the other girls stopped pleasuring me, and the impending orgasm faded, leaving me with a lot of need as I looked down at my pretty girls.

“After all,” Diane hummed, “it has to go to Yeska tonight...”

[image: AOIcon]

Celeste, Diane, and Leigh all watched, enraptured, as I took Yeska’s hands and pulled her to her feet. They were all aware of the significance of this moment for our family, and there was a reverence in the way they looked at us.

“Are you ready, my love?” I murmured to the catgirl.

Yeska gave a quiet nod. Her green eyes were filled with love and desire, and her breathing was quick and shallow. Her heart was pounding, her excitement clear.

“Good,” I murmured, leaning in and pressing a kiss to her neck. I inhaled her scent, and it was intoxicating.

Yeska let out a soft mewl of pleasure as my lips found her sensitive skin. Her tail wrapped itself around my leg, tugging me closer.

“David,” she whispered with a voice heavy with need.

I could feel the urgency in her, and I knew it was time. My hands moved to the small of her back, and I pulled her closer, my mouth seeking hers. Our lips met, and the world seemed to fade away. All that mattered was Yeska, her touch, her taste.

Yeska responded eagerly, her tongue dancing with mine, as her body pressed against me. There was hunger in her kiss, a passion that could not be denied.

I pulled back slightly, breaking the kiss, and Yeska let out a small mewl of protest. Her eyes were bright, and her lips were parted. She was aching for me.

“My love,” she purred. “I want it... Here under the loving eyes of the others...” She glanced at Diane, Celeste, and Leigh. “Please.”

“You will have it,” I whispered, stroking her hair and gently easing her down to the rug that covered the floor. We lay there together, me on her, and I lost myself in her eyes for a moment.

“David, please,” she breathed. “I want you.”

The words sent a rush of desire through me, and I knew I couldn’t deny her any longer. My hands found the waistband of her panties, and I tugged them down, exposing her wet pussy.

Yeska gasped as the cool air hit her most sensitive place. She was soaking wet and more than ready for me.

My fingers explored her folds, finding her clit and giving it a gentle rub. Yeska cried out, her back arching. Her body was quivering with need.

“More,” she pleaded. “David, please...”

I couldn’t resist the request, and I positioned myself between her thighs, my hard cock poised at her entrance.

Yeska’s eyes were wide, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps. She was already on the verge of orgasm, her lust having built up over these long weeks of teasing, of looking but touching very little. I shared the feeling, almost ready to explode at the prospect of finally giving in to our mutual need and love.

And now, the moment was here…

Slowly, I entered her, feeling her wet heat envelop me. It was exquisite. The other women murmured their approval as they watched me finally claim Yeska as my own.

“So beautiful,” Celeste said, still touching herself.

“Yes, my love,” Diane urged me on, slowly beginning to undress herself as well.

Yeska let out a cry, her hips bucking as she sought more friction.

“Oh, yes,” she whimpered. “David... Please... Fuck me.”

My hands found her hips, and I began to move, my thrusts slow and deep. Yeska’s body writhed in pleasure, her eyes fluttering shut.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Oh, David... Yes...”

I could feel her tightening around me, and I knew she was close. I sped up, fucking her with more urgency, determined to give her what she needed.

The other women watched, enraptured, as Yeska came undone beneath me. Her body shook with the force of her orgasm, her cries echoing through the room.

“Fuck,” Leigh growled, her own fingers busy on her wet pussy.

“So... hnmn... beautiful...” Celeste whispered.

Diane had stripped down completely now and was stroking her pussy as she watched us. The acceptance in her eyes was total, and I knew she had embraced Yeska as a harem sister. The realization made me go even faster.

I could feel Yeska’s body going limp in my arms, her breath ragged.

“David...” she panted. “Oh, David...”

My thrusts became more urgent as my own release drew nearer. Our game of lovemaking had been intoxicating. I was lost in it and in the sight of my other women, pleasuring themselves and moaning as they watched me initiate the newest member of my harem.

She arched her back as I pushed deeper and deeper. She bit her lip, lost in rapture. “David... I’m... I’m going to...”

The sight of Yeska, lost in ecstasy, was enough to push me over the edge, and I exploded inside her, my orgasm washing over me like a tidal wave. At the same time, she came trembling and mewling, her eyes rolling up in their sockets as the pleasure overtook her and threw off every thought except pure sensation.

The sight of us so entangled, like an erotic sculpture group, was enough to push the other girls over the edge as well. Leigh was first, always comfortable with her own carnal desire. She came with a delicious yelp that made her voluptuous body shudder. Next, Celeste let out a mewl, her body quivering with release, and her fingers moving faster and faster until her hips were jerking and her toes curling. Diane moaned and sighed, her own climax rippling through her as her body twitched and jerked, her nipples hardening and her breath quickening.

I held Yeska throughout it all, and her arms were wrapped tightly around me, as if afraid I might slip away from her.

“I love you,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion.

“I love you, too,” I replied, my words sincere.

And as we lay there, spent and satisfied, the knowledge that our love was growing stronger, was only intensified by the sound of our collective, exhausted breathing. Yeska’s low purring was a perfect counterpoint, a testament to her contentment.

I glanced up, seeing my other three wives smiling down at me and the newest addition to our family.

“Welcome to the family, Yeska,” Leigh said, her voice heavy with sated desire.

“So very… welcome,” Celeste panted, her eyes warm and full of acceptance, face still flushed with the intensity of her orgasm.

Diane, her luscious curves exposed, nodded. “Indeed, you are part of us now, Yeska,” she said. “And we are proud to call you our sister.”

“Sisters,” Yeska whispered, the word full of meaning. “Yes, sisters. I like that.”

I kissed her gently, feeling her tail wrap around me again, and it felt like coming home.


Chapter 45

Morning had yet to fully declare itself when I stirred from a place of deep warmth and companionship. Around me, the breathing of Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska filled the silence of the room, a soft, rhythmic sound that spoke of shared comfort and peace. They lay still, ensconced in the kind of sleep that comes after a day of accomplishment and celebration.

I slid from the bed with care, conscious of not disturbing their rest. The absence of their warmth was immediately felt, a chill settling over my skin as I stood. The lavish quarters, made available to us by the dwarves of Bronzehall, seemed to hold the night’s quiet in its walls, a sanctuary for the moment.

Moving through the dim light, the carved faces of dwarven ancestors watched silently from the walls. Their stony gazes seemed to bear witness to our presence in their home, a temporary blending of worlds that had come together in pursuit of a common goal.

The living area greeted me with stillness, the remnants of last night’s conversation and laughter lingering like a memory. I paused for a moment, letting the quiet envelop me. It was in these early hours, before the day truly began, that thoughts often found their clearest expression.

The small kitchen nestled within our quarters offered a semblance of the mundane amidst the extraordinary circumstances of our stay in Bronzehall. Here, among pots and pans, was a reminder of home, of the simplicity that underpinned our existence, no matter how grand our adventures.

I set about making coffee, the process familiar and grounding. The dwarves, to my delight, had taken to the beverage with enthusiasm, ensuring their guests could enjoy this small comfort from Earth — a comfort most Tannorians had embraced as well. The rich aroma soon filled the space, a herald of the morning’s arrival.

The brew, strong and invigorating, was a contrast to the soft hum of sleep that still held the others. I cradled the mug in my hands, letting the warmth seep into my skin, a tactile anchor to the moment.

With coffee in hand, I moved to stand by one of the windows, the early light casting long shadows across the stone floor. Bronzehall, a fortress of history and culture, had extended its hospitality to us, a gesture that was not lost on me.

The view from here was nothing short of magnificent, the architectural prowess of the dwarves evident in every line and curve of their creation. Yet, it was the Sky Mines that dominated my thoughts, their towering presence a backdrop to our recent victory.

We had faced the basilisks of the Sky Mines with cunning and strength, a demonstration of our growing capabilities as a team. The creatures, once a threat to the safety and livelihood of the Redmane clan, were now a chapter in our shared story, one of many challenges overcome together.

Satisfaction settled deep within me as I considered our achievement. The sense of purpose that had driven us into the heart of the mines had not faded with the basilisks’ defeat. If anything, it had sharpened, a clear call to continue our journey, to discover and to protect.

Protecting Lucas, my son, my heart, had become an axiom of my existence. The thought of him, so new to this world and yet already at the center of such vast designs, was both a wonder and a weight. His presence had redefined my understanding of what it meant to be responsible for another’s life.

Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska, my companions in every sense of the word, were bound to me not just by affection but by a shared commitment to defend what we had built. Our homestead, a haven amidst uncertainty, held pieces of our souls in its soil, a tangible representation of our collective will.

Gladdenfield, too, had become a part of our extended territory, its safety interwoven with our own. The resolve to defend it, to stand as guardians against the threats that lurked on the edges of our understanding, was a silent vow we had all taken.

The day of our visit to Bronzehall’s archives loomed ahead, another step in unraveling the mystery of my Bloodline. The knowledge we hoped to gain was more than just a curiosity. It was a key to understanding the forces that moved against us, the shadow of Father’s threat that stretched long across our path.

And at level 11, with new skills and spells at my command, I felt a readiness to face what lay ahead. Even for Father, the dragon that would come one day to avenge its kin. The layers of complexity that wrapped around my Bloodline, around the history we were part of, were slowly peeling back, revealing truths I was only beginning to grasp.

Yet, it was not the prospect of battle that dominated my thoughts in these quiet hours. It was the unwavering certainty that, whatever the future held, we would meet it together. Our strength lay not just in magic or weapons, but in the bonds that had formed between us, unbreakable and enduring.

The stirring of baby giggles reached my ears, light and joyful. Lucas was awake, his sounds a sweet summons that pulled me from the depths of my contemplation. It was a reminder that life continued, vibrant and insistent, even amidst the complexities of our situation.

I smiled, setting my coffee down. The day was about to begin in earnest, filled with the laughter and warmth of my family. The challenges we faced, the dangers that lurked in shadows, seemed less daunting with the light of Lucas’s joy illuminating our path.

I stood for a moment longer, letting the sound of Lucas’s giggles wash over me. It was a simple joy, yet profound in its impact. It grounded me, reminded me of what was truly important amidst the grandeur of quests and the weight of destiny.

The quarters seemed to come alive with the promise of the day ahead as my women stirred as well, the darkness of the night giving way to the light of morning.

Today, I would delve into the archives. With any luck, the secrets of my Bloodline would soon be revealed.
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Chapter 1

Walking into the archive room of the Redmane dwarves of Bronzehall felt like stepping into the past, surrounded by high shelves packed with the weight of dwarven history.

The air carried the dry scent of paper and the subtle tang of magic used by the archivists navigating the ladders to reach the higher shelves. It was a grand room, certainly fitting the grandeur of its purpose. Like the rest of Bronzehall palace, its walls were adorned with the carved faces of dwarven ancestors long gone, each one watching over the room with stony eyes.

Vigtrakk led the way, his steps echoing softly on the stone floor as we moved deeper into the library. The air was cooler here, a welcome relief after the warmth of the halls. Lucas, nestled against Diane, seemed unperturbed by the change, his eyes wide with curiosity as they darted around the room.

“Ah, there is Hulmet,” Vigtrakk said as he guided us towards an area where an elder dwarf sat surrounded by piles of scrolls and books. “He’s one of our most knowledgeable archivists, especially when it comes to the deep lore of our clan.”

As we approached, I took in the sight of Hulmet. His snow-white hair and beard contrasted sharply with his crimson robes, which were meticulously kept and adorned with golden elements that sparkled under the light. He looked up as we approached, his gaze sharp and assessing.

“You must be the ones Vigtrakk mentioned,” Hulmet said, his voice deeper than I expected, resonant within the vast room. “Welcome to Bronzehall’s archives. I understand you’re seeking information on Taelath?”

I stepped forward, feeling the weight of our quest pressing on me. “Yes, we are,” I replied. “I believe my Bloodline might trace back to Taelath. We were hoping your archives could shed some light on that.”

Hulmet nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Taelath is a significant figure in our history, though not all tales are well-documented. We will do our best to assist you.”

Vigtrakk smiled, a brief touch of warmth in his eyes as he looked at us. “I’ll leave you in Hulmet’s capable hands,” he said, preparing to depart. “I trust you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

With a nod of thanks to Vigtrakk, I watched him leave before turning my attention back to Hulmet. Diane adjusted Lucas in her arms, stepping closer to join me. Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska gathered around, each one offering a silent show of support.

Hulmet gestured to the chairs scattered about, inviting us to sit. “To begin, we need to pinpoint a starting point for our research. Taelath’s involvement in the Second Age and the battle against Ustru would be a logical place to start,” Hulmet suggested, already reaching for a particular scroll from the pile beside him.

As he unrolled the scroll, I found myself marveling at how surreal this moment was. Here we were, about to delve into ancient dwarven records, surrounded by the echoes of the past. Diane, holding Lucas close, shared a look with me, one full of hope and anticipation for what we might discover.

As Hulmet continued, I couldn’t help but feel grateful for this opportunity. We may have come here seeking answers about my Bloodline, but it was clear we were also about to uncover a wealth of lore and knowledge that went beyond anything I had anticipated.

“Well,” Hulmet hummed. “Hmm… This isn’t it. Let me see here.”

He unfurled another ancient scroll, placing it carefully on the table before us. The room was quiet, filled only with the sound of paper rustling and the occasional creak of the wooden chairs as we all leaned in for a closer look. Diane adjusted her hold of Lucas, her eyes never leaving the parchment as Hulmet began to translate the dense script.

“Taelath,” he started, his voice carrying a note of reverence, “was known not just for his might in battle but for his ability to unite folks under a single cause. It was said his presence alone could steel the resolve of those who fought by his side. He had an aura that allowed his allies to learn more of their combined efforts, increasing their knowledge.”

I leaned forward, my interest piqued. The notion that Taelath possessed some sort of aura that strengthened allies struck a familiar chord within me.

Celeste, sitting beside Leigh, peered at the scroll. “So, David, it sounds quite like your boost to your own and our experience gain might actually stem from Taelath himself?” she mused, a glimmer of curiosity shining in her eyes.

“It would seem so,” I replied, my brows knitting together as I considered the implications. What had always been wondrous to me now appeared to be a legacy, a direct line tracing back to ancient times and tales of heroism.

Yeska leaned over the table, her fingers tracing the edge of the scroll but not touching it. “But how?” she asked, her voice laced with the same curiosity that filled the room. “How could Taelath’s trait find its way to you, David?”

I shrugged, the question hanging heavy in the air. It was something we had all wondered, yet finding the answer seemed as distant as Taelath’s era itself.

Hulmet cleared his throat. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he cautioned, his gaze flitting between us. “Speculation is one thing, but concrete evidence is another. There are many more records we can go through,” he offered, a small smile touching his lips. “This is but the beginning of your search.”

So, we continued, our group huddled together in the archive room, surrounded by the weight of ages. Each scroll Hulmet presented was carefully examined; every line of text scrutinized for any clue that might reveal more about Taelath and the mysterious link to my Bloodline.

The afternoon wore on, the light shifting subtly as the day aged outside the thick walls of Bronzehall. We remained in the archive, lost in our search. Our progress was slow, each lead seeming to unravel into more questions than answers.

Finally, Hulmet stretched, his joints popping audibly. “It’s possible Taelath’s tale is tucked away in a corner we’ve yet to explore,” he said, looking around at the vast room filled to the brim with the history of a people. “Come, let’s try these shelves over here…”

I exchanged a look with my women. Celeste and Yeska seemed riveted, but Leigh and Diane were definitely getting bored. I chuckled at the obvious differences between them as we followed Hulmet.
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With an appraising hum, Hulmet carefully unrolled another scroll across the large oak table, its edges curled with age. The script was dense, a dialect of dwarven I hadn’t encountered before. He adjusted his glasses and leaned in closer, the lantern light casting deep shadows across his thoughtful face.

“Ha! Now, this,” Hulmet began, pointing to a series of symbols that appeared frequently across the document, “this represents a protective aura. It was believed to be a gift from Taelath himself to his closest allies during the war against Ustru.”

The revelation sent a jolt through me. My own Aura of Protection, a skill I’ve come to rely on, might actually have its roots in such ancient magic. It felt both unbelievable and, oddly, fitting.

Yeska leaned over; her curiosity evident as she tried to make sense of the faded symbols. “Could David’s Aura of Protection spell be something like a... legacy?” she asked, a note of awe in her voice.

“It’s quite possible,” Hulmet replied, not looking up from the scroll. “Legends say Taelath possessed this aura in addition to the one that increased the knowledge of allies fighting by his side.”

“But how would that translate to David? How did it cross worlds?” Celeste pondered out loud, her face a mask of concentration. The room filled with a collective pause; the weight of her question anchoring us all to the spot.

I rubbed my chin, thinking back to the countless tales of Tannoris told around campfires and in the quiet of the night. Not once did I imagine my own story intertwining with such myths.

“We need to delve deeper,” I suggested, feeling a sense of urgency take hold. “There has to be a connection somewhere, an account or a witness to this ritual.”

Diane shifted Lucas in her arms, her gaze never leaving the scroll. “It’s like we’re piecing together a puzzle without the picture on the box,” she said, a small smile touching her lips despite the frustration that mirrored mine.

Hulmet nodded, rolling up the scroll with care. “Let’s explore other documents. Maybe there’s a mention of Taelath’s offspring or descendants.”

Our search continued, each document a door to the past, some offering mere glimpses of Taelath’s era, others dead ends that led nowhere significant.

The hours wore on, the room seemingly shrinking with the mounting piles of scrolls and books we had sifted through. Yet, our discovery about the protective aura remained the only significant clue, a beacon in an ocean of unanswered questions.

Yeska flipped through another book, her fingers stained with the ink of ages past. “So much knowledge here, yet so little about what we need,” she sighed, closing the tome with a soft thud.

“Frustrating, isn’t it?” Celeste remarked, stretching her arms above her head to retrieve another dusty scroll from one of the shelves. The shared sentiment hung in the air, a dense fog of impatience and anticipation.

Just then, Lucas let out a small fidget in his sleep, drawing our attention. Diane smiled softly, readjusting the blanket around him. “At least someone’s finding this easy,” she joked, earning a collective chuckle from us all.

After that, Hulmet returned with another stack of scrolls, his determination a match for our own. “There’s more to Taelath’s story,” he said, setting the scrolls down with a sense of purpose. “Let us go through these.”

As we poured over the new documents, a pattern started to emerge. Hints of rituals and magical legacies dotted the texts, but the specifics remained elusive, always just beyond reach.

As time progressed, Vigtrakk checked in on us, bringing a tray of refreshments. “Still at it, I see,” he observed, laying out cups of strong dwarven ale and some sweet rolls that the dwarves made in their fashion. “Your dedication is commendable.”

The ale and sweet rolls were a welcome break, warmth and sugary goodness spreading through us like a renewed call to arms. “To Hulmet,” I toasted, raising my cup. “For helping us out!”

The others toasted with me, and Hulmet gave some humble mutterings as he downcast his eyes. But I meant it; the dwarf was tenacious in his job, and I had no doubt many would have given up, unwilling to sacrifice that much time on behalf of a group of strangers.

More time passed, and nearly all of the other dwarves who had been working in the archives left. But our resolve only strengthened. Each scroll and book became a battle in its own right, a challenge we met head-on with a blend of hope and stubborn tenacity.

“There has to be something,” I muttered under my breath, more to myself than anyone else. The sheer volume of history contained within these walls was overwhelming but not insurmountable.

Diane placed a sleeping Lucas gently in a makeshift cot Vigtrakk had arranged for us, then joined us back at the table. “I can’t help but wonder,” she said, “what Taelath would think of us now, chasing his legacy across worlds and ages.”

The room settled into a quiet rhythm as we continued our search, the task at hand binding us together in a silent pact of discovery. Though we had made no major breakthroughs so far, the journey itself, the search for meaning in the echoes of the past, felt like a rite of passage, a key turning in the lock of a door that had long stood closed.


Chapter 2

As we continued our diligent search through the myriad of scrolls and documents, a particular map caught Diane’s attention. She gently extracted it from beneath a stack of heavy tomes, spreading it on the table with care. “Look at this,” she called us over, her voice a whisper that belied her excitement.

The map was ancient, its edges frayed and color faded, but the markings were clear. A specific location on Tannoris was circled with vibrant, still-visible blue ink. “This must be significant,” Diane murmured, tracing the circle with her finger.

Hulmet leaned in, adjusting his glasses as he peered at the map. “Ah, yes,” he acknowledged, “this is where Taelath was last seen according to our lore. Good find!” He pointed to the circle Diane had traced. “This was the location of a Tannorian leyline, one of the most powerful sources of magic in our old, lost world.”

I leaned closer, captivated by the revelation. “A leyline?” I inquired, the term sparking a flurry of questions. “What exactly is that?”

Hulmet straightened, a look of contemplation crossing his face. “Leylines,” he began, “are channels of raw magical energy that crisscrossed Tannoris. They were the very lifelines of the planet, fueling its magic.”

“The elves were very fond of them,” Celeste added.

“Indeed, but none of the leylines survived the Upheaval,” Hulmet continued, a hint of sorrow touching his voice. “Their connection to Earth is so strong they were all absorbed during the merging of our worlds.”

The room grew quiet as we digested the information. The loss of the leylines, and with them, perhaps, a piece of Tannoris itself, felt deeply significant. It shed a new light on the calamity of the Upheaval, a dimension I hadn’t fully considered before.

Diane looked up, her expression thoughtful. “So, if Taelath was last seen at a leyline,” she posed, “could that be how he came to Earth?”

Hulmet nodded slowly, the gears turning behind his eyes. “It’s a plausible theory,” he agreed. “Leylines were capable of incredible feats of magic. It’s not beyond reason that one could’ve served as a bridge between worlds.”

Leigh, who had been listening intently, chimed in, “But why Taelath? Why would he come to Earth?”

I found myself drawn to the map, to the circled location that seemed to pulse with unanswered questions. “Maybe he was on a mission,” I suggested, the words coming out almost of their own accord. “Perhaps he came to protect something crucial, something tied to his abilities... similar to mine.”

Celeste leaned over the map, her gaze intense. “This could explain so much,” she said, a realization dawning in her voice. “About the leylines, about the shift in magical energy the Upheaval caused.”

Hulmet watched us, a flicker of interest lighting up his ancient eyes. “It is indeed fascinating.” He gave a happy grunt. “I do enjoy this research with you young folk!”

I chuckled and shot him a thankful look before the group fell into a comfortable silence, each of us lost in our thoughts. The map lay between us, a centerpiece in our search for understanding. It felt as though we were on the cusp of something monumental, a discovery that could unravel the mysteries of Taelath and perhaps, my own Bloodline.

“We’ll need to piece together Taelath’s journey on Earth,” I said, breaking the silence. My words were met with nods of agreement.

Celeste ran a slender finger over the leyline on the map. “You know,” she hummed. “The leylines’ connection to Earth could explain the devastation…”

“Devastation?” I prompted her.

She smiled up at me, as if broken from her reverie. “Yes… I mean, among the elves. We… We built our cities on leylines to tap into the magic. We built fortresses and mighty academies on their junctions. But if the leylines were destroyed during the Upheaval, then perhaps building our cities on them was the elves’ undoing.”

There was a palpable shift in the room as her words sank in. The notion that the catastrophic loss of elven cities might have been tied to their connection with these powerful magical conduits was both unsettling and illuminating.

I found myself looking at Celeste, seeing in her not just the artist and the calm presence she had always been but also a bridge to a world and a history that now seemed ever more complex and interconnected with our own.

“That could be possible,” I ventured, breaking the silence that had fallen over us. “And if it’s true, if Taelath came to Earth through a leyline, it might have been to safeguard something essential... maybe he discovered a new threat after he defeated Ustru? Something to do with Earth? Maybe even with the Upheaval?”

Diane, standing a bit apart with Lucas still asleep in her arms, looked over. “And if his protective abilities have somehow passed down to you, David,” she said, her voice tinged with a blend of amazement and concern, “that means that he started a family on Earth, and that he is your ancestor — no matter how distant.”

“Indeed,” Hulmet mused. “But if so, we can say nothing about how distant exactly. While the Second Age of Tannoris is long ago, arcane scholars do not believe that time on Earth and Tannoris passed in the same manner before the Upheaval. They were not parallel, so to say.”

The air around us felt charged, not with magic but with the realization of how deeply our fates — mine, my family’s, and Taelath’s — might be intertwined. The pieces of a puzzle we had only just begun to lay out seemed to edge closer together, suggesting a picture larger and more intricate than any of us had anticipated.

Leigh, always one to cut through tension with her vibrant spirit, leaned forward. “So, what’s the plan? We can’t just sit on our hands knowing there might be something big on the horizon.”

“Yes, we need more information,” Yeska chimed in, her usual energy subdued by the gravity of our discussion. “This... this is about more than just understanding your Bloodline, David. It’s about understanding a legacy that spans worlds.”

I nodded, feeling the weight of their words. “Right. We’ll keep searching, dig deeper into the archives. There has to be more — about Taelath’s mission, about the threat, and how all this ties to Earth.”

Hulmet, who had been listening intently, offered a thoughtful nod. “I’ll assist however I can,” he said, his tone sincere. “Taelath’s tale is part of our shared history, after all. Discovering more about it... it’s a journey worth taking. If I were a younger lad, I’d accompany ye, aye!”

The conversation that followed was a mosaic of theories, interpretations, and resolve. We circled around each clue we had, each piece of lore, trying to stitch together the fragments into a narrative that could guide us.

As the evening wore on and the lanterns burned lower, the archive room took on a stillness that felt both comforting and charged with potential.


Chapter 3

The day had faded into a hushed, concentrated quietude within the archive room, and our group remained engrossed in the sealed section Hulmet had introduced us to.

The air around us seemed denser with history, the weight of eons settled in the dust motes that danced lazily in the beam of my flashlight.

“Here,” Hulmet pointed out, passing a particularly worn manuscript to me. Its cover was leather, cracked and aged, but the script inside vibrated with a certain immediacy, as if the words were inked only yesterday.

The scroll contained personal accounts of dwarven encounters with Taelath, a perspective that promised new insights into our quest. “One of these accounts is from Kalkhor, a disciple of Taelath, and an honored ancestor of clan Redmane.”

Diane leaned in closer, her interest piqued by the unfolding narrative. “What does it say?” she asked, her voice a soft murmur in the expectant silence.

As I translated the ancient text with Hulmet’s guidance, a tale began to unfurl — accounts of Taelath’s might and justice, but more intriguingly, hints of his intention to leave Tannoris, driven by a looming threat he alone seemed to foresee. The disciples’ words painted Taelath as a guardian of something beyond comprehension, perhaps even worlds.

“It says here,” I paused, parsing the intricate dialect, “that Taelath spoke of guarding a world against something of immense power, something that would undo not just Tannoris but all realms connected by the leylines.”

Hulmet, peering over my shoulder, nodded, a grave seriousness settling over him. “This aligns with what little we know of Taelath’s later years,” he offered. “It was always said he vanished pursuing a cause somehow connected to the war with Ustru.”

Leigh, always one to cut through tension with her boundless energy, piped up, “So, he was like a superhero, charging off to save the day?” The lightness of her words brought fleeting smiles, a brief respite in the intensity of our discovery.

Yeska, a scholar at heart, took meticulous notes, her pen flying across her pad. “This is incredible,” she breathed, “like uncovering a legend within a legend.”

“But who could his enemy have been?” Celeste wondered out loud, her scholarly mind ever in pursuit of understanding. “And why does it feel like this threat is somehow significant still?”

Kalkhor’s writings revealed more than just Taelath’s protective motive; they hinted at the sacrifices he was prepared to make, the vast loneliness of his quest against a darkness that was, as yet, shapeless to us.

“This... this is all the information we have,” Hulmet finally said, after hours had slipped silently by, our journey through the scrolls coming to an end. His voice carried a mixture of disappointment and resignation. The archives, rich as they were, held no further clues to guide us.

Diane sighed, Lucas squirming slightly in her lap as if sensing his mother’s contemplation. “So, what do we do now?” she asked, her gaze meeting mine in a silent quest for direction.

“The writings of Kalkhor, Taelath’s disciple,” Hulmet began, “they leave us with more questions than answers.”

“They do,” I agreed. “This is a difficult puzzle.”

Hulmet smiled. “But,” he continued, a spark of optimism lighting his eyes as he raised his finger, “perhaps it’s not the end of the road. We should discuss these findings further. With Vigtrakk as well.”

I nodded. “Alright, sounds like a good plan.”

He grinned. “Come, aye. Let us go see him.”
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After a brief respite, we left the archive room — Diane carrying Lucas, who was still sleeping. Hulmet led us to a meeting room where Vigtrakk soon joined.

We gathered around the oak table, and we explained our findings in detail. The potential implications of Taelath’s Bloodline on Earth, the undefined threat he aimed to guard against, these were puzzles yet to be solved.

“The trail ends here,” Hulmet said as the report of our finding concluded. “But perhaps…” He fixed his eyes on Vigtrakk, who nodded, beard bobbing.

“A Diviner,” Vigtrakk said.

“Indeed,” Hulmet agreed with a grin in his beard. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

“A Diviner?” I asked. “How could a Diviner help?”

“Well, a Diviner might help,” Vigtrakk clarified. “Given enough knowledge and information, a good Diviner — say level 10 or above — could try to latch on the trail of Taelath and show ye visions to reveal more.”

Diane nodded, cradling Lucas closer. “It makes sense,” she agreed. “Taelath’s actions, the lengths he went to, there must have been a significant reason. A Diviner could help us uncover that.”

Yeska looked up from her notes, her eyes alight with the possibility. “A diviner’s perspective could indeed change everything,” she mused. “It could give us the context we’re missing.”

Celeste, ever the voice of reason, added, “But we must approach this carefully. Understanding Taelath’s past might require us to confront truths and threats of yore. There will be dangers.”

I nodded. “Not to mention we need to find a Diviner first…”

Leigh, always quick to connect dots, jolted upright in her seat. “Remember the crystal balls during the Aquana Festival?” she said. “You know? The ones that let the spectators see the Gauntlet Run?”

I blinked, unsure where she was going with this. “Yeah?”

“Ulain made those! He allowed all the spectators to see the Gauntlet Run you won. He’s a Diviner. I even think he’s level 10! He might know more, or at least point us in the right direction.”

I grinned and nodded. “Great thinking, Leigh!” The idea of consulting Ulain added a new layer to our quest. A Diviner’s insight could unveil aspects of Taelath’s past that remained hidden to us, perhaps even clarifying the nature of the threat he feared.

Vigtrakk, who had been silently listening, gave a slow nod. “I agree,” he said. “The path you’re on, the quest to unravel these mysteries, it’s a noble one. Bronzehall stands with you.”

Hulmet, gathering the scrolls we had studied, looked at us with a mixture of admiration and envy. “Ye’re living the kind of adventure most only read about,” he remarked, his voice tinged with awe.

“At any rate,” Vigtrakk said. “It’s time for us all to get some sleep! Tomorrow is the ceremony where the council will hand ye your reward for vanquishing the basilisks. And after that, ye can return to yer homes and proceed with uncovering the truth, aye!”

I nodded. “Thank you, Vigtrakk. And you, too, of course, Hulmet. We will follow your advice and get some sleep.”

As the conversation wound down, a silent consensus settled among us. We would seek out Ulain and delve into his divination for answers. The night outside had deepened, Bronzehall’s corridors quiet as the stronghold of dwarves rested.


Chapter 4

Stepping into the grand chamber in Bronzehall with my family and our hosts, the atmosphere felt charged with a significance that resonated through the stone halls.

Around us, the Redmane councilmen had gathered, their diverse faces a gallery of dwarven history etched with the lines of countless stories and battles. The chamber itself, grand and lined with the yellowish stone that gave this place its warmth, was adorned with intricate works of dwarven craft, a silent audience to the proceedings.

We were led to the center of the room by Vigtrakk, the rotund dwarf guiding us with the certainty of a man walking through his own home. His rich jewelry glinted in the light, catching my eye every so often and reminding me of the weight of tradition and honor carried by those in his position. Next to him, Hulmet moved with an evident pride for what was about to occur, the scrolls of our findings a visible testament to our recent endeavors in the Sky Mines.

As we came to a stop, Vigtrakk cleared his throat, garnering the attention of everyone present. “For your bravery and service in clearing the Sky Mines of the basilisks, the Redmane clan presents to you,” he gestured towards us, “this reward.” He motioned, and two younger dwarves approached, carrying a heavy chest between them.

They placed it at our feet with a reverence that felt almost out of place for what was, essentially, a transaction. The chest was opened, revealing a hoard of silver coins that glinted like small stars captured in metal — our rewards for the dangers faced and overcome.

I felt a hand slip into mine, grounding me as I looked down at the bounty. It was Diane, with Lucas still cradled in her other arm, who brought me back from the momentary daze the sight of the coins had induced.

“Thank you, truly,” I found myself saying, addressing Vigtrakk, Hulmet, and the councilmen gathered. “These earnings will help us greatly. We’re humble homesteaders, and a treasure of silver will aid our family and allow us to expand.”

The room filled with a murmur of voices, the dwarves nodding and exchanging looks that I interpreted as approval. It was a simple enough goal, creating space for my grandparents back home, yet in the grand setting of Bronzehall’s chamber, it took on an added layer of significance.

“We hope it will serve ye well!” Vigtrakk boomed. “And know ye that our doors and our hearts are always open to you, lad,” Vigtrakk said, a warmth in his eyes that echoed his words.

I glanced at Diane, who gave me a small smile, Lucas making soft sounds as if he too understood the gravity of the moment. Leigh, standing close, gave my shoulder a squeeze, her usual energy tempered by the atmosphere of the room. Celeste and Yeska stood, their presence a quiet strength beside us, sharing in this moment that marked not just an end to our quest but the beginning of something more — a step towards understanding and legacy.

Standing there, in the grand chamber full of Bronzehall’s history, surrounded by the councilmen with their faces etched in the light of countless candles, I felt a kind of warmth I hadn’t expected. Vigtrakk beckoned us to sit as younger dwarves came in with food and drink.

And as we broke our fast with the council, the chest of coins at our feet, a generous reward for our recent endeavors, sat almost forgotten.

“I must say,” I began, addressing Vigtrakk and then turning to Hulmet, “that your guidance through the archives was invaluable. You’ve opened our eyes to possibilities we hadn’t considered.”

Vigtrakk brushed off the praise with a chuckle, “Oh, it’s nothing, lad. We’re just pleased we could be of assistance. It’s not every day we get to delve into our history with folks who are sincerely interested, aye!”

Hulmet nodded, a gentle smile showing beneath his thick beard, “It was indeed a pleasure. Your quest to understand your Bloodline has brought some excitement to our peaceful halls.”

Diane added, “Your hospitality has been overwhelming. We’re truly grateful.”

One of the councilmen, an older dwarf with a beard that nearly touched the floor, leaned forward. “And how’s the wee lad findin’ Bronzehall?” he asked, nodding towards Lucas, who Diane still held in her arms.

Lucas, upon hearing his mention, let out a soft coo, as if understanding the conversation revolved around him. Diane gave a small laugh, “He’s taking it all in stride. Quite the adventurer already.”

The councilman beamed at that, “Ah, good to hear. Dwarven halls are known to bring out the courage in the youngest of hearts.”

Leigh interjected, “And let’s not forget the feast. That was something else. Never have I enjoyed a meal more.”

“Aye, we heard ye shoutin’ for seconds,” another councilman quipped, causing a ripple of laughter around the room.

Celeste, who had been quietly observing the back and forth, said, “But truly, what we’ve learned here, it’s more precious than any treasure. The history, the culture you’ve shared with us... it’s something we’ll carry with us.”

Yeska nodded in agreement. “There is so much lore here! If only we had more time!”

Nods and murmurs of agreement followed her words, and I felt a surge of pride in my chest.

Vigtrakk, leaning back in his chair, surveyed us all with a glint of satisfaction in his eyes. “Well, it seems we’ve all benefited from this little venture of yours.”

Hulmet, gathering some of the scrolls we had gone through together, added, “Remember, you’re always welcome to return should you wish to explore more of our archives.”

“We just might take you up on that,” I said, feeling the genuine connection that had formed between us and the dwarves of Bronzehall.

As we all stood, preparing to conclude our meeting, it seemed to me our task in Bronzehall had been well completed. Not just for the quest we had completed in the Sky Mines, but for the bridges we had built here, in these ancient halls.

And, of course, for the secrets unearthed about my Bloodline…


Chapter 5

We gathered around in the stable as Leigh coaxed the larroling out from its shelter — a corner it had seemed to declare its own amidst the hustle and bustle of the stables. She talked to it, soft and reassuring.

Even from a distance, I could catch the essence of their bond; it was a curious sight, witnessing this hulking creature tilt its head, listening intently as if understanding Leigh’s every word.

“We’re going back home now,” Leigh was explaining to the larroling as if it were a child reluctant to leave the playground.

The larroling let out a grunt, a sound that, in the context of her comforting tone, felt less like a complaint and more an acknowledgment. It stood up, towering over her, yet moved with a gentle grace following her lead out of the stable.

With the larroling ready, we all made our way towards the palace portal room, a journey marked by the echoing of our footsteps against the stone floors. Vigtrakk and Hulmet went with us, eager to accompany us until we had left the domain of their hospitality.

Standing in the grandeur of the portal room, where magic hung tangible in the air, Vigtrakk cleared his throat, drawing our attention. “It’s been an honor,” he started, his voice steady and warm. “You’ve done more than rid us of a threat. You’ve sown the seeds for future collaborations and friendships. Bronzehall always has a place for you and your family, David.”

I nodded, feeling a swell of gratitude. “We’ll carry Bronzehall with us,” I assured him. “And not just as a memory. There’s a lot we can learn from each other.”

Hulmet, who had been more of a silent observer up till now, came forward. “I’ll be following your next steps keenly,” he said, a twinkle in his eye hinting at his genuine interest in our journey. “Especially your session with Ulain. The divination might reveal paths we haven’t considered.”

I shared a look with Diane, who was holding Lucas, then back at Hulmet. “We’ll keep you posted,” I promised, “Thank you for all your help, Hulmet. Your archives... they’re a treasure.”

A small, collective pause followed, filled with unspoken words and shared understandings. It was Leigh who broke the silence, patting the larroling beside her, “Well, sounds like we’d better make sure this one doesn’t forget his way around the stables, eh?”

Vigtrakk laughed, a hearty sound that reverberated off the walls, easing the weight of farewells. “I dare say he’s made quite the impression there.”

We all shared a laugh at that. Standing there, amongst friends who had started as strangers in a land that wasn’t ours, I felt the threads of future stories weaving around us — stories of return, of collaboration, and of shared victories.

“I suppose this isn’t goodbye, but till next time,” I said, looking around at the faces surrounding us.

“Till next time, indeed, lad!” Vigtrakk echoed, and in those words, there was an assurance of a future where Bronzehall and our small but expanding family on the frontier would cross paths again.

The moment of departure lingered longer than I’d anticipated, like the last note of a song hanging in the air, reluctant to fade. Around us, the portal room of Bronzehall held a kind of solemn anticipation, a sense that the space between worlds was about to pull us through again, returning us to New Springfield and, from there, to the homestead.

Vigtrakk offered a last round of hearty handshakes, his grip firm yet enveloping, as if each clasp could convey his well wishes. Hulmet, less physically expressive, shared nods that felt like they carried the wisdom of the archive room with them.

I watched Diane as she adjusted Lucas in her arms, the little one blissfully unaware of the farewells. Vigtrakk and Hulmet each leaned in to offer Lucas a gentle pat.

Leigh, always ready to lighten the mood, joked about coming back for more of their ‘exceptional ale and, frankly, terrifyingly huge dinners’. Our laughter bounced off the stone walls, eased the tension of goodbyes. Celeste and Yeska, a little more reserved than Leigh, stood a bit apart, sharing private smiles with our hosts.

After the farewells and affirmations of support from our dwarven friends, we moved towards the portal. Approaching it, the swirling colors within it held a kind of mesmerizing beauty. It was almost hypnotic, the way it seemed to pulse and churn with unseen energies.

I found myself hesitating at the threshold, not out of fear, but from the sudden, acute awareness of stepping away from one certainty into the vague shape of another. It was a doorway to familiar grounds, yes, but also a leap into the vast, uncharted possibilities of our continued quest.

Diane stepped up beside me, her hand finding mine, Lucas now snug against her chest. “Ready?” she asked, her voice steady but I heard the faint note of apprehension that matched my own.

I looked around at my family — my brave, resilient family. Leigh with her barely contained excitement, Celeste with her serene acceptance, Yeska with her determined nod, and Diane, my rock. In their faces, I saw reflected my own mix of emotions: anticipation, concern, a kind of longing for the familiar even as we sought the new.

“Yes,” I said, more to reassure myself than as an answer to Diane’s question. “Let’s go back home.”

Together, as one unit, we moved forward. The portal’s energy enveloped us, a sensation that was at once alien and eerily comforting. We stepped through the swirling vortex, the familiar scenery of Bronzehall fading behind us. The sensation was disorienting, the firm ground beneath us one moment slipping away the next into a void that promised both danger and discovery.

As the colors swirled around us, obscuring our vision and dulling our senses, there was a moment — just a brief, hovering pause — where it felt like we were suspended between two worlds. It was a feeling akin to holding your breath underwater; a silence profound and full, where time itself seemed to slow, waiting for the inevitable plunge back into the stream of life’s current.

Then, all too soon, the sensation of motion ceased, the swirling colors began to dim, and the immediate world around us became less distinct, indicating our departure from Bronzehall.
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The portal deposited us back into New Springfield with all the subtlety of a sudden storm. The crossing had never been one for finesses, not that any of us had expected differently.

We landed in New Springfield’s late afternoon due to the difference in time zone, the city air clinging to us like smoke after a fire. The portal closed behind us with a thrum that vibrated through the air, the elven mages’ chants ceasing as they stepped away from their scaffolding, their work done.

With a collective breath, we gathered ourselves. Diane adjusted Lucas in her hold, making sure he was secured and unbothered by the journey.

The boy had developed an uncanny resilience, resting calmly in her arms, unfazed by the sudden change of surroundings. The larroling, too, measured his new environment with wide, curious eyes before turning its attention to Leigh, who murmured words of reassurance.

“We should get to the Coalition headquarters,” I suggested. “Caldwell will want to debrief us.”

Agreement was unanimous, the urgency of our report pushing us forward. After depositing the larroling back in its designated stable, we made our way through the bustling streets of New Springfield.

The city seemed alive in a way only late afternoons could muster — with people rushing to finish their day’s tasks, the air filled with the scent of meals being prepared, and the sounds of laughter and chatter spilling from open windows and doorways.

Coalition headquarters stood tall and imposing as always, its stone facade aged but welcoming. Ushered on by an elven assistant, we were brought straight to a meeting room where Caldwell awaited. The room was high and wide, with wooden paneling along the walls and bookshelves full of volumes of lore.

Caldwell greeted us with a nod, his outfit meticulously tailored, giving him an air of formality that contrasted sharply with our travel-worn clothing’s appearance. “Back so soon?” he asked, his tone carrying both surprise and interest. “I’m pleasantly surprised, I must say! Good to see you all intact!”

I smiled and nodded. “Good to see you too, Caldwell. And yeah, we’ve cleared the mines,” I informed him, keeping it succinct. The air in the room was cool, the memory of our journey still clinging to us like a second skin.

Diane shifted Lucas to her other arm, allowing the boy a better view of the room. “The mines are safe again. The threat of the basilisks has been eradicated,” she added, her voice carrying certainty.

I watched Caldwell’s expression shift from professional interest to a more relaxed, congenial demeanor as we updated him on our success in the Sky Mines. His surprise at how swiftly we’d managed the threat was palpable, a reflection of the gravity of the situation that always seemed lighter in hindsight.

“That’s excellent news,” Caldwell said, moving to stand closer. “Your success means a great deal for the stability of our relations with the Redmane clan. You’ve done us a great service. And they rewarded you as agreed?”

“The Redmanes were generous in their gratitude,” I said. “They also gave us access to the archives. And like you, the Redmane dwarves believe this will strengthen our ties, potentially opening new avenues for cooperation.”

Caldwell leaned in, his interest piqued. “That’s promising,” he mused, his steel-colored eyes reflecting the dim light of the room. “And how was your stay in Bronzehall? I trust they treated you well? And did you learn what you set out to learn?”

His question opened a gate, and stories of our time in the dwarven stronghold began to spill out. Diane spoke of Lucas’s curiosity, Leigh of the unforgettable feast, and Yeska recounted our exploration of the archives with a sense of wonder still fresh in her voice.

As Caldwell listened, his expression softened, drawn into the tale of our adventure. It was clear he saw the value in these connections, not just for the Coalition but on a personal level. Finally, when we’d given him the shortened version of the tale, he smiled and shook my hand with a firm clasp.

“You’ve exceeded our expectations,” he admitted. “On behalf of the Coalition, I want to offer you something as a token of our appreciation. The luxury suite at the Mestoque Hotel is yours for the night,” he announced with a kind smile that reached his eyes. It was a generous offer, coming from a man who seemed to measure his words and gestures carefully.

We all exchanged glances, a silent conversation passing between us in the span of a heartbeat. We had been there before, of course, and had found the suite most accommodating.

“We’d be honored,” I said, acknowledging Caldwell’s gesture. The idea of spending the night in the Mestoque Hotel, renowned for its comfort and elegance, was more than appealing.

“And, if you’d allow me, I’d like to join you for dinner tonight to hear the more detailed version of your story,” Caldwell added.

“That sounds wonderful,” Diane said.

Leigh, who’d been quietly observing the exchange with a slight tilt to her head, chimed in with her ever-present enthusiasm. “Hope they have dwarven cuisine,” she joked, lightening the mood further.

Caldwell laughed. “I’m not sure about that, Leigh, but the chef will do his best for us!”

“It sounds nice,” Celeste hummed. “A chance to relax and celebrate properly.”

Yeska beamed. “And I can’t wait to see what a luxury suite in New Springfield looks like!”

Caldwell stood, signaling the end of our debriefing. “I’ll make the arrangements,” he said, his tone indicating that for him, at least, this was more than just a professional courtesy — it was personal. “And I’ll send over a tailor with a selection for you and your wives, David.”

As we followed him out of the meeting room, the grandeur of the Coalition’s headquarters didn’t seem as imposing as it once did. Instead, it felt like a gateway to a well-earned celebration, a brief respite in the whirlwind of our adventuring lives. All around us, field agents and adventurers moved about, oblivious to the small victory we’d claimed or the quiet shift in dynamics it represented.

Outside, the sun would soon paint the sky in hues of gold and pink. But now, the light was still bright. It was beautiful, in a way that made me think of home — but there would be one more night in New Springfield before we’d see the homestead again.


Chapter 6

After Caldwell’s generous invitation, we found ourselves at the Mestoque Hotel, stepping into a familiar suite that was nothing short of palatial. The afternoon light filtered in through floor-to-ceiling windows, casting a soft glow over the opulent room.

In the center of the suite stood a collection of garment bags, each holding the fancy clothes Caldwell had arranged for us. “Look at this,” I murmured as I unzipped the first bag to reveal a sleek, dark suit.

Diane, holding Lucas, approached with a mix of curiosity and amusement. “Let’s see you in that,” she said, placing Lucas into a plush baby seat that was part of the hotel’s accommodations for us.

Leigh was already rifling through another garment bag, her laughter bubbling up as she pulled out a vibrant dress, the color of which matched her eyes. “Oh, I’m wearing this one!” she declared, holding it against herself and twirling around.

The atmosphere was light, a far cry from the tension of our mission in the mines. One by one, we each found our pieces, the suite becoming a whirlwind of fabric and chuckles.

Celeste, ever the picture of grace, emerged from the bathroom in a dress that seemed to catch the rays of sunlight that flooded the room. “What do we think?” she asked, her voice carrying a note of playfulness I’d come to cherish and that she seemed to reserve for lighthearted moments like these.

Yeska, rummaging through another bag, pulled out an outfit with exaggerated dismay. “Really?” she said, holding up a pair of trousers paired with a ruffled shirt. “This is what they want me to wear?”

I couldn’t resist joining in on the jesting. “It brings out your eyes,” I said, managing to keep a straight face. Her mock glare was all the response I needed before we both burst into laughter.

As I slipped into the suit, adjusting the fit and feeling a little awkward in the fine fabric, Diane came over to help, her fingers deft at straightening and smoothing. “You clean up nice,” she said, a warmth in her eyes as she lovingly helped me.

Lucas, from his seat, gurgled and kicked his legs, seemingly entertained by the spectacle unfolding around him. Diane picked him up, whispering to him as she did, “Your daddy looks like a prince tonight.”

I chuckled and shot her a wink. “And mommy looks like a princess every night.”

Leigh emerged from her final change, the dress fitting her like it was made just for her. “I could get used to this,” she said, spinning once more, her laughter filling the room.

Celeste found a quiet corner, her hands folded as she watched us. There was something about the way she observed that made me think she was committing every detail to memory, a night to remember.

Yeska finally settled on a sleek pantsuit that, once on, looked very good on a girl with her kind of curves. “Alright, I’ll concede. This is not terrible,” she said, checking her reflection in the mirror.

Together, we gathered in the center of the suite, a motley crew in our fine attire. “We should ask someone to take a picture,” Leigh said, already reaching for the telephone to ask reception. “It ain’t often that we’re all dressed up like this!”

We all agreed, and the receptionist was upstairs within a few minutes with a camera. The picture captured was a snapshot of joy, of a moment shared between companions that had become so much more — family. Each smile, each stance, spoke of the bonds we’d forged.

As we prepared to leave the suite, Diane picked up Lucas, who was already getting sleepy, and she looked at me with a smile. “Oh, David,” she hummed. “We take the poor kid everywhere! Maybe I should stay here with him?” she pondered, looking to me for guidance.

“No, bring him along!” I decided. “He’s had a victory, too, in his way. Besides, I think Lucas is exactly the kind of kid you can take anywhere!”

Diane laughed and nodded, holding Lucas gently, ensuring he was snug and secure, as she shot me a loving smile. “Come along, my little adventurer,” she purred, kissing his forehead before we turned to leave. “Daddy’s right! You’re going to a fancy dinner, and you earned it like we did!”

Descending in the elevator, the lightness remained with us, our reflections in the mirrored walls a sight of refined elegance. “I’ve never felt more out of place,” Yeska quipped, her humor a welcome constant.

Leigh hit the lobby button with a flourish, turning to us with a wide grin. “Let’s show New Springfield how the frontier cleans up,” she said, her excitement palpable as the elevator began its descent.

And she wasn’t wrong. I was dressed in my sleek, black suit, Celeste in a beautiful, flowing white gown, Yeska in her body-hugging pantsuit, Diane in an aquamarine short dress, and Leigh in her baby-blue dress that seemed to breathe summer like she did.

Stepping out into the lobby, our group attracted more than a few glances, our appearances a stark contrast to the dusty, travel-worn adventurers we had worn upon arrival.
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Standing in the lobby of the Mestoque Hotel, our little group looked slightly out of place, our fancy clothes a sharp contrast to the adventurers’ garb we were more accustomed to. Diane, holding Lucas close, watched with a soft smile as Leigh and Yeska joked about how we must appear to the other guests.

Caldwell approached, and his presence added a certain gravitas to our gathering. He wore an impeccable suit, as always, which somehow seemed even more fitting in this setting.

“You all look wonderful,” he said, his tone warm, and I couldn’t help but appreciate the ease with which he bridged the world of high-stakes Coalition missions and these lighter moments of camaraderie.

Leigh, never one to shy away from making a light moment lighter, teased, “Hope we won’t make your usual dining haunts look bad, Caldwell. I may look good, but I’m still a frontier girl at the table.” Her laughter echoed slightly in the spacious lobby, and even Caldwell couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

“On the contrary,” Caldwell replied. “Now, please come with me!”

As we stepped outside, Caldwell gestured towards the limousine waiting outside the hotel’s grand entrance. “I believe this occasion warrants a bit more flair, so I arranged for transportation to the restaurant. Thought it might be a nice touch.”

The idea of riding in a limousine seemed to tickle Lucas, who gurgled happily in Diane’s arms, his tiny fists waving. Diane gently bounced him, saying softly, “Looks like someone’s excited for his first limo ride.”

As we made our way to the vehicle, the evening air was cool and refreshing, a pleasant contrast from the hotel’s warm interior. Celeste commented on the beauty of the New Springfield evenings, how the town seemed to settle into a peaceful lull as the skies darkened.

The limousine was a sleek, black vehicle that seemed to sprawl across the curb. As Caldwell opened the door for us, the interior revealed plush seats that promised comfort, the kind that seemed to envelop you the moment you sank into them.

Once settled inside, Caldwell shared stories of past missions and their implications for the Frontier Division, each tale sprinkled with bits of humor that made even the most harrowing experiences seem a bit lighter. Lucas listened intently, his wide eyes fixed on Caldwell as if understanding every word.

Yeska leaned forward at one point, her curiosity piqued by one of Caldwell’s tales. “So that’s how you managed to negotiate with the orc tribes in the Eastern Rockies?” she asked, intrigued by the complexities of diplomacy Caldwell navigated.

Caldwell nodded, his eyes twinkling with the memory. “Indeed, it was a bit of a tightrope walk, but understanding our mutual goals helped bridge the gap. Much like our current collaboration,” he added, glancing around at all of us, a subtle nod to the shared journey we had embarked on.

I took a moment to look at Diane, noticing the way Lucas had settled against her, his eyelids heavy yet fighting sleep to stay a part of the moment. It was encounters like these, filled with laughter and shared stories, that underscored the strength of our bonds, not just among ourselves but with Caldwell too.

The limousine glided through the streets of New Springfield. Peering through the window, the town passed in a serene blur, its buildings softened by the evening light, casting long shadows that stretched across the cobblestone streets.

Celeste remarked on the architecture as we passed, pointing out specific buildings that reflected New Springfield’s rich history. Her appreciation for the aesthetic details brought a new dimension to places I had walked by countless times without a second thought.

Leigh’s excitement was palpable as she peered out, her reflection in the window a ghostly presence against the backdrop of the town. “Never had a ride this fancy before,” she said, her voice a blend of awe and wonder as she squeezed my hand.

Caldwell continued to regale us with tales, his experiences giving us a story that spanned the breadth of his career. Meanwhile, we shared a couple of stories of our own from the frontier — things we had done together or separately.

As we neared the restaurant, anticipation built within the limousine. We were all looking forward to a night of good conversation and relaxation. Diane adjusted Lucas in her hold, whispering something to him that made his light eyelashes flutter before settling once more, cozy and content in his mother’s arms.

Yeska turned to me at one point, her expression thoughtful, and obviously a little melancholy. “Do you ever imagine what our lives would’ve been like if we hadn’t met?” she asked, her question hanging in the air like a delicate mist.

I considered her question, looking around at the faces illuminated by the soft lights of the limousine. “I can’t,” I admitted. “Not anymore. It feels like all our paths were meant to converge exactly as they have.”

Caldwell, overhearing our exchange, nodded. “It’s the unexpected journeys that often lead us to where we’re meant to be,” he said, his words carrying the weight of his own experiences.

As the vehicle slowed to a stop outside the restaurant, the shift from the cocoon-like interior of the limousine to the vibrant city night was almost jarring. The restaurant’s warm glow promised a continuation of the evening’s comfort.

Laughing and joking, we exited the limousine, me offering a hand to each of my women in turn that made the driver look with more than a little surprise, making me realize that among humans, the Elven Marriage was still not so common.

Our spirits soaring, we followed Caldwell into the inviting light of the restaurant.


Chapter 7

Walking into the restaurant was a bit like transitioning into another world. The soft notes from a piano somewhere in the background filled the air, and the light, while subdued, gave everything a gentle glow.

As we followed the host to our table, I looked around at the other diners, their conversations quiet, almost reverent in this setting. It was a stark contrast to the boisterous atmosphere of the Wild Outrider back home or even the festive din of the feast at Bronzehall.

Our table was in a private dining area, secluded from the main floor by ornate wooden dividers intricately carved with scenes from New Springfield’s history. There, the city’s skyline sprawled before us through a wide, arched window; the buildings lit up against the darkening sky felt less imposing from this vantage point, more like intricate models set up on an architect’s table.

Diane, with Lucas cradled against her, settled into her chair with an ease that belied the finery of our surroundings. Lucas, for his part, seemed fascinated by the new environment, his little hands reaching out towards the twinkling lights beyond the window as if he could catch them.

I chuckled as I made sure the candles and sharp utensils were out of reach. “Careful there, Lucas. We don’t want any accidents tonight.”

Lucas babbled happily, captivated by the lights. Diane smiled indulgently. “He’s mesmerized. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so taken with anything before.”

I laughed. “Well, the more mesmerized he is, the quicker he gets tired, I’ve found out.”

Diane laughed and slapped my arm playfully. “Poor Lucas! But you’re right. He just rides his enthusiasm until he passes out.”

We both laughed at that as Leigh, ever animated, leaned across the table to point out a particular building that towered over the others. “Look at that one! It’s enormous. I wonder what it is.”

I nodded. “With a city like this, I’m sure each building has seen its fair share of intrigue.”

“Oh absolutely,” Leigh said enthusiastically. “Just imagine the events that have happened within those walls over the years. The decisions made, the relationships formed. Cities are living things, you know. Their buildings are like infinite wells of history.”

I listened, nodding along, reminded yet again of the threads that wove us together — not just shared quests and battles, but a mutual appreciation for the world in its manifold expressions.

Celeste and Yeska, seated across from Diane and me, were in quiet conversation, their voices a low murmur beneath the piano’s gentle melodies. Now and then, Celeste’s laughter would bubble up, a clear, bell-like sound that seemed to draw smiles from those around us, including Caldwell, who sat at the head of the table overseeing our gathering with a kind of paternal fondness.

“It’s good to see you smiling, Celeste,” Caldwell said warmly. “Waelin sometimes worries about you, but I’ll let him know you seem happier than ever.”

Celeste’s eyes crinkled with mirth. “Yeska was just regaling me with tales of her journey to learn blood magic. Some of those mishaps! I can’t imagine how you survived.”

Yeska grinned. “By the grace of my skills alone, I’d wager,” she jested, getting a little cocky for laughs.

As we navigated the menu, a mix of familiar dishes and those that promised new tastes, the conversation turned to lighter topics — plans for the homestead, musings on what our next adventure might be, shared anecdotes from past exploits that felt somehow different when recounted here, in this pocket of calm in New Springfield.

Caldwell mentioned, in passing, a Coalition initiative that sought to bridge the gap between adventurers and the communities they served — a project that piqued Leigh’s interest immediately.

“A coalition between adventurers and civilians?” Leigh asked. “How would that work exactly?”

Caldwell leaned back in his chair. “They aim to foster greater communication and cooperation. Adventurers provide vital services, but often operate independently. A more collaborative approach could benefit all.”

Leigh’s eyes shone with excitement. “Just imagine the good we could do if adventurers and communities worked hand in hand.”

Celeste, looking out over the city, mused on the beauty found in the most unexpected places. “There is beauty here, in the buildings and lights. More than one might think at first glance.”

Her observation led us down a path of conversation that felt almost philosophical, pondering the nature of beauty and the ways it manifested around us.

Sitting there, with the low hum of the restaurant enveloping us and with good conversation abound, I watched as the candlelight flickered across Diane’s face, casting soft shadows that seemed to dance with her every expression. She was so lovely, with little Lucas sleeping in her arms.

“So,” I ventured, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled among us, “Bronzehall gave us quite a bit to think about.”

Diane nodded, glancing down at Lucas before settling her gaze back on me. “It’s a lot,” she agreed. “Taelath’s Bloodline... it’s almost too big to wrap my head around.”

“It is quite the discovery,” Caldwell agreed. “I doubt there are many in this world who can boast such a Bloodline.” He grinned and nodded at me. “I always expected there was something extraordinary about you, David.”

Leigh, ever the one to dive headfirst into mystery and magic, leaned forward, her eyes bright with curious energy. “But think about it,” she said, “this might explain so much about your abilities, David. It ain’t just a fluke. I’m bettin’ there’s a purpose to all this.”

Yeska, who had been quietly cutting her steak, paused, placing her knife and fork down with a deliberate slowness. “Purpose,” she echoed, her tone thoughtful. “That’s the part that gets me. What was Taelath’s purpose in coming to Earth? And what does that mean for us?”

Celeste, sipping her water, chimed in softly, “And there’s the whole thing with the leylines. If Taelath was trying to protect something tied to them, could that be a clue to the threat he faced?”

I took a sip of my own drink, mulling over their words. It was a puzzle, pieces scattered across time and worlds, and now, somehow, it was up to us to piece it together. “It feels like we’re standing at the edge of something,” I said, “like we’ve only just begun to understand the depths of what we’re involved in.”

The table grew quiet again, each of us lost in our thoughts. The enormity of our recent discoveries about Taelath and the implications for my Bloodline weighed heavily in the air; it was a tangible presence, like an additional guest at the table.

Diane broke the silence, her voice gentle. “We don’t have to figure it all out tonight, though.” She offered a reassuring smile, a reminder of the immediate — the here and now, with our family gathered around this table.

“You’re right,” I found myself saying, a small smile touching my lips as I looked around at the faces of my family, each one a pillar in this journey we found ourselves on. “Tonight, let’s just enjoy ourselves.”

Leigh raised her glass, a sparkle in her eye. “To family, mysteries, and the adventures that bring them together,” she toasted.

We raised our glasses in kind, the clink echoing softly around us, a simple sound that somehow managed to anchor us. The conversation about Taelath and our discoveries in Bronzehall would continue, of course. There were decisions to be made, paths to choose, but for now, for this moment, it was enough to just be.


Chapter 8

Over dinner with Caldwell, the conversation meandered through our recent adventures and the profound discoveries unearthed in the Bronzehall archives. The dishes before us were meticulously prepared, each bite a delight, but my thoughts kept returning to the future projects at the homestead.

I cleared my throat, catching Caldwell’s attention before he took another sip of his wine. “You know, there’s something we’ve been planning for a while now,” I started, feeling the weight of the topic. “We’re looking to build an additional house on our land. It’s for my grandparents.”

Caldwell set down his glass, interest piquing. “Oh? That’s quite thoughtful of you,” he said. The tone suggested genuine curiosity, not just polite dinner conversation.

I nodded, “Yeah, they’re getting older, and I think it’s time they were closer to family. Plus, I’d feel better knowing they’re nearby, you know?”

Across the table, Leigh and Celeste shared a look that mirrored my sentiments. Yeska fiddled with her fork, listening intently.

“And you’re considering this project soon?” Caldwell asked.

“Soon, yes. I want to finish before winter comes to an end. I’ve been looking into what it would entail — resources, planning, that sort of thing,” I explained, hoping my determination was clear. “It’s important to us, making sure they have a comfortable place.”

Caldwell leaned back, a thoughtful expression crossing his features. “Well, if there’s anything I, or the Coalition, can do to assist, don’t hesitate to let me know. We may have resources, contacts in New Springfield that could be of help,” he offered, his willingness to support our endeavors clear in his straightforward manner.

“That would be great, Caldwell. Really,” I said, grateful for his openness. The idea of turning this plan into reality seemed all the more possible with his support. “What I’d really like is if you could have them and their belongings teleported over, assuming they agree and once the house is ready.”

He gave a firm nod. “Of course,” he said. “That would be my pleasure.”

“Thanks, Caldwell,” I said, a little surprised he made the teleportation services available so easily. “If there’s anything you need from me in return, just let me know.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Sometimes, a favor among friends is just a favor.”

As conversations continued, the dynamic in the room shifted slightly. Diane, who had been relatively quiet, focusing mainly on Lucas, now caught my eye. “I think,” she began, “I might take Lucas back to the suite. It’s been quite the day for him.”

I understood immediately. “Of course,” I said, “You go ahead. We’ll catch up.”

“Take the limo,” Caldwell said. “It’s at our disposal for the night!”

She smiled, standing up carefully to not jostle Lucas awake. She kissed me, and I gave Lucas a soft peck on the cheek, answered by a gurgle in his sleep.

“Enjoy the rest of the meal,” Diane whispered softly before making her way out.

After Diane had left, the discussion turned back to the construction project, the flow of ideas between us fostering a sense of collaboration. Caldwell was full of suggestions, his experience providing insights I hadn’t considered.

When the topic of construction wound down, Leigh suddenly perked up. “Wait, Caldwell!” she exclaimed, almost making the man jump in his seat. “We ain’t told you about how we took down the basilisks!”

He chuckled. “I… I suppose you didn’t, no!”

Leigh beamed with pride. “David had a plan! You should have seen his face when he came up with it,” she said, laughter tinting her words. “It was like a lightbulb went on over his head, I swear.”

I chuckled at the image, and so did Caldwell.

“He used his summons to lure all them basilisk onto this drawbridge, right?”

“Dropbridge, actually,” Yeska put in.

“Dropbridge,” Leigh agreed. “And once they were all in the middle… Crack! Boom!” She mimicked the collapse of the bridge with her hands. “Basilisk pancakes! Ain’t that a thing!?”

Caldwell laughed, and I joined it. “It certainly sounds like a good trick,” Caldwell agreed. “I can see how it worked.”

Celeste, normally the quiet observer, nodded in agreement. “And the way the summons worked together, under David’s command? It was nothing short of poetic. The guardians stood firm, and Aquana’s avatar? A force of water like I’ve never seen.”

I could feel my cheeks warming at their words, a mixture of pride and slight embarrassment swirling within me. “It wasn’t just me,” I insisted, hoping to redirect some of the praise. “Without each of you playing your part, it wouldn’t have worked.”

Yeska leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “Phew,” she added, a smirk dancing on her lips. “That moment, when the bridge lowered with all of them on it? I wish I’d captured it.”

Caldwell, who had been listening with growing interest, finally spoke up. “I must say, David, your strategic thinking in utilizing the environment and your summons is impressive. The initiative and leadership you demonstrated…”

The girls nodded vigorously. “And the way it all came together? Real fine,” Leigh hummed, shooting me a proud look.

Caldwell nodded, clearly taken with our recounting. “It’s teams like yours that give hope to the Coalition. The trust, understanding, and, yes, the love you share is what makes you strong.”

With that, waiters came to clear away the plates, signaling the meal’s conclusion, and we all sat back and waited until they were done.
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With the table cleared, there was only the soft luminescence of candles flickering across the table, casting shadows that danced in the otherwise dimly lit private dining area of the restaurant. Our laughter had settled into a comfortable hush, the kind that falls over a group when the weight of shared stories begins to sink in, leaving a quiet space for reflection.

Caldwell shifted slightly in his seat, his gaze wandering off for a moment as if he was gathering his thoughts. The atmosphere subtly changed; it was as if the air itself was bracing for the seriousness of the conversation to come.

“You know,” Caldwell began, his voice a touch more somber than it had been moments earlier, “talking about adventures and all... it makes me think about Gladdenfield. And Mayor Wilhelm.”

The mention of Gladdenfield piqued my interest immediately. Caldwell rarely brought up specific locations without good reason, especially not Gladdenfield, which had become somewhat of a second home to us.

“What about Mayor Wilhelm?” I asked, leaning slightly forward, my elbows finding the edge of the table as I did.

Caldwell hesitated, a rarity for him. He folded his hands on the table, looking each of us in the eye before settling his gaze on me. “It’s just...” he sighed, “I’ve got my doubts about his capability, should Father come. Gladdenfield, as it stands, might not be prepared enough for what’s coming.”

His honesty was something I always appreciated, but hearing it framed around something as significant as Gladdenfield’s future leadership? That struck a chord, made my stomach tighten just a bit. Gladdenfield wasn’t just any town to us; it was part of our extended community, the backdrop to many of our missions, and held people we considered friends.

“Prepared in what sense? What do you think is missing?” I probed, trying to keep my tone neutral despite the concern brewing inside.

Caldwell rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Leadership, decisiveness, presence during crisis. It’s not just about having a figurehead. Gladdenfield needs someone who can actively steer the town, make hard decisions on the fly, and keep the community together. Especially with the threat of Father looming over them.”

The seriousness of Caldwell’s words sat heavily with us. Leigh and Yeska exchanged worried glances, and even Celeste, who was usually the epitome of calm, seemed to falter for a moment under the weight of potential futures Caldwell painted.

“It’s something worth thinking about,” I admitted, looking down at my hands, feeling suddenly weary. “Mayor Wilhelm has been good to us, but I understand where you’re coming from, Caldwell. It’s the safety of the whole community we have to consider.”

“Yes,” Caldwell agreed, nodding. “It’s a tough conversation, but necessary. We must look at the long game here. For everyone’s sake.”

“I agree,” I said. “There’s no point steering around hard topics.”

“Wilhelm is a very fine man,” Caldwell said, folding his hands on the table, “But, he’s getting on in years. He’s comfortable, perhaps too comfortable. Given our current situation, what with threats looming over us, that’s not... ideal.”

I watched him, putting myself in his shoes. It wasn’t easy bringing up a delicate subject like this, questioning the leadership of a town that had become dear to me and my family.

Leigh and Celeste listened quietly, their expressions somber. Yeska fidgeted with the edge of her cloth napkin, clearly troubled by the implications of Caldwell’s words.

I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of leadership myself in that moment. “I understand,” I said. “Safety is paramount. We’ve seen enough threats to know we can’t be complacent about our security.”

Caldwell nodded, acknowledging my response. “Exactly, David,” he said. “It’s a touchy subject, but one that can’t be ignored. For the sake of the town, for the sake of our families, we need to be vigilant. We might even need to think about what comes next, who will lead if Wilhelm falters...”

Leigh, who was always the quickest to react, broke the silence first. “So, what you’re saying is, we might need to step up?” she asked, her brow furrowed in thought. The idea seemed to stretch her, push her into a corner of consideration she’d not occupied before.

“Yes, exactly,” Caldwell affirmed. “It’s not just about leading from the front in battles. It’s about leading a community, ensuring its safety and prosperity. Now, I don’t want to put poor Wilhelm out of office. But perhaps you can help him if things get worse?”

I nodded. “Of course,” I said, although I was juggling with it in my mind. If Mayor Wilhelm required my presence in Gladdenfield, that would make working on the homestead a little more difficult. Then again, we needed all hands on deck if Father came around…

“I’m available,” I said, fixing my eyes on Caldwell. “Whatever needs to be done to keep our community safe.”

As Caldwell nodded in agreement, I could see he was pleased by my understanding, by my readiness to contemplate a role that was as much about guardianship as it was about adventure.

Yeska leaned in then, her demeanor serious, a contrast to the energetic figure she usually was. “This isn’t something we take lightly. The idea of leading, it’s... it’s daunting but necessary, isn’t it?”

I nodded, feeling the weight of her words. It was indeed daunting, the idea of being responsible for more than just our small group, our homestead. It was about taking on the mantle of leadership for a whole community.

“We have to be prepared,” I said, looking around the table at each of them. “And not just in terms of skills or bravery. We need to be ready to make those hard decisions, to be the ones people look to in their time of need.”

Caldwell, who had been quietly observing, interjected, “Remember, leadership isn’t about being the strongest. It’s about making those around you stronger. It seems to me this Bloodline of yours is well suited to the task, David.”

I nodded, agreeing. After that, Caldwell held silent on the topic, but I was certain it was something we would revisit later. He lapsed into pleasantries as we enjoyed a dessert, but my mind was on the future, and I spoke little.

As we finally stood to leave the restaurant, heading back into the night that held New Springfield in its quiet embrace, I was still thinking of what Caldwell had said.


Chapter 9

Outside the restaurant, under the glow of streetlamps that cast soft pools of light on the cobblestones, we bid Caldwell farewell.

“Take care of yourselves,” Caldwell said, his voice carrying a warmth that reminded me of shared cups of coffee and long conversations. “And remember, you’re not alone in this. I believe we shall soon meet again to discuss defense and safety. Until then, take care.”

We watched him move away, his stride confident, before turning to the sleek black limousine that awaited us. The ride back to the Mestoque Hotel was quiet, a comfortable silence that allowed for reflection on the evening’s discussion and the fullness of the day.

Leigh leaned back against the soft leather, closing her eyes for just a moment, while Celeste and Yeska spoke to each other, words lost in the hum of the car as I reflected on the night’s events, feeling a deep sense of tiredness creep over me.

Upon reaching the Mestoque, we stepped out into the cool night air, a slight breeze tugging playfully at our clothes as we made our way to the suite. The hotel lobby was quiet, almost serene, the soft sound of patrons talking at the bar floating through the air. It felt worlds away from the discussions and decisions that had colored our evening.

The luxury suite greeted us with its familiar warmth as we opened the door, the soft light from strategically placed lamps welcoming us back.

There, in the gentle embrace of the luxurious bed, lay Diane, asleep with little Lucas in her arms. The sight was tender, encapsulating the peace that had eluded us in our days filled with quests and challenges.

Diane’s face was relaxed, a softness around her eyes that spoke of the deep rest she had found in these moments of quiet. Lucas, nestled against her, was the picture of innocence, his small chest rising and falling with each breath.

We moved like shadows through the suite, voices hushed, as we observed the scene before us. Yeska placed a finger to her lips, a smile touching her expression as she watched them.

Leigh moved closer, her movements slow and deliberate, and gently draped an extra blanket over Diane and Lucas. Celeste stood by the window for a moment, looking out at the city below, before joining us in our silent vigil.

I stood at the foot of the bed, a profound sense of gratitude washing over me. Here, in this quiet room, away from the battles and the quests, was the heart of what we fought for — family, peace, a moment of respite in a world that demanded so much.

“Let’s be quiet,” I whispered, turning to the others. There was an unspoken agreement among us, an understanding that moments like these were to be cherished, protected.

“They look so cute,” Yeska purred.

I nodded, grinning broadly. “Well, we should probably turn in too,” I whispered, my voice barely breaking the hush that enveloped us.

Leigh nodded, her eyes reflecting the soft lamp light. “Yeah, it’s been a day,” she replied, her voice as low as mine, a pair of co-conspirators in the preservation of this quiet.

Celeste looked up and nodded, a gentle smile touching her lips. “I think so too. Let’s not disturb this peace,” she agreed, stretching lightly without a sound.

Yeska nodded too. “I know I’m tired,” she said, a look of contentment on her face.

We prepared for bed, and of course there were a few giggles and some little playful teasing in the almost palatial bedroom of the Mestoque suite. Without waking up Diane and Lucas, Celeste, Yeska, Leigh, and I apparently found enough energy for a playful shower.

By the time I got out, spent and squeaky clean, I was pretty sure I could fall asleep even if there was a battery of cannons firing next to me. The huge bed, easily big enough for us, looked very inviting, indeed.

As we prepared for bed, the night wrapped around us like a cloak, heavy with thoughts and emotions from our earlier conversations. Yet, in this moment, there was only the here and now — the soft breathing of Lucas, the quiet rustle of sheets as we settled down, a world winding down to rest.

There, in the dark, with the quiet breathing of my family lulling me to sleep, I felt a profound sense of completion. Outside, New Springfield continued its nightly rhythm.

And as I drifted off, the last thing I felt was Diane’s hand finding mine in the dark, a silent touch of love, a promise of all the tomorrows we would face together. It was enough, for now, to have this — the quiet end to a day marked by the storm of thoughts and plans.


Chapter 10

Waking in the Mestoque suite, the glow of morning was just beginning to light up the skyline of New Springfield outside the wide windows. The room was quiet, the soft breathing of Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and even little Lucas creating a gentle rhythm that felt like music after a long, eventful day.

Pulling myself from the warmth of our oversized bed, I walked over to the office within the suite, where an antique-looking telephone stood on the bedside table.

After last night’s discussion, a sense of urgency had settled on me, and I wanted to make some progress with all the plans spinning in my mind. And I was about to lay the groundwork for the most important plan among them.

Grandpa and Grandma had been on my mind since we had discussed the construction project for their new home on our land. Feeling a mixture of nostalgia and anticipation, I dialed their number, waiting for the sound of their familiar voices.

“Yeah?” Grandpa growled. “Wilson family.”

“Grandpa,” I said. “It’s me!”

“David? Is that you, son?” came Grandpa Albert’s voice, gruff and warm, like the Kentucky landscape he called home.

“Yes, it’s me, Grandpa,” I said, a smile spreading across my face at the sound of his voice.

“Well, ain’t that somethin’! Hold on now, lemme put you on speakerphone! We got this new phone… Well, shoot!”

There was some fumbling, Grandma telling Grandpa off, and Grandpa snapping back in their good-natured way before Grandma chuckled and called out, “Scoot, y’old coot! I’ll do it myself!”

“Don’t call me no coot, woman,” he grumbled good-naturedly. “Why, I…” His voice trailed off as he made room for Grandma.

There was a beep, and then it was done.

“Hello, David!” Grandma said, and I could hear her smile through the receiver. “How’s Lucas?”

“He’s great,” I said. “Still sleeping in the next room with Diane. We’re in New Springfield for a night.”

“Oh, that’s nice!”

“And how’s our favorite grandson doing?” Grandpa asked, a chuckle in his voice that made me feel like I was right back home, sitting on their porch watching the sunrise over the fields.

“I’m doing well, Grandpa. And how are you doing?”

“We’re just fine, son,” Grandpa said. “This magical little thingamajig feller you sent us, he’s quite something. Been a huge help around the house.”

Grandma hummed agreement. “Oh, it certainly has. What did you call it? A domesticant? It’s like having an extra pair of hands. I told Mable down the road about it, and she’s green with envy.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” I said.

“You ain’t calling because you want it back, right?” Grandpa asked.

I chuckled and shook my head. “No, no. Actually, I was calling because I wanted to talk to you and Grandma about something,” I started, hesitating a bit as I tried to find the right words.

“Is he in trouble?” Grandma called out, already having forgotten they were on speaker.

“You’re not in trouble, are you?” Grandpa asked on her behalf. They always were quick to worry about the ones they loved.

“No, no trouble,” I assured them, laughing. “It’s a good thing, actually. I’ve been thinking about you and Grandma moving closer to us. Maybe building a place for you on our land.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and I imagined Grandpa Albert exchanging a look with Grandma, their silent conversations an art form perfected over decades of marriage.

“Well, now, that’s quite an offer, David,” Grandpa finally said. “I can honestly say your Grandma and I would love nothin’ more than to be closer to you and that big ‘ole family of yours. But we don’t wanna be a bother.”

“Never,” I said. “I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t want it myself.”

“David, that’s so sweet of you,” Grandma said, and I could hear the tears edging her voice. “It’s… Well, we’d love to, wouldn’t we, Albert?”

“We sure would. I’ll miss home, but not as much as I’m missin’ you.”

“Thanks, Grandpa,” I said. “That’s a sweet thing to say. So, how about this. I still need to put in the work to make you folks a nice little place of your own. What do you say I get started, and we’ll be in touch later? Caldwell already offered teleportation services, but there’s more to sort out. But for now, let me and my family make the preparations.”

“That sounds mighty fine, David,” Grandpa said. “And speaking of your family, how’s Celeste? We sure did enjoy meeting her at that elven ceremony. Didn’t like them potpourri cookies though.”

“She’s doing great, Grandpa. She sends her love,” I replied, thinking back to the ceremony where my family first met Celeste and Waelin. It had been a day full of joy and a little bit of magic, one that had brought us all closer together.

“And what about that Yeska girl? I remember her comin’ by now just when we was about to leave. She had quite the spark, that one,” Grandpa inquired, his voice carrying that knowing chuckle that I had grown up loving.

“Don’t you be a-pryin’, Albert!” Grandma scolded him. “Let the boy have some privacy!”

“It’s fine,” I laughed. “You’ll be living with me soon, so you’ll know about it anyway! Yeska’s doing well too, Grandpa. She’s become an important part of our family.”

“Well, that’s wonderful to hear, David. Your Grandma and I are mighty proud of you, you know. It sounds like you’ve built quite the life for yourself out there,” Grandpa said, his voice softer now, carrying a weight of emotion. “We can’t wait to join you, son.”

“Thank you, Grandpa. That means a lot to me,” I said. “We’ll talk more about the move soon, alright? I just wanted to plant the seed for now.”

“Of course, son. You just let us know when you’re ready to talk details. We’ll be here,” he said, the assurance in his voice strong.

We talked for a few more minutes, about nothing and everything, the kind of conversation that felt like coming home. Eventually, we said our goodbyes, promises of future calls hanging between us as we hung up.

Turning back to listen to my girls and Lucas slowly waking up in the next room, I felt a sense of contentment settle over me. The conversation with Grandpa had been a reminder of where I came from, a touchstone to my roots, but hearing the familiar morning stirrings of Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, Diane, and little Lucas, I was reminded of where my life was now, where my heart truly belonged.

And soon, I would have my grandparents here as well.


Chapter 11

Over breakfast in the hotel’s dining area, the morning light poured through the wide windows, illuminating our small gathering.

I glanced around the table, watching as Diane fed Lucas while Celeste, Leigh, and Yeska were engaged in a quiet conversation, their heads close together, speaking in the hushed tones reserved for secrets or plans.

I cleared my throat, momentarily gaining everyone’s attention. “There’s something I talked about with Grandma and Grandpa this morning,” I began, feeling a sharp twist of excitement at sharing the news.

“Oh, about the plan to have them come live with us?” Celeste asked. “That would be so nice! They’re such sweet people.”

Diane met my gaze, a questioning look in her eyes. “Well?” she asked, gently bouncing Lucas on her knee to keep him entertained. “Don’t keep us in suspense!”

“They’ve agreed to the plan,” I said, letting the words hang for a moment to savor the anticipation. “They’re going to move closer. To our land. We’re going to build them a new home.”

The reaction was immediate. Diane gave a happy hum while Leigh clapped her hands. “Really?” Leigh exclaimed, her voice a touch louder than intended.

“Yes, really,” I confirmed, a smile breaking across my face at her reaction.

Celeste put down her cup of tea, her expression thoughtful yet visibly pleased. “That’s wonderful, David. It’s important to have family close.”

Yeska touched her plump lip with a slender finger. “A new home?” she echoed, the hint of a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “Sounds like quite the project. But I’m sure we can manage it. They seemed like very nice people, and it’d be lovely to have them around.”

Diane’s face lit up, a mixture of joy and relief evident in her features. “It’s a lovely idea,” she said, glancing down at Lucas as if imagining the kind of relationship he would have with his great-grandparents.

The conversation spiraled from there, each of us throwing out ideas for the new house. Leigh suggested a place where Grandpa could sit and watch the sunsets like he told her he so loved to do back home.

“Maybe a balcony… And we’re gonna have to get him a rockin’ chair,” she mused.

Celeste spoke about incorporating elements of elven architecture, something to make the house unique and a testament to the blend of our worlds.

Yeska, ever the pragmatist despite her earlier mischief, pointed out the need for a practical layout. “Easy access,” she said, “especially considering their age. And plenty of space for Lucas to run around.”

As the ideas bounced back and forth, I found myself swept up in the excitement, the joy of planning something so tangible, so filled with promise. It was more than just building a house; it was about creating a home, a place where our extended family could gather, where memories could be made and cherished.

Sitting there, amidst the idle chatter and the clinking of cups on saucers, I watched as Leigh’s face lit up with a newfound interest.

“You know, this whole idea of building your grandparents a house... it’s got me thinking. I’d like to learn more about these construction projects,” she said, leaning forward with that spark in her eye that always signaled she was onto something exciting.

“Yes,” I replied, smiling at her enthusiasm. “It’s going to be quite the undertaking. We’ve got a lot to think about — design, layout, making sure it’s all accessible.”

Celeste added her thoughts, her hands wrapped around a warm mug of tea. “There’s a beauty in creating something so meaningful from the ground up. A place that will be part of your family’s story for years to come.”

Leigh nodded eagerly, her spoon forgotten beside her plate. “Exactly! And think about it, David. We could incorporate elements from all our backgrounds. Make it something truly unique.”

Diane looked up from where she had been quietly feeding Lucas bits of her breakfast. “That sounds lovely,” she said. “A home that reflects the diversity of our family. I think your grandparents would appreciate that.”

“It could have a big kitchen,” Yeska chimed in, finally setting down her fork. “You know, for family gatherings. And a porch! Your grandpa would love a porch, wouldn’t he?”

“For the rockin’ chair,” Leigh agreed with a pointed nod. “Better than a balcony.”

“Probably easier to build, too,” Yeska said.

I laughed, the image of my grandparents’ new home taking shape with each suggestion. “He would like a porch, actually. A place to sit and watch the sunset, just like back home.”

The conversation continued, each of us contributing ideas, piecing together a vision of a home that would, in its way, symbolize the life we had built together. The warmth of the sun filtered through the windows, casting long, lazy shadows across the table as we talked.

“And we’ll need a nice garden,” Leigh said after a moment of thought. “Your grandma likes gardening, right? Imagine her having her own little space to tend to.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed, the thought of my grandmother tending to roses and herbs in her own garden bringing a smile to my face.

“As for learning about construction,” I continued, looking back at Leigh, “I think that’s a great idea. Maybe you can watch me and the duergar and help out a bit. You’ll get the hang of it.”

She nodded, her expression determined. “I’m all in. I want to help make this happen, David. Not just for your grandparents, but for us, too. But then again, I do also need to focus on my own work around the homestead, so I’ll join you from time to time.”

“That sounds perfect,” I said.

The idea settled gently around us, like a promise. Here we were, a family brought together by circumstance and forged through adventure, now embarking on a new journey.

Lucas cooed softly, bringing our attention back to the present, to the plans laid out before us.

As breakfast concluded and we gathered our things, ready to face the day, I felt a deep sense of contentment. I was beginning to look forward to starting this new project.


Chapter 12

The staff at the Mestoque Hotel had been more than accommodating, making our stay memorable. As we checked out, I made sure to express our thanks for their hospitality. As we headed outside, there was a certain clarity in the morning air, a freshness that made me think about the day ahead — a day of farewells to New Springfield, at least for now.

Leaving the Mestoque, the town of New Springfield unfolded before us, its streets coming to life with the bustle of the morning. It was a sight familiar yet always new, filled with the promise of untold stories and hidden corners just waiting to be explored.

The Jeep was parked at the Coalition’s headquarters, still dusty from our travels. Yeska and Leigh would take Colonel back — the horse they rode in on. Their laughter filled the courtyard as they prepared the larroling — for a creature so massive, it seemed almost giddy at the prospect of hanging on to the back of the Jeep, its large body moving with a clumsy grace that was endearing.

We filled the Jeep with everything we had brought along, plus a few extra bags of supplies we had picked up in town. Diane folded Lucas’s blankets with care, placing them next to his small bag.

Diane buckled Lucas into his seat, making sure he was secure before giving me a smile that spoke volumes. It was a smile of trust, of shared experiences that had brought us closer together.

Celeste helped Yeska and Leigh with Colonel and the larroling, ensuring they had everything they needed for the journey. The larroling, holding on to the back of the Jeep, seemed content, its large form casting a shadow that danced on the ground.

Once everyone was settled in, I turned over the engine and drove on ahead, then waited for the girls on Colonel before we pulled out of the gate and back onto the open road. As I turned the Jeep onto the main road, I glanced back one last time at the retreating image of the town. Ahead, the road stretched out, leading us home — back to our homestead, to our little corner of the world where new challenges awaited.

The drive back promised to be enjoyable. We talked and laughed, reminiscing about our adventure, while Lucas slept sweetly in his little seat. Soon enough, we pulled into the familiar drive of our homestead.

Around us, the quiet of the colder months settled on the land like a thick blanket, the surrounding forest hushed beneath a thin layer of frost. The homestead itself stood sturdy against the chill, and I was looking forward to getting a fire started.

“We’re home,” I announced as I parked the Jeep near the house. As we each stepped out, the crunch of frozen ground underfoot seemed to echo around the quiet expanse, a signal of our return to this place we’d made our own.

Diane, cradling Lucas, paused in her steps, looking around with a soft smile. “It’s good to be back,” she said, her voice carrying across to where Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska were helping to unload our luggage. Lucas, snugly wrapped against the cold, made a small sound, his little face peeking out from his bundle of blankets to gaze at the surroundings with wide, curious eyes.

Together, we moved towards the house, our breaths misting in the cold air. Once inside, the warmth embraced us immediately. The familiar sights and smells of the homestead filled me with a comforting sense of being exactly where I needed to be.

After setting down our belongings, we set about checking everything to ensure the homestead was as we left it. I noticed how Mr. Drizzles and Sparky, our storm elementals, hovered quietly in the background. Their presence, always steady, seemed to affirm that all was well.

The domesticants, Ghostie and Sir Boozles, chirped excitedly as they darted around us, their ghostly forms zipping through the rooms in playful arcs. It was clear they had done their part in keeping the house clean and orderly in our absence, the living spaces immaculate and welcoming.

Leigh, with her characteristic energy, headed immediately to the chicken coop to make sure our feathered residents were faring well in the colder months. “All good out here,” she called after a moment, her voice carrying back to us from outside. “The chickens are all accounted for, and happy to see us, I reckon!”

Celeste and Yeska moved through the house with similar purpose, checking the alchemy laboratory and the kitchen, while I surveyed the fields, dormant for now and waiting for the warmer months to come alive once more.

After unloading, we all gathered in the living room, where Diane had settled on the couch with Lucas, I took a moment to appreciate the view from the window. The Silverthread River wound its way through the wintery landscape, its waters a mirror to the pale sky above.

“It really is peaceful here,” Yeska said, coming to stand beside me. “After everything, it’s places like this that remind you of what’s important.”

I nodded, feeling a truth in her words that went beyond the words themselves. This homestead, with its sturdy log walls and warm fires, was home for all of us. We all settled by the fire for a while, simply enjoying being home.
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Leigh was the first to break the spell of our quiet return. “Well, I don’t know about y’all, but I’m ready to get some chores done,” she declared, her gaze sweeping across the room, taking inventory of what needed attention.

“I was thinking the same,” I said, smiling at her enthusiasm. It was good to be home, to fall back into the simple routines that grounded us. “Let’s see what we can tackle together.”

Celeste had wandered over to the window, peering out toward the vegetable garden, lying dormant under the frost. “I’ll get started on a solid lunch,” she offered, her voice steady and calm. “After all that fine food, it’d be nice to just have some simple but hearty fare.”

Yeska seemed caught up in the energy Leigh had stirred up. “I can help sort out the pantry,” she suggested, already heading toward the kitchen, her footsteps echoing lightly. “See what we need!”

Meanwhile, Diane had settled Lucas into his favorite rocker by the fireplace, carefully buckling him in before joining us. “I’ll tend to the laundry,” she said, dusting off her hands on her jeans as if readying herself for the task ahead. The pile had indeed grown, a mountain of fabrics waiting to be brought back to life.

As everyone set about their tasks, I found myself drawn in by the desire to start preparations for the home I was about to build for my grandparents. I headed outside and started surveying my land, trying to locate the best spot for the home.

The day unfurled at a comfortable pace, each of us moving from one task to another with a familiarity that spoke of many similar days spent in happiness. The rhythms of our home life wrapped around us, subtle but constant. It was the sort of day that didn’t seek to be remarkable, yet in its simplicity, it held a kind of perfection.

By midday, we reconvened for a lunch prepared by Celeste and Yeska. Leigh bounded back inside, cheeks flushed from the cold, announcing, “The chickens are all fed, and I’ve checked on the fences. All secure.”

Diane, having conquered the laundry, joined us in the kitchen, her movements efficient as she began to sort the herbs Celeste had brought in. Lucas, now awake from his nap, watched from a comfortable cradle in my arms, his little eyes curious and bright as I played with him.

After a simple but filling lunch, we gathered in the living room, settling into the sofas with mugs of hot tea warmed on the stove. The conversations meandered between the tasks we’d accomplished and plans for the days ahead, particularly about the construction of the new home for my grandparents, with the girls getting caught up in my enthusiasm for the job.

“Their place should have a big kitchen,” Celeste remarked, sipping her tea. “Your grandmother loves to cook, and she can make fine snickerdoodles!”

“Don’t forget the porch for gramps!” Leigh added. “Somewhere to sit and watch the world go by.”

“Easy access, too,” Yeska pointed out softly. “Ensuring their comfort is paramount. The last thing you want is millions of stairs and steps.”

As the plans took shape, sketched out in words and laughter between sips of tea, I felt a surge of gratitude for the family around me. Here, in the heart of our homestead, with the fire crackling in the hearth, we were making plans for the future, one step at a time.

“We should draw something up,” I suggested, energized by the collective vision we’d pieced together. “Figure out the specifics, make sure we’ve thought of everything. I already have a pretty good idea of the building supplies we’d need, but I’d like to make as few trips as necessary.”

Diane nodded, her hand finding mine as she smiled. “It’s going to be a beautiful project,” she said, squeezing my hand gently. “Bringing your grandparents closer to us, making a home for them here... it’s something special. And such a sweet thing to do for family.”

The afternoon light waned slowly as we talked, the details of our future endeavors laid out like pieces of a puzzle we were eager to solve together.


Chapter 13

By the time we had finished making a detailed list of supplies needed and finished brainstorming, it was already getting too late to do any work outside. So instead, we decided to cook dinner together. In the heart of our homestead’s kitchen, the late afternoon light shone through the window, casting a warm glow over us all.

Diane, with Lucas balanced on her hip, moved about the space with a grace that made motherhood seem like the most natural role in the world for her. She hummed softly, a tune without words, as Lucas watched her with wide, sapphire blue eyes, his tiny hands reaching out toward the colors and shapes around him.

Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and I gathered around the wooden table, each of us taking on a role in the preparation of our evening meal. The kitchen felt cozy, filled with the scents of cooking and the sound of our shared laughter.

“Can you pass me the basil?” Yeska asked, her hands busy chopping tomatoes with a rhythm that spoke of someone who found comfort in the simple act of cooking. I slid the jar across the table, watching as she sprinkled the herbs over the sauce simmering on the stove. The aroma was delicious, rich, and inviting.

Leigh, meanwhile, wrestled with a loaf of bread, cutting thick slices that she arranged on a baking tray. “Gonna toast these all nice!” she declared. “Who doesn’t love garlic bread?”

Celeste stood by the sink, washing a bundle of fresh greens for the salad. “Dinner seems to be coming along nicely,” she noted, her voice soft.

Watching her, it struck me how moments like these — mundane, ordinary — were the ones that stitched our days together. They were comforting in their predictability, grounding us amidst the unpredictability of our lives.

Diane situated Lucas in his high chair, securing him with gentle hands before joining Celeste by the sink. Lucas watched us, his gaze moving from one face to another, a giggling observer to the bustling activity of our kitchen.

“This feels nice,” Diane said, almost to herself. She took a bunch of greens from Celeste, beginning to tear them into smaller pieces for the salad. “Just being here, with all of you... it’s nice.”

I nodded, feeling a profound agreement with her words. There was a simplicity to this moment that felt particularly precious — the act of making dinner together, of sharing the responsibilities and joys of our daily life.

Leigh glanced over her shoulder, a playful grin on her face. “Think lil’ Lucas will ‘preciate my garlic bread?” she joked, winking at Diane.

Lucas, hearing his name, gurgled happily, his tiny fists banging softly on the tray of his chair.

“Yes, I’m sure he’ll be your biggest fan,” Diane replied, smiling back.

As the kitchen bustled with the activity of preparing dinner, amidst the warmth that spread not just from the stove but from being ensconced within a familiar camaraderie, Leigh sidled up next to me. Now that her garlic bread was in the oven, she helped me with the meat, and she shot me a sideways look.

“You know, I’ve got an unfilled slot for another pet,” she began, her voice carrying a mixture of excitement and contemplation. “I was thinkin’ to go out lookin’ for a new furry friend soon!”

I looked up from the chopping board. “That’s a great idea. Any idea of what kind of pet you want?” I asked.

Leigh nodded enthusiastically, her eyes bright with ideas. “Yeah, I was thinkin’ something... unique. Not just any pet. Something that could roam around the homestead and keep us safe. Much like the larroling, but a lil’ faster, y’know?”

Celeste, drying her hands on a kitchen towel, joined in, her curiosity evident. “That sounds intriguing, Leigh. What would be the best place to look for a creature like that?”

Leigh leaned back against the counter, crossing her arms as she thought it over. “I haven’t quite decided yet. I reckon there’s plenty of interesting critters in the forest.”

Yeska, who had been listening from where she stood stirring the sauce on the stove, chimed in with her own thoughts. “What about something that complements the homestead? Maybe a creature that can help with the gardening or even act as a guardian of sorts?”

Leigh chuckled. “That’d be nice, but there ain’t too many animals that can garden. That’s more the domain of David’s summons, I reckon. But something that can help keep us safe would be nice.”

“Between the larroling and the storm elementals, we’d have a nice bunch of guards,” I remarked, internally reflecting that we might need them when Father comes around.

The discussion opened up, floating around the room as we all mulled over possibilities. It was a delightful detour from our culinary tasks, one that seemed to weave seamlessly into the pattern of our evening.

Meanwhile, Celeste and Yeska found their way back to discussing the new home for my grandparents, their plans for its decoration becoming a tangent in our evening’s narrative.

“I’ve been thinking about the aesthetics,” Celeste said, pulling Yeska into the conversation. “Grandma and Grandpa Wilson deserve a place that feels like a warm embrace when they step inside.”

Yeska nodded, her enthusiasm for the project clear. “Absolutely. And we should definitely incorporate elements from each of our backgrounds. It should be a home that tells a story, their story, and ours.”

I nodded and smiled. “I’ll leave the interior decorating to you girls, then!”

Their discussion evolved into sharing ideas and designs, from rustic motifs that spoke of our connection to the homestead’s land to elven elegance that mirrored Celeste’s heritage.

By now, Celeste was carefully plating the half-prepared salad, Yeska was intermittently stirring the sauce that had long since needed to come off the heat, and Leigh was inspecting the garlic bread with a face that didn’t predict much good.

“By the look on Leigh’s face, I suspect like we might have to resort to sandwiches tonight,” I said, the lines of my smile deepening.

Leigh looked over, a smirk dancing across her face. “Sandwiches it is,” she agreed, waving a half-burned baguette in the air like a white flag. “This dumb ‘ole garlic bread ain’t workin’ out at all!”

“Did you make sure the bread was a little moist?” Celeste asked.

“Why would I do that?” Leigh hummed, almost going cross-eyed as she studied the burnt spots on her bread. “I want it hot. That’s why I was puttin’ it in the oven in the first place, ain’t it?”

Celeste chuckled and shook her head. “Sandwiches as a side, indeed!”

While Yeska began setting the table, Celeste gently placed the salad down, as if it were a complete meal in itself. “Tomorrow, then,” Celeste ventured, her eyes finding mine, “you’re planning to head to Gladdenfield? For the supplies.”

I nodded, taking a seat as the others gathered around. “Yes, that’s the plan. We need to pick up supplies for the construction project. While we’re at it,” I looked at Leigh, “maybe you should come with me, Leigh? I thought we could poke around for some information on pets — you mentioned wanting something unique, right?”

Leigh’s eyes lit up, any prior frustration with garlic bread forgotten. “I did, yes. And that’s a great idea! Gladdenfield might just be the place to find out more. There’s all sorts passing through — travelers, traders, hunters, adventurers. Someone’s bound to know somethin’.”

“Yes, and there’s another thing,” I leaned back, my hands clasped together on the table. “I was thinking we ask around about Ulain for the divination session about my Bloodline. Gladdenfield Outpost is the best place to start.”

“Yes, that’s important,” Diane said, nodding. “Understanding your Bloodline... there’s so much we don’t know yet. Hopefully, Ulain can help.”

“Yep,” I said. “So, Leigh and I will head into town, ask around about pets and Ulain and get the necessary supplies for the construction project.”

Celeste and Yeska quickly seconded my suggestion. Yeska leaned against the counter, a small smile on her face. “We’ll handle everything at home while you’re gone,” she said.

“Now come on!” Celeste said. “Dinner is about to be served!” She threw Leigh a wicked grin. “With sandwiches.”

Leigh stuck out her tongue good-naturedly, and we all chuckled as we sat down for dinner.


Chapter 14

The morning arrived wrapped in the stillness of winter. Under the pale sky, our homestead stood quietly, the river nearby whispering a cold greeting as the world slowly woke. After a quick breakfast with my women, I put on a warm jacket, stepping outside to pull the Jeep around, its engine breaking the silence gently.

Leigh was already outside, peering up at the sky, blocking her eyes from the pale sun. “Clear skies,” she called out. “Should be a smooth ride. Ground ain’t too frosty neither!”

Celeste, always thinking a few steps ahead, had packed us some snacks. She had this way of doing things quietly, efficiently, without ever needing to draw attention to her efforts. But I noticed. I always did.

Opening the bag, I found sandwiches wrapped neatly in wax paper, apples polished to a shine, and a thermos filled with coffee. It was simple, this gesture, but it filled me with a warmth that had little to do with the coffee.

Behind me, Diane appeared on the porch, Lucas cradled snugly in her arms. Seeing them there, in the soft light of dawn, I smiled. She blew me a kiss and waved as I worked to prepare the Jeep.

“We’ll be back before you know it,” I called out to her.

Diane offered a small smile, Lucas’s gaze fixed curiously on me as if he understood the weight of the departure. “Just be safe,” she said, the simplicity of her words carrying all the depth of her care and concern.

Celeste and Yeska appeared beside her. “Safe travels,” Celeste called out, her calm demeanor a steady presence as always. “And best of luck.”

Yeska, with a cup of coffee in hand, leaned against the post, a shadow of a smile on her face. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she teased, the lightness of her words a contrast to the early hour.

I chuckled. “That’s pretty much a hall pass! You girls take care of the house, and of yourselves, of course.”

“We’ll hold the fort,” Yeska assured me.

As Leigh and I made our final rounds, ensuring everything was in order for our absence, the quiet of the homestead wrapped around us. Diane had written a list of all the things we needed, her handwriting neat and orderly. It detailed building supplies we’d need for my grandparents’ home. Lumber, nails, insulation material — it seemed endless.

I already knew we’d have to make multiple trips. But that was fine as we were off to an early start.

Leigh jangled the keys in her hand, a rhythmic sound that marked the time like a metronome. “Ready?” she asked, glancing over at me. Her baby-blue eyes were clear, bright, full of that restless energy she always seemed to have in abundance.

“Just about,” I answered, taking one last look at the list. “Doing a last check to see if I can’t think of anything we might’ve forgotten.”

I went through the items one by one, ensuring nothing was missing from the list. Finally satisfied, I headed over to the women on the porch. I gave each of them — and Lucas, of course — a kiss, then waved to the domesticants as I headed over to the Jeep with Leigh.

Then, with everything loaded and the Jeep ready, Leigh and I climbed inside. The engine roared to life, a grumble that broke the quiet of the morning wide open.

As we pulled away, I watched the homestead recede in the rearview mirror, a tableau of our life there momentarily framed in glass before giving way to the road ahead.
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Gladdenfield Outpost in the early morning had a way of softly welcoming the day, its market stalls just beginning to stir as Leigh and I arrived and parked the Jeep. The chill in the air gave a crispness to the morning that made everything feel fresh and new, as if the outpost itself was waking up alongside us.

As the vendors busied themselves with setting up their goods, Leigh and I made our way through the growing buzz of activity. Our focus was clear; we needed building supplies first, essentials that would form the backbone of the project back home. It felt good to be here with purpose, each step taken a move towards making the idea of a new home for my grandparents a reality.

First on our list was wood for framing. The smell of freshly cut lumber filled the air around one particular stall, a fragrance that spoke of possibilities and new beginnings. The vendor, an older man with hands worn from his craft, discussed specifications with us, ensuring the wood we selected met the requirements for a sturdy one-story wooden home.

“You’ll want these thicker beams for the main supports,” he said, pointing out a stack of oak boards. “And these narrower planks will do nicely for the walls and roof.”

I ran my hand along the oak, feeling the rough texture. Solid and strong — perfect for the frame. Leigh made note of the types and quantities we’d need while I confirmed details with the vendor.

Next, we navigated to a vendor specializing in insulation materials, his wares a promise of warmth and comfort for the new home. Leigh, with the notebook out, carefully tallied quantities while I engaged the vendor in a detailed discussion about the effectiveness of their materials against the colder months.

“This new recycled cellulose has excellent thermal resistance,” he explained, handing me a sample. “And it’s sustainably sourced.”

I examined the fuzzy pink insulation. “No harsh chemicals or irritants?”

“None at all,” he confirmed. “Completely safe and itch-free.”

Satisfied, we purchased a sizable quantity. Leigh double-checked her math before nodding. “That should handle the entire home,” she confirmed.

Collaboration marked our steps through the market. Leigh and I worked seamlessly together, our conversations with vendors marked by friendly efficiency. It was evident in the way we listened, in the way we asked our questions. We were united in our purpose.

Plumbing supplies were our next stop. Selecting pipes and fittings, I made a point of double-checking each piece against the list Diane had meticulously prepared. The vendor was patient, explaining the functionality of each component, ensuring we had a clear understanding of the plumbing setup required for the home.

With the plumbing supplies selected, a sense of progress filled me. Each component, each pipe and fitting, was a piece of the puzzle that would soon become my grandparents’ new home.

I smiled at Leigh. “Just imagine how thrilled they’ll be when it’s all finished. Running water from our well, a kitchen of their own...”

She nodded, matching my enthusiasm. “This is going to change their lives. We’re building them a home.”

Bricks for the chimney came last. We chose them for their durability and the rustic aesthetic they would bring to the design. The vendor, a young woman with a bright smile, conveyed her excitement about our project, sharing tips on mortar mixtures and bricklaying techniques.

We took a moment to appreciate the texture and color of the bricks we had chosen. They were perfect, and the young vendor’s enthusiasm was infectious, her belief in our project a final boost as we wrapped up our morning in the market.

Throughout our purchases, Leigh remained the anchor, her precise calculations ensuring we stayed on track with our budget and requirements. Her focus was remarkable, a testament to her commitment to this project and to our family.

I was grateful, not for the first time, for her steadfast presence. With Leigh by my side, I knew we could handle any task.

We made detailed agreements with the vendors to have the goods ready when we were ready to deliver them to where we had parked the Jeep, holding onto them until that moment. After all, it was going to take us multiple trips back and forth to make sure everything would be delivered in fine order to the homestead.

Finally, our purchases were complete, and Leigh glanced at me with a grin. “That’s it,” she said. “Now, just to get it all back home and start buildin’.”

I laughed. “If only it were that simple, huh?” I joked.

She grinned and gave me a playful poke. “If only,” she agreed.

We shared a smile, ready to tackle the next steps. Together, we could build something meaningful — a place of comfort, security, and joy. The market hummed around us, but our focus was ahead, on the promise of what was to come.


Chapter 15

After we had finished purchasing all the necessary building materials from various vendors, Leigh and I stood in the middle of the bustling market square, surrounded by the noises and colors of Gladdenfield Outpost. The air was filled with the scents of freshly cut wood and the tang of metal; it was a sensory overload, yet in that moment, it all felt comforting.

Leigh turned to me, a thoughtful look on her face. “We’re gonna need something bigger than the Jeep to get all this back home,” she said, echoing my own thoughts. “Even if we do multiple runs.”

We had accumulated a lot of supplies. Our project was ambitious, after all, and required a hefty amount of materials.

I nodded in agreement. “Let’s rent a trailer,” I suggested. It was the most practical solution, and the Jeep wouldn’t struggle. Gladdenfield had a place down by the east end of the market where they rented out various equipment and vehicles. It seemed like our best bet.

We made our way to the rental place, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows on the cobblestone streets. The office was a small, well-worn building, its wooden sign swinging gently in the light breeze. Inside, the air was cool and smelled faintly of oil and rubber.

The woman behind the counter was a middle-aged local who knew just about everything there was to know about Gladdenfield and its inhabitants. When we explained our need for a trailer, she simply nodded and started filling out the necessary paperwork. It was all very straightforward.

“We’re gonna move the goods tomorrow,” I said, “but we’d like to prepare today. Is there any chance we can store them with you?”

“Sure,” she replied. “We’ve got a couple of storage units. Have your vendors deliver the wares there, and I’ll have one of my sons bring the trailer over. You can get started whenever you want tomorrow, but if you’re staying any longer, I’ll have to charge more.”

“Got it,” I said. “Thanks.”

Leigh shot me a narrow-eyed look. “We ain’t headin’ back today?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No, we’ll need a whole day to move all of this, and I want us to take our time asking around about Ulain and your pet. Besides,” I added with a grin, “you and I are due some quality time together, huh? Just the two of us.”

“Why, Mr. Wilson,” she hummed, exaggeratedly fanning herself as she laid on her accent extra thick, “you sure know how to make a girl blush, now!”

I laughed at that, shooting her a wink as the clerk finished the paperwork. The trailer we rented was sturdy and spacious, just the right size for our load. We hitched it to the Jeep, checking multiple times to make sure it was secure. Neither of us wanted to take any chances.

Back at the market, we began the tedious process of loading up the trailer. The bricks for the chimney were the first to go in. Next came the wood planks, stacked neatly beside them and wrapped with care so their surfaces wouldn’t damage.

We worked in silence, each lost in our own thoughts as we lifted and organized. It was hard work, but there was a rhythm to it, a methodical process that brought with it a sense of satisfaction. Every piece we loaded was a step closer to building a new home for my grandparents.

The insulation material was tricky to handle, its bulkiness requiring a delicate touch. We placed it on top of the heavier items, making sure it was well covered and protected from the elements. The last thing we needed was for it to get damaged before we even had the chance to use it.

Leigh was particularly careful with the plumbing supplies, arranging them along the sides of the trailer for loading on the next trip. She had a knack for organization due to her years as the owner of the general store. Her mind was always two steps ahead, planning the best way to fit everything together like pieces of a puzzle.

Once the trailer was loaded, we covered our materials with a heavy tarp, securing it tightly around the load. We had spent the morning getting everything ready, and things were as ready as they could be for tomorrow.

Now, it was time for a little R&R. But first, I wanted to check up on the general store. Leigh agreed, looking forward to checking out her place. We gave the supplies one last look, then headed down the main thoroughfare toward the general store.
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Randal greeted us with his usual wide grin as we walked into the general store. Leigh immediately broke into a bright smile at the sight of him. “Randal!” she exclaimed, striding over to wrap the older man in a warm hug.

“Leigh! And David too!” Randal replied, his voice rich with genuine pleasure. “How good to see y’all!” He patted Leigh on the back affectionately before turning his sharp gaze toward me. “Heard you two have been off on quite the adventure.”

I chuckled, nodding in agreement as we made our way further into the store. “You could say that,” I said. “We were up in the Sky Mines and paid a visit to Bronzehall.”

Randal’s eyes widened a bit at that. “The Sky Mines, you say? All the way in Utah!? And survived to tell the tale!” His tone was tinged with a touch of surprise and a good deal of respect.

“Not just survived, Randal,” Leigh interjected with a playful nudge in my direction. “David here came up with a plan to rid those mines of basilisks once and for all. Ya should’ve seen it; dwarves were almost carryin’ him around everywhere, happy as they were.”

Randal’s eyebrows rose, clearly impressed. “Is that so? Well, I’ll be. That ain’t no small feat, David.” He shook his head in admiration before leading us toward the counter. “And Bronzehall, you said?”

“Yes,” I confirmed as we all settled in around the counter, a place that seemed to naturally invite conversation.

“We were granted access to the archives,” Leigh explained, her tone filled with a mix of pride and wonder. “They don’t let just about anyone in there, but they did David!”

I chuckled. “Well, don’t make it sound like I did everything,” I said. “You girls kicked some basilisk butt yourselves.”

“Aw, shucks,” Leigh said with a wink.

Randal listened intently as we shared the highlights of our journey, his expression shifting from curiosity to delight. “Well, I’ll say this,” he started once we’d given him the gist, “Gladdenfield’s lucky to have folks like you, I reckon.”

Leigh beamed at the compliment, her gaze meeting mine. It was moments like these, small and seemingly inconsequential, that reminded me of the firm roots we were putting down in this community.

Changing the subject, Randal leaned closer, a conspiratorial twinkle in his eye. “Since y’all been away, let me update you on some local news,” he offered, clearly eager to share.

Leigh gave a happy hum and leaned in. “Give us the dirt, Randal!”

“Turns out, Coalition’s Frontier Division has been sendin’ more soldiers around these days,” Randal began. “We ain’t sure what for, but folks reckon there’s some kinda threat loomin’.”

Leigh and I exchanged a look. We already knew the ins and outs of this particular piece of gossip, but we decided not to elaborate on it. Right now, knowledge of Father could only cause a panic.

“Sounds like it,” I just agreed.

But Randal wasn’t born yesterday. He narrowed his eyes, bushy gray eyebrows lowering. “Well, I reckon y’all know a bit about that, huh? What with you bein’ friends with Caldwell and all?”

I laughed. “Classified!”

He chuckled and shook his head. Then, the conversation shifted as Randal went on to share a bit of gossip about a new establishment opening up near the outskirts of Gladdenfield. “Heard it’s going to be a tavern,” he said. “A big one, mind you. Supposed to bring in a bit more life to the outpost.”

I found myself genuinely interested, the prospect of a new tavern adding another layer to life here in Gladdenfield. “That’ll be nice, having another place to relax in the evenings,” I commented, imagining the warmth and laughter such a place could host. “But the Wild Outrider has my heart forever.”

Leigh agreed, her mind already racing with possibilities. “Mine, too,” she said. “Old Darny is the best there is.”

Randal chuckled. “Yeah, I reckon he ain’t too worried. ‘Sides, this one ain’t a tavern like his. They ain’t gonna provide no board for folk.”

“He’ll be happy about that,” I said before shooting Leigh a look. “Speaking of the Wild Outrider, I think it’s about time we head over there and see what’s what, huh?”

“Yep!” she chirped. “Time for us to head out, Randal!”

As we wrapped up our conversation, Randal gave me a pat on the back. “Don’t be strangers now, y’hear?” His voice held a note of affection. “And if ya ever need to offload some talk about that Caldwell and his mysteries… well, my ear’s always listenin’!”

I laughed and promised Randal we wouldn’t be strangers, assuring him we’d be back soon, but there was no chance for gossip.

Still laughing, we strolled down the busy streets of the bustling frontier town, headed for the Wild Outrider.


Chapter 16

A few minutes after our visit to the general store, Leigh and I found ourselves pushing open the old, somewhat squeaky door of the Wild Outrider. It always struck me, the way this place seemed to hold within its walls the pulse of Gladdenfield Outpost. The warmth that enveloped us as we stepped in acted as a small welcome back from the adventures of the day.

Leigh waved to a couple of folks we knew at a far table as we made our way through the common room. We were greeted back, the locals recognizing us both and knowing we were a couple. The wood underfoot creaked familiarly, a sound I’d come to associate with this place of camaraderie and, occasionally, refuge.

Darny, with his characteristic wide smile, spotted us from behind the bar. “David, Leigh!” he boomed, “What brings you to my humble establishment this fine evening?”

“We’ve been out and about,” I replied, “Thought we’d wind down here for dinner. And... we were hoping you might have some word on Ulain.”

Darny wiped his hands on a cloth, setting it down before leaning on the bar, his bushy mustache twitching thoughtfully. “Ulain, eh? Now, there’s a man who’s as hard to pin down as a shadow at noon.”

Instinctively, I felt a knot of disappointment form. Ulain was integral to understanding more about my Bloodline. The anticipation of finding him soon had been a silent motivator throughout our earlier endeavors.

Darny continued, “Last I heard, Ulain’s not expected around these parts till the thaw hits. Early spring, most likely. His travels take him all over — one week he’s in the southern hamlets, the next could be as far north as Montana!”

Leigh propped her elbows on the bar, her gaze fixed on Darny. “Any idea where he might be now?” she inquired, her voice carrying a sliver of hope.

“Now that’s the million-coins question, ain’t it?” Darny laughed lightly. “Thing about Ulain, he’s as unpredictable as the weather. Doesn’t much use the teleportation services even though he could easily afford ‘em. Says it interferes with his... divinatory senses, or some such.” Darny shrugged.

It wasn’t the news we’d hoped to hear, but the disappointment was tempered by Darny’s affable nature. “Then I guess it’s the waiting game for us,” I said, trying to mask the edge of my impatience. “We’ll just have to hope our paths cross at the right time.”

Darny nodded, “Ulain’s worth the wait though. There’s not a soul in these parts who wouldn’t sing his praises. If it’s answers you’re looking for, he’s your man. Spring comes around, you’ll find him, this I guarantee!”

Leigh sighed, a small smile playing on her lips despite the setback. “In that case, how about you distract us with some good food, Darny? And maybe something to drink. The stronger, the better.”

“Coming right up!” Darny assured, turning to prepare our order. “You two take a seat. I’ll have Betty bring it over to you.”

Settled in a corner of the Wild Outrider, Leigh and I waited for our meal, scanning the room filled with local hunters and adventurers. The chatter and laughter around us, the clinking of glasses, and the occasional thud of a tankard set too forcefully on a wooden table made the tavern feel alive.

It was early still, but the place had begun to fill. Maybe it was the promise of a cold evening that drew everyone in, looking for warmth and company.

Leigh leaned towards me, her blue eyes bright with an idea. “David, we should talk to some of these hunters about finding a pet,” she whispered, excitement making her voice almost a song.

I chuckled at her enthusiasm, though the idea did pique my interest. “Alright,” I agreed. “Let’s see what we can find out.”

We flagged down a group of hunters returning to their table, their laughter spilling over as they approached. They were familiar faces, men and women who had shared tales and drinks with us on more than one night.

“Evening, folks,” I called out as they neared. “Mind if we ask you a few questions?”

One of the hunters, a broad-shouldered man with a beard that looked like it had seen its fair share of outdoor life, raised an eyebrow but nodded. “Sure thing, David. What’s on your mind?”

“It’s about pets,” I began, trying to sound casual. “Leigh is looking for a new one!”

“Any suggestions?” she hummed as we sat down with the men and women.

“Larroling!” one of the women called out. “Ain’t nothing but a larroling.”

“She already got one of those,” a man said. “Seen y’all comin’ into town with it a couple times.”

We nodded, exchanging a smile.

“How ‘bout a Winter Wolf?” the oldest man said, a light in his gray eyes. “Specifically, a Tannorian Winter Wolf.”

I glanced at Leigh, and her baby-blue eyes lit up. “Yes!” she exclaimed. “They’re beautiful, strong, and loyal! That would be perfect.”

The man chuckled. “They sure are!”

“Would you know where to find one?” I asked, happy to see Leigh so enthusiastic about the prospect of getting a Tannorian Winter Wolf.

The group of hunters exchanged glances, their expressions turning thoughtful. Another hunter, a woman with sharp eyes, spoke up. “Winter Wolves… They’re rare, hard to find. But yes, they’ve been known to roam the northern woods during the coldest months.”

Leigh’s face lit up at the confirmation. “Do you think it’d be possible to... I don’t know, approach one? Maybe even make it a pet?” Her question hung in the air, a mix of hope and challenge.

The hunters looked at each other, their amusement clear. The broad-shouldered man answered, “They’re not your average domestic dog. Winter Wolves are wild, proud creatures. But,” he added, pausing for effect, “with the right approach, patience, and respect… and of course the Beastmaster Class, it’s not unheard of.”

The woman nodded in agreement. “They bond fiercely but only to those they respect. And it’s a lifelong bond.”

I watched Leigh absorb their words, her gaze distant for a moment as she considered the gravity of what they were saying. It was more than just the idea of having a pet; it was about forming a connection, a bond based on mutual respect and understanding.

“Thank you,” I said, grateful for their insights. “We’ll think it over carefully.”

As the hunters returned to their revelry, Leigh and I sat back, letting the sounds of the tavern wash over us. The notion of seeking out a Winter Wolf was daunting, yet the challenge seemed to invigorate Leigh. It was clear she was already piecing together a plan, her mind racing ahead.

For now, though, we focused on our meal when it arrived, the food a comforting end to our day. Between bites, we discussed logistics and strategy, the possibility of adding a Winter Wolf to our homestead exciting us both. By the time the meal was finished, we had settled on it.

A Winter Wolf it would be. But not tonight, of course…


Chapter 17

Settled into our little corner at the Wild Outrider, the air around us pulsated with the comfortable chatter and clinks that made up the tavern’s nightly orchestra.

Across from me, Leigh shifted in her seat, her gaze flitting from the stage where an elven bard was tuning his instrument to the lively scenes playing out across the room. There was a certain restlessness about her, like a leaf caught in a gentle breeze, now that we had made a decision about her pet. I watched her, letting the moments pass in silence, supposing she was excited with the prospect of getting a new pet.

As we relaxed, the bard began his performance, his fingers deftly coaxing melodies from his instrument that filled the room with a soft, lilting music that seemed to wrap around us, drawing the room closer. His voice, when he began to sing, was clear and soothing, each note hanging in the air before gently falling away.

Around us, the tavern’s patrons quietened down, their conversations pausing to allow the music to take center stage. I found myself being drawn into the performance, the bard’s tales of distant lands and age-old lore folding into the melody, creating a tapestry of sound that was as comforting as it was captivating.

And yet, beside me, Leigh looked on with a pensive air, her usual vibrancy dimmed. It wasn’t like her to be so withdrawn, especially not here, at the Wild Outrider, which had become something of a haven for us.

I slowly got a feeling this was about something other than Tannorian Winter Wolves…

The performance continued, each song weaving into the next with seamless transitions that spoke of years of practice and a love for the craft. I couldn’t help but admire the bard’s skill, the effortless way he brought his stories to life, filling the room with a sense of shared experience that was rare and precious. I focused on the song, giving Leigh a moment to collect her thoughts before I’d ask her what was up.

Leigh eventually turned towards me, her gaze meeting mine. There was a lightness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, a softening around the edges that made me think the music had reached her, pulling her back from the edge of her thoughts.

I leaned closer, my elbow brushing against the table, the wood cool and smooth under my touch. “Leigh?” I prodded.

She met my eyes, and I smiled at her. “Something’s up,” I said. “I can tell, you know?”

She blinked, a slow smile spreading on her face as she focused on me. “You ever think about the future, David?”

“Often enough,” I said. “I live in the present, but I think about tomorrow often enough to have a plan.” I grinned at her, and she answered the gesture. “Why?”

“I… I’ve been thinkin’ about the future, too,” she hummed. “And it ain’t something I often tend to do. But… these days I find myself thinkin’ about our future.”

“Our future?” I echoed. “Good thoughts, I hope.”

“Yeah,” she said, offering me a smile. “I’m really looking forward to… well, you know… the time when we hear a couple more ‘lil footsteps paddin’ around, y’know?”

“Having a baby?”

She laughed and patted me on the arm. “Yeah.”

So that was it… I smiled and squeezed her hand, gently encouraging her to continue.

“What do you think the little one will be like?” she asked.

“If he’s anything like you, we’ll be laughing a lot,” I said, squeezing her hand gently. “But whatever he or she will be like, they’ll be welcomed into a loving family. That’s what I’m sure about.”

She chuckled, gazing deep into my eyes. “Thought about a name yet?”

I laughed and shook my head. “We’ve been pretty busy, so I haven’t had the time yet, to be honest. Have you?”

“Well,” she said, “I been thinkin’ about Rahael a lot lately. Remember I told you about her?”

I nodded, recalling one of the earlier conversations we had had. Rahael had been a mentor of sorts to Leigh, teaching her the ways of the frontier shortly after the Upheaval. She was an elf, and she had also taught Leigh some of the elven language. Eventually, they had each gone their own way.

“I do,” I said. “She meant a lot to you, didn’t she?”

Leigh smiled. “She sure did. I’m thinkin’ if it’s a girl… you know?”

I grinned broadly. “It’s a beautiful name, and Celeste will like it too, since it’s elven.” I shot her a warm look and squeezed her hand. “Rahael it is, provided it’s a girl.”

“Thank you, baby,” Leigh hummed. Then, she leaned in, her voice lowering to a whisper though the room had begun to empty. “We’ll have to get back to havin’ you… well, putting a lil’ bun in the oven soon.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the lascivious notion that made her eyes sparkle. “We will,” I said. “Nothing much I’d rather do!”

Leigh’s smile then was like sunrise, bright and full of promise. “I love you, David,” she said, the declaration straightforward, yet carrying the weight of all our shared adventures and dreams.

“And I love you,” I echoed back, letting the words linger in the air between us.

With that, she gave a happy squeal, and I could see the tears forming in her eyes as she hopped up from her seat and headed over to sit on my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck and pushing herself close to me, the scent of her making me heady.

I held her tight, smiling.

Around us, the tavern continued to hum with its nightly rituals, but in our corner of the room, time seemed to pause, allowing us this space for ourselves.


Chapter 18

As the elven bard began to perform in the Wild Outrider, his melodies flooded the space around me and Leigh. The music felt as if it was pulling strings deep within, resonating with a part of my soul I often forgot existed. Each note played in the air like light through leaves, intricate yet unfailingly gentle.

Leigh and I, hands intertwined as she sat on my lap, found an easy silence between us. The bard’s song was about a journey, a Tannorian trek through vast, untamed landscapes under a sky studded with stars unfamiliar to human eyes. The song unfolded slowly, lyric by lyric, painting a vivid picture.

“In lands afar, beneath a sky so strange,
Where stars tell tales of time before the change,
We walked as one, though from many a home,
In search of wonders beyond the dome.

Through forests deep, where ancient shadows play,
O’er mountains high, where daylight fades away,
We shared our dreams, our hopes, and fears,
And in our laughter, found solace from our tears.

A tale of worlds, of cycles unending,
Of paths converging, and of hearts mending.
Onward we journeyed, through night to dawn,
In the company of souls, so bravely drawn.

So remember us, in song and story,
Travelers in search of that elusive quarry,
Bound by the magic of distant lands,
Together, we walked, hand in hand.”

The room seemed to hold its breath as the last chord lingered, reluctant to dissipate into silence. A collective sigh passed through the crowd, a shared appreciation for the bard’s skill and the emotional journey his song had woven.

Leigh squeezed my hand, bringing me back from the distant lands of Tannoris. Her eyes, alight with the reflected fire of our shared dreams and the song’s tale, spoke volumes.

“David,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the murmur of renewed conversations around us, “There’s a whole world out there. And yet, here with you, is where I find the greatest adventure. My life is so much better since I’m with you.”

I nodded, understanding the weight of her words. “So is mine,” I said. “I’m happy I found you, Leigh.” Our fingertips brushed lightly, reaffirming a future we were only beginning to sketch out.

In the warmth of the Wild Outrider, with Leigh’s hand in mine, the bard’s next songs washed over us like a gentle wave. Each chorus, each verse drawn into the air by his skilled fingers, felt like it was knitting itself into the fabric of our evening, a comforting layer over the anticipation and, perhaps buried deep, the nerves about our future.

Leigh caught my eye as the bard’s melody danced around tales of fellowship. There was a light in her eyes, a spark ignited by the stories spun in song, that reflected the excitement I felt about the days to come. A smile played at her lips, and I leaned closer to her, the movement unnoticed in the bustle of the tavern.

“This feels right, doesn’t it?” My voice was low, the question rhetorical. I knew her answer before she even spoke.

“It does,” she whispered back, her hand giving mine a reassuring squeeze. “Listening to this, being here with you... it’s like the world’s affirmin’ our choices.”

The bard moved onto another song, this one slower, softer, a melody that seemed to wrap around the listeners like a warm blanket. Leigh and I didn’t need to speak; the music was conversation enough, drawing us into a shared reverie about what the future held.

It was funny, really, how a simple evening could solidify something so significant. As the bard’s voice filled the spaces between us, the somewhat abstract idea of growing our family began to feel more tangible.

The evening wore on, the songs eventually giving way to the softer sounds of night setting in over Gladdenfield. As the tavern grew busier and rowdier, Leigh and I lingered, neither of us in a hurry to end the night. We sat in the aftermath of the bard’s performance, drinking, talking, and laughing, while the echoes of the songs lingered like a sweet aftertaste.

But her smoldering looks fired me on, and my desires shifted, as did hers. “How about we head home in a minute?” I finally said, my eyes drifting over her voluptuous figure.

Leigh nodded, her baby-blue eyes meeting mine, hazy and big. “Sounds like a very good plan, Mr. Wilson,” she agreed.

Grinning, I rose and pulled her to her feet. On the way out, we waved at Darny, who waved back, then gestured he was having none of my coin. Chuckling, we made our way to the squeaky door.


Chapter 19

As Leigh and I left the warm bubble of the Wild Outrider behind, the night air welcomed us with a crisp embrace. The town of Gladdenfield, with its dimly lit streets and the gentle hush that evening brings, lay stretched out before us. It felt as if we had stepped into a world momentarily paused, a snapshot of quiet frontier life under the blanket of night.

Walking side by side, our steps a synchronized rhythm on the cobblestone path, Leigh looped her arm through mine. “So,” she began, her voice cutting softly through the chill, “today was... eventful.”

I chuckled, the sound more a burst of warm air in the cold. “That’s one way to put it,” I said. “Between gathering supplies and talking creatures, diviners, and future family members... I’d say we’ve had our hands full.”

Leigh squeezed my arm, a playful spark lighting up her eyes. “And yet, here we are, strolling through Gladdenfield like we haven’t a care in the world.”

I smiled down at her, appreciating the ease of this moment. “I just love moments like these. These quiet walks, the banter... They’re the parts of the day I look forward to the most.”

Her laughter rang clear, a pleasant sound that seemed to dance down the empty streets. “Banter, you say? And here I was, thinking you loved me for my practical skills and unparalleled bravery.”

“Well, certainly not for your garlic bread-making skills.”

She laughed and gave my shoulder a playful slap. “No fair!”

I chuckled. “But let me tell you something, Leigh: it’s your ability to turn every conversation into something light and joyous that truly wins the day. You don’t just find the silver lining; you are the silver lining.”

Leigh nudged my side gently, her smile wide and infectious. “Oh, you sweet talkin’ man o’ mine. Well, you ain’t too bad yourself… for a rough and rugged homesteader.”

As we walked, our shadows lengthened and intertwined under the glow of the lampposts. I thought about how right this felt — the gentle teasing, the comforting presence of Leigh by my side. Gladdenfield, with its rustic charm and the promise of a cozy bed waiting for us above the general store, felt like a second home.

The marketplace, now quiet and empty, lay behind us as we made our way towards the general store. I could already picture the small apartment above it, our temporary haven in the midst of these bustling, adventurous days. The thought of sinking into a soft bed after the day’s exertions brought a sense of contented anticipation.

Leigh seemed to read my thoughts, a knowing look crossing her face. “Lookin’ forward to that bed, baby?” she teased.

“Not necessarily the bed,” I replied, wicked grin on my lips.

As Gladdenfield slept around us, its serene quietude a blanket under the star-filled sky, Leigh laughed in her free and open way. She nudged my side playfully, breaking into stride beside me with grace.

“So, that dirty mind of yours is thinkin’ about puttin’ in the work for children, huh?” she teased, a playful challenge lighting up her eyes. “Sounds like a project bigger than any homestead reconstruction. You’ll need a sturdier kinda wood, hm?”

I laughed and shook my head, her naughty jokes making my heart beat a little faster. “Well,” I said, drawing the words out a touch longer than necessary, “I imagine it’ll involve lots of... practical exercises.”

Leigh’s laughter rang out, clear in the nighttime stillness, and I couldn’t help but join in. Her ability to turn even the most mundane moments into something light and memorable was one of the many reasons I found our life together so fulfilling.

“I’m all for practicalities,” she quipped back, her voice a melody in the quiet around us.

Our steps carried us further, the cobblestones underfoot keeping rhythm with our banter. Glancing at her, the way her breath fogged the air and how she tucked a strand of blonde hair that had come loose behind her ear, I was struck by the simple beauty of the moment.

“We’ll need a strategy,” I joked, the concept sparking more amusement between us. “A detailed plan, maybe a schedule...”

Leigh bumped my shoulder lightly with hers. “Oh, a schedule, huh baby? That sounds romantic,” she drawled, her tone dripping with mock seriousness.

In the quiet streets of Gladdenfield, our steps aligned, and our talk turned naughtier. Laughter and teasing filled the air, and by the time the general store was in sight, I was burning up to get a taste of her…


Chapter 20

As Leigh and I tumbled through the front door of the general store, our lips were locked in a fervent kiss, the world beyond us fading into obscurity.

Her taste was intoxicating, the sweet tang of her lipstick mingling with the underlying warmth of her desire. My hands roamed over the hills and valleys of Leigh’s body, sculpted curves ensconced in the tight embrace of her dress. The soft fabric clung to her like a second skin, accentuating each swell of flesh that my fingers yearned to explore.

“David,” she breathed into my mouth, her voice husky with need. “I want you... take me right here.”

The urgency was overwhelming as she pulled at my clothes, needing me naked. We weren’t even going to make it upstairs...

I teased the hem of her dress, my palm gliding over the roundness of her ass, eliciting another throaty moan that vibrated against my lips. Her body was a siren’s call, and I was utterly ensnared.

“Right here?” I murmured back, a mischievous grin playing on my lips as I gave her curvy ass a gentle squeeze. “In the general store?”

“Anywhere,” she gasped, pressing herself against me. “I just need you now.”

The urgency in Leigh’s voice was all the permission I needed. In a swift motion, driven by our mutual hunger, I cleared the store counter with a broad sweep. Papers, pens, and knick-knacks clattered to the floor, forgotten casualties of our passion.

Hoisting Leigh onto the polished wood surface, her legs dangled off the edge. I saw a flash of the pink fabric of her thong delineating the intimate contour of her pussy, a tantalizing hint of what lay beneath.

“Spread your legs for me, baby,” I said, my gaze fixed on the apex of her thighs.

She complied with a sultry smile, her movements deliberate and brimming with anticipation. “Like this?” she purred in a submissive voice.

“Just like that,” I said, hooking my fingers around the elastic of her thong, I pulled it aside, revealing the glistening jewel of her arousal.

“Oh David,” she purred. “Yes! Do it here!”

Lowering my head, I inhaled the heady scent of her, the musky perfume of lust that drove me wild. Then, with an eagerness that matched her own, I tasted her.

My tongue delved between her folds, exploring every inch of her honeyed heat. Leigh arched her back, a symphony of moans spilling from her lips as she threaded her fingers through my hair, guiding me deeper.

“Fuck, yes... eat me out,” she panted. “I can’t wait for you to fill me up, baby…”

Her dirty words spurred me on, my mouth worshipping her with a fervor that knew no bounds. I sucked and licked, my own groans of pleasure vibrating against her as I feasted upon her sweetness. Her hips bucked against my face, seeking more, driving me to push her towards the brink.

“Make me cum, David,” she begged, her voice laced with desperation. “Make me yours completely.”

And then, with a shudder that rocked her entire body, Leigh came undone beneath me. Her orgasm crashed over her in waves, her pussy clenching rhythmically as she cried out my name.

I savored the taste of her climax, the delicious, primal satisfaction of knowing I had brought her to such heights. Her breaths came in ragged gasps as she slowly descended from the peak, her body still quivering from the intensity of her release.

Leigh’s breath was still uneven as she recovered, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she came back to earth from the heights of pleasure I had taken her. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her — from the flush of her skin, the way her lips were parted in sweet exhaustion. Her body, a canvas of curves and softness, beckoned me to claim her.

“David,” she murmured, her voice still hoarse from her cries of release, “I need more. Tell me what you want me to do…”

My hands were greedy as they grasped the hem of her dress, pulling it up and over her head in one smooth motion.

There she was, in all her voluptuous glory, her skin glowing under the store’s dim lighting. Her breasts heaved with every shallow breath, nipples hard and begging for attention. The swell of her hips promised a paradise of sensations, and the roundness of her ass made my fingers twitch with the urge to grab and knead.

“Make me ready, Leigh,” I said, my voice thick with desire. “Suck my dick.”

Her eyes sparkled with mischief and lust as she gracefully descended to her knees before me. I could feel the heat radiating from her as she positioned herself, her gaze locked on mine.

But she didn’t move to touch me yet, not with her hands, not with her mouth.

Not yet…

It was a tease, the promise of ecstasy to come, and my dick throbbed painfully with anticipation.

As if sensing my growing impatience, she reached forward, her fingers brushing against my weapon. With deliberate slowness, she peeled away my clothes until we both stood naked in the quiet store, our bodies humming with the need to be joined once again.

Then, with an eagerness that sent shivers down my spine, Leigh took me into her mouth. She began sucking me like a goddess — her lips tight, her tongue swirling, her mouth an instrument of pure pleasure.

She worshipped me with an expertise that had me gripping onto the shelves behind me for support. I could feel every pull, every suckle, resonating through my entire being, edging me closer to the precipice of release.

“God, I love your dick,” she breathed against my skin, her voice muffled as she gazed up at me with those blue, sinful eyes. She let me slip out of her warm mouth just long enough to whisper those filthy words, her breath hot against my slickened shaft.

“Leigh…” My voice was a strained groan, the tension building to an almost unbearable level. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to cum.”

She smirked, clearly pleased with the power she wielded, but complied with my plea.

“We can’t have that,” she hummed, “because I need you to cum in me tonight… as often as you can.”

With a growl of desire, I pulled her up to stand, our chests heaving, our skins slick with the residue of our lust as we pushed together.
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Leigh gave a happy yelp as I pushed her against the wall, my hands tracing the lines of her hips, her curves melding perfectly to my touch. Her breasts heaved with each breath, nipples hard and begging for attention. The heat from her bare skin seared into me as our naked bodies met, a perfect fit of desire.

“What are you going to do to me, David?” she purred, her voice a silky tease that grazed over my senses like velvet.

“Something you’ll never forget,” I growled back, lifting her effortlessly.

Her legs wrapped around my waist as I pinned her to the wall, the strength in my arms a testament to how much I wanted her. I felt her hand reach down between us, guiding me to her entrance, where the slick warmth of her awaited.

The moment I slipped inside her, a guttural moan escaped my lips. She was so tight, so wet — it was as if every inch of her clenched around me in welcome. I started moving, our bodies finding a rhythm that had been written in the stars, destined to be discovered in this very moment.

“Fuck me, David. Make me feel it,” Leigh pleaded, her breath hot against my ear as she bounced on my cock with an intensity that threatened to undo me. Her arms clung to my neck, pulling me deeper into her embrace, deeper into the intoxicating abyss of her passion.

The idea of filling her, of making her a mommy, consumed me with an animalistic fervor. “You want that, baby? You want me to cum inside you?” I grunted, pounding into her with a desperate need to claim her as mine forever.

“Please,” she begged, her dirty talk spurring me on, each word a lash that whipped up the storm inside me. “I want your baby, David. Give it to me.”

Her moans crescendoed, echoing through the empty store like a sinful symphony. With each thrust, I could feel her edging closer to the brink, her body tensing, gripping me tighter, as if trying to pull my very essence into her.

The rhythm of our bodies became a relentless, pounding cadence, and with every forceful thrust against the wall, Leigh’s voluptuous breasts danced to the beat of our carnal drum. Her skin shimmered with a sheen of sweat, making her curves glisten in the dim light of the general store. The sight was maddeningly delicious, each bounce a visual feast that fueled my desire to a fever pitch.

“David... oh, fuck... fill me up!” she cried out, her voice laced with raw urgency. “I want you to breed me — please!”

Her filthy entreaties were like sparks to tinder, igniting an inferno within me. Feeling her pussy clench around me, I sensed her teetering on the edge of ecstasy. With her walls convulsing, gripping me fiercely, it yanked me towards my own release.

“Take all of it, Leigh,” I growled, feeling the surge rise from deep within. “I’m going to give you everything!”

And then, in a moment of blinding intensity, I felt myself explode, pouring my heat into her welcoming depths as she shuddered beneath me. Leigh’s body spasmed, her orgasm cascading over her in powerful waves, milking me for every drop. I could feel our future being sown within her, every pulse of my cock a promise etched in pleasure.

When I had spent my seed in her, we collapsed together onto the cool wooden floor, limbs entangled, hearts racing. Our laughter mingled with breathless sighs, echoing in the post-orgasmic silence.

When we recovered somewhat, our sweaty bodies still close together, Leigh shot me a naughty look. “Think anyone peeked through the windows and caught a free show?” she teased, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

“Let them watch,” I replied. “They’ll never witness another love as fierce as ours.”

“God, I love you, David.” Her words wrapped around me, as comforting and warm as the afterglow that still hummed through our bodies.

“And I love you, Leigh.” I kissed her deeply, tasting the sweetness of our shared pleasure.

With a playful nip at my lip, she pulled back slightly and smirked. “Upstairs, then? We better keep trying if you’re going to knock me up.”

I grinned and hopped to my feet, pulling her along with me. I didn’t need to hear that twice…


Chapter 21

Leigh was still asleep beside me when I woke up. Her breathing was steady and even as I watched her for a moment, thinking about our conversation last night, about family and the future. It felt significant, like a turning point.

We had a big day ahead of us, loading all the building supplies onto the Jeep and the trailer we rented. It wouldn’t be easy or quick, but there was no rush this morning. For now, it was just about starting the day, about the small actions that make up life.

I got out of bed quietly, not wanting to disturb Leigh. Padding into the kitchen, I put on a pot of coffee. The aroma filled the small apartment, a signal of the morning starting. I fixed two mugs, leaving Leigh’s on the counter for when she woke up.

Sitting at the kitchen table with my own mug, I had a moment to reflect on everything. Last night’s discussions about expanding our family had felt both exhilarating and daunting. Yet, this morning, it was the mundane tasks ahead that occupied my mind. Packing up supplies, figuring out logistics — the day-to-day stuff that somehow felt just as meaningful in its own way.

Leigh eventually wandered into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes and smiling when she saw her coffee waiting. “Morning,” she greeted, her voice gravelly with sleep. She wrapped her arms around me from behind, resting her chin on my shoulder. The warmth of her embrace was comforting, solid.

“Morning,” I returned the greeting, and I gave her a soft kiss on her cheek. We sat in silent bliss for a few moments, both of us enjoying each other’s presence and the deepening of our bond.

After breakfast, we headed down to where the Jeep was parked outside. The morning air put us right in the middle of living. It was brisk and filled with the promise of the day ahead, sharp enough to wake us up but gentle enough to ease us into action. Around us, the town was waking up, shops opening, and people starting their day.

The supplies we’d bought the day before were ready and waiting, neatly organized and covered with tarps to protect them from the morning dew. The first load was already in the trailer, and so we were ready to go the moment we’d pick up the Jeep.

Leigh remained at the storage unit while I picked up the vehicle from nearby and parked it in front of the storage unit. With deft and skilled hands, I attached the trailer. Moments later, we were rumbling down the main thoroughfare underway to the town gates, which had just opened for the morning. The watchmen — in the middle of a change of shifts — waved at us as we drove out.

About forty minutes later, we pulled into the homestead with the loaded trailer behind us. The crunch of the frozen ground under the tires was a familiar, welcome sound, echoing in the crisp morning air. Leigh, beside me, let out a sigh of contentment.

“Home,” she said simply, her voice carrying a weight of satisfaction.

As we parked, the front door of the house swung open, and Diane stepped out onto the porch. She was holding Lucas, wrapped snugly against her, his little face peeking out curiously at the world around him. Celeste and Yeska followed, their expressions bright with anticipation.

“Welcome back!” Diane called, her voice warm against the cold air. Yeska’s eyes darted over the trailer, clearly assessing the load of supplies we’d brought with us. Celeste, on the other hand, had her gaze fixed on us, a gentle smile playing on her lips.

Leigh hopped out of the Jeep, stretching her limbs with exaggerated motions. “Feels good to be back,” she announced as I joined her side. We approached the women, our steps crunching in unison on the ground.

Diane approached with Lucas, allowing me a quick cuddle with my son. His strong grip immediately latched onto my finger, a clear sign of recognition.

“He missed you,” Diane whispered, her eyes soft with unspoken emotion.

“I missed him too,” I admitted, bending down to press a kiss on Lucas’s forehead. The simplicity of the gesture, the connection between father and son, was a quiet affirmation of the life we were building here.

Celeste and Yeska helped as Leigh and I began to unload the trailer. Together, we fell into an easy rhythm, passing planks of wood and bricks. It was work, yes, but tinged with a sense of purpose that made it more than just a task to be completed.

Once the supplies were safely stored, we all gathered in the kitchen for brunch to keep us energized for the remainder of the work ahead.
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The table was covered with dishes that Celeste and Yeska had prepared — simple fare that somehow tasted better for the company and the setting. The conversation flowed easily, touching on the progress at the homestead and the excitement surrounding the new house.

Leigh was full of stories from our trip, her words painting vivid pictures of the market, the vendors, and our plans for the construction. Yeska interjected occasionally, her remarks pointed but laced with humor. Celeste listened, her green eyes reflecting the morning light that streamed through the windows.

After our brunch, a meal filled with the easy chatter of what was to become our day, Leigh and I set out again toward Gladdenfield to collect more of the supplies we’d earmarked for my grandparents’ new home. The morning was spent making our way back and forth. Our conversation during these trips revolved around the logistical challenge at hand — the weight of the wood, the count of the bricks, how best to arrange everything in the trailer to ensure nothing shifted on the drive back.

The market in Gladdenfield was awake by the time we arrived for our second load. Stall holders recognizing us from the day before greeted us with nods. The second trip felt easier, the process of loading up the trailer smoother. By our third and fourth trips, it was as though Leigh and I had developed a silent language, a shorthand formed by shared task and purpose.

The haul for the sixth trip, which was to be our last, was small enough so we could leave the trailer in Gladdenfield and even load up on some extra gas. We were pretty tired by then, and as we unloaded the last of the supplies, Leigh wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “There,” she said, “I think that’s the last of it.” She looked over the stockpile we had amassed. I stepped back, stood beside her, and surveyed our day’s work.

The reward from the Redmane clan, that generous sum, had dwindled remarkably. Gas for six round trips to Gladdenfield, not to mention the cost of the materials themselves, would do that to a coin purse.

But I brushed aside the momentary flicker of concern. Watching the supplies laid out, knowing what they represented, I felt an overwhelming sense of peace. This was for my grandparents, a new chapter. And wasn’t that worth every penny?

Inside, Diane was coaxing a laugh out of Lucas as Celeste and Yeska prepared dinner. The smell of something simple, probably stew, filled the air. I caught Diane’s eye; she smiled at me, a smile that said she knew — knew about the cost, about the effort. Yet in her look there was approval, an acknowledgment that it was indeed worth it.

Later, as we all sat down for dinner, the subject came up. “It’s nearly all gone, the money from the Redmane clan,” I mentioned, keeping my tone light but honest. “But seeing all those supplies out there, knowing what they’re for... it feels right.”

Diane squeezed my hand under the table, her support unwavering. Celeste nodded, adding, “Making this homestead welcoming for your grandparents, it’s exactly the kind of thing that money was meant for, David.”

Yeska, ever practical, chimed in, “And we’ll manage. We always do.” There was a unanimity in their responses, a shared vision that extended beyond the physical construction of a house.

As dinner came to an end and we started clearing up, I looked around at them — Diane, Celeste, Yeska, and Leigh. Their encouragement, their readiness to pitch in and make this homestead a place of gathering, of family, filled me with pride.

And tomorrow, I’d start working on the project in earnest.


Chapter 22

The morning was quiet, and I woke up before the sun did, my mind already turning over the plans for my grandparents’ house. It had been a long time in the making, this idea, and now it was finally taking shape. Not just in thoughts and conversations, but here, on my land.

I stepped outside, the air crisp and cold against my skin. My breath clouded in front of me, vanishing almost as soon as it appeared. I walked toward the Silverthread River, the land around it untouched and waiting.

This was where the house would rise; I had decided that much. Near enough to be part of our daily lives, yet with its own space to breathe. The spot was perfect — beautiful in its tranquility, framed by the river’s gentle curves.

I called to the duergar, my familiar, who approached with its usual quiet diligence. His blue skin stood out against the morning light; his white beard almost glowing. I explained the construction plan to him, watching as he listened without a word, his gaze occasionally drifting toward the spot I had chosen.

“We’ll start with the foundation,” I said, my hands moving as I spoke, sketching invisible lines in the air. “We need it to be strong, durable. It has to last.”

The duergar nodded once, a silent agreement that felt like a promise. He surveyed the land with a critical eye, then turned back to me. There wasn’t much need for words between us; his expertise was apparent, as was his willingness to get to work. Together, we walked the perimeter of the intended house site, the duergar occasionally crouching down to inspect the ground or the view from a particular angle.

The cold didn’t seem to bother him, but I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to keep warm. Around us, the homestead remained quiet, still asleep. It was just the two of us and the land — a land that held the future in its quiet expanse.

“I’ll need to map out the exact dimensions before we start,” I continued, already picturing the house as it would stand. “Room for the kitchen here, facing the sunrise... their bedroom over there, where they can hear the river babbling at night.”

The duergar spoke, his voice gravelly but not unkind. “It’ll be strong,” he said.

The top layer of soil was a little hard with frost, but not so much that it would hinder us too much, especially not once the sun was shining, and it promised to be a clear day. I outlined the structure of the house with small flags, placing them in the ground to mark the corners of the house.

The duergar watched, his face impassive, but I knew he understood the gravity of what we were about to do. The land here dipped gently toward the river, offering what would be a serene view from the house. Position here wasn’t just a matter of practicality; it was a gesture, placing my grandparents in the midst of the homestead’s life while still offering them a peaceful retreat.

Once satisfied with the layout, I called upon two more duergar, summoning them into existence with a quiet focus. They appeared, very similar to the duergar familiar, their blue skin luminescent in the sun’s early rays. Then, I focused on Evolve Summon, imagining them stronger, faster, and more capable. The air shimmered around them as the spell took effect, their forms blurring for a moment before settling. They looked the same, but more muscular, and an air of newfound vigor surrounded them.

With a nod from me, they joined the first duergar, who knew the plans and functioned as working foreman, and they began clearing the site. They moved with surprising agility given their stout forms, removing debris, and leveling the ground with practiced efficiency.

I worked alongside them, not as an overseer but as a partner in this endeavor. Our breaths created clouds in the cold air, a visual testament to our exertion. The domesticants zipped about while we worked, removing the debris so that we could remain focused on preparing the ground.

As we worked, I could not help feeling a sense of anticipation. I imagined the house in its completion, my grandparents sitting by the window, looking out over the Silverthread River, perhaps with a cup of tea in the afternoon light. It was these small, imagined moments that drove me forward, guiding my hands as I worked.

The clearing of the site took most of the morning, the physical work grounding me in the present. There was comfort in the routine, in the shared goal that united us. The duergar worked without complaint and were very fast and diligent to boot, their silence a backdrop to my scattered thoughts. I had to resummon the two unbound duergar, so my mana dwindled rapidly, but I wasn’t above using a mana potion from my personal stockpile to keep me going. Every now and then, I paused to assess our progress, to ensure that our work aligned with the vision I held so keenly in my mind.

By noon, the site was cleared but not a foundation stone had been laid yet. The progress was tangible, yet we had barely begun. I leaned on my shovel for a moment, watching the duergar as they continued to work. They did not tire, their dedication a constant that I found both admirable and slightly humbling.

I broke for a short while, the duergar continuing as I sat on a fallen log, enjoying a sandwich Celeste made me for lunch. The quiet was profound, broken only by the soft rush of the river and the occasional call of a bird. The cold nipped at my fingers as I ate, but the activity had left me warm, my body thrumming with unused energy.

As the break ended, I stood, stretching. The day was nowhere near over, and there was much to do. Yet, in that moment, with the duergar preparing to resume work and the planned outline of the house laid bare before me, I felt an unshakable sense of rightness. This was where we were meant to be, doing what we were meant to do.

The day would end with about half of the site cleared, leveled, and ready. We would finish it tomorrow. Even with the duergar, progress was slow. Building a house was a lot of work. But it was enough for now. It was a beginning.
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The next day, the morning air was brisk, nipping at my skin as I stepped outside. It was one of those winter days that held a promise of productivity. Having just enjoyed breakfast with my women, I was more than ready to get to work.

With a few spells, the duergar summons were at the site, their blue forms a stark contrast against the white of the frost. They moved with purpose; their broad, sturdy forms equipped naturally for the heavy labor of digging trenches for the foundation.

Watching them work, I was reminded of the quiet efficiency that exemplified everything they did. They didn’t waste movements; every action was deliberate, contributing to the progress we made inch by inch.

I turned my attention to the task at hand, knowing that the foundation we laid today would determine the stability of everything we built on top. I adjusted my gloves and picked up the shovel, ready to join in their efforts. The work was manual and demanding, but there was a satisfaction to be found in the physicality of it, in the feel of the earth giving way beneath our tools, in the visible changes our efforts wrought on the landscape.

As we worked to dig the trenches, I thought about the alchemy involved in this project. Not the dramatic, fiery spells of battle or the subtle potions of healing, but a quieter kind of magic. I had spent the previous night poring over alchemical texts, searching for ways to enhance the durability of the materials we were using. It was a different application of alchemy than I was used to, more practical, less immediate, but no less important.

But I had found a simple concoction that used charcoal, of which we had plenty, and the extracts of a few local herbs that we kept in store. Combined with fish oil and a flower that — thankfully — thrived in winter before the snow fell, I had found a recipe.

As the duergar worked, I mixed the concoction designed to fortify the wood against rot and the bricks against crumbling. It was a simple mixture, really, but the process of applying it felt like imbuing each piece with a bit of permanence, a way of ensuring that the home we were building would endure.

The duergar, for their part, seemed to understand the importance of what we were doing. They accepted the treated materials with a solemnity that spoke of their respect for the project. As we worked, the trenches slowly took shape under our combined efforts, marking out the footprint of the house in the frost-covered ground.

Every so often, I stopped to survey our progress. The cold air filled my lungs, refreshing me, reminding me of the passage of time, of the fleeting nature of man’s endeavors. And yet, standing there, looking at what we had accomplished so far, I felt a sense of permanence, a belief that what we were building here would outlast us, would become a fixture of the homestead, a part of its history.

By midday, the trenches were dug, but the foundation was not yet complete. The following days saw the completion of that task. From time to time, Leigh peeked in, diverting some time from her other tasks to learn more about the construction job.

As we worked, it seemed to grow colder every day.


Chapter 23

On the day we began building the house’s framework, the cold reached a new low. It had a way of making its presence known, nipping at exposed skin and creeping through the smallest of gaps.

Yet, the chill seemed somewhat less biting when the duergar and I stood shoulder to shoulder, surveying the work at hand. Their diligence never wavered, and though words were sparse between us, there was a shared understanding.

Each measurement, each timber of the framework, was a slow but steady progression towards something that would one day be a significant part of our homestead. By the time the orange hues of dusk began to paint the sky, signaling an end to the day’s endeavors, I found myself reluctant to leave, caught up in the quiet satisfaction of the day’s toil.

Yet, the thought of returning to the warmth of the house was inviting in its own way. The duergar faded from sight, their task complete for the day, and I made my way inside, the welcoming heat immediately enveloping me as I closed the door behind me.

Diane was in the kitchen, Lucas balanced on her hip, her movements graceful as she went about preparing the table. Leigh was there too, her laughter bright as she recounted something to Celeste, who stood by the stove, stirring a pot with a focus that suggested she was entirely absorbed in her task. Yeska, seated at the table, glanced up as I entered, a smile spreading across her face.

“How are you girls doing?” I asked, hanging my coat in the mudroom and joining them in the kitchen.

“We’re doing great,” Yeska replied, her chuckle infectious. “It’s so nice in here!”

“Don’t you get cold out there?” Diane hummed, looking at me with worry.

I waved my hand dismissively. “I love being out there. Hungry though!”

The girls all laughed at that because at that exact moment, Celeste came out of the kitchen with a big pot of her delicious elven soup, hithmiul, fragrant and steaming. Leigh followed with bread — not her signature burnt garlic bread — and some side dishes.

“Dinner’s served!” Celeste beamed.

“Perfect!” I said.

We gathered around the table, bowls in front of each of us, the warmth from the hearth crackling softly in the background. As Celeste ladled out generous portions, I shared the day’s efforts with them, the progress made with the duergar, speaking of the cold earth and the satisfaction from the work, pausing as I realized the importance of these moments shared.

“There’s something about building,” I found myself saying, “it’s good for my spirit to put my hands to work like that.”

Diane nodded, her hand reaching out to cover mine where it rested on the table. “It’s like you’re not just laying down wood and bricks, but we’re establishing roots, deeper with every day that passes.”

Lucas, for his part, seemed content in his high chair, a wooden spoon in hand that he occasionally banged against the tray, providing his own form of commentary.

Celeste set her spoon down, her green eyes thoughtful. “My kind has always loved to build. Only the good heart can truly dedicate to building, rather than destroying.”

Leigh touched my hand softly, breaking my momentary reflection. “From the sounds of today, it seems you and the duergar are off to a good start with the framework. Can’t wait to see it all come together.”

I looked around at them, this family of mine, each so different yet so integral to the life we were building. “It’s slow, but it’s happening,” I said. “And like I said, I’m enjoying it.”

The meal continued amidst talk and laughter. As dinner wrapped up, and we settled around the hearth, bowls emptied and hearts full, I let the hard work of the day flow out of my muscles. And I was thankful — thankful for the cold that made the warmth more inviting, for the hard work that made rest so satisfying, and most of all, for my family who was there every step along the way.
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Over the next few weeks, the cold weather intensified. It pressed down on us like an additional weight we had to bear as we worked.

Even the duergar, with their thick skin and stoic natures, moved with a bit more urgency to stay warm. Together, we were embarking on completing the wooden frame for the house, a task of precision and strength that required all of our focus.

Every morning, as the first light of dawn broke over the homestead, I found myself inspecting the wood. It was important that each piece we selected for the frame was perfect and treated with my alchemical solution. I wanted this house to stand as a testament to my family’s presence in this land, durable against the elements and the passage of time.

The duergar worked tirelessly with the materials I had approved. Lifting and securing the heavy wooden beams felt less daunting with their help. There was a rhythm to our work, with my hands guiding and their strength executing. We communicated mostly in nods and brief gestures, understanding each other’s needs through the work itself. It was during these moments that I truly appreciated their craft and dedication.

Each day brought its challenges, as the cold tried to seep into our bones. But it also brought progress, the frame of the house slowly taking shape against the backdrop of the homestead. I could already imagine the completed structure, standing sturdy by the Silverthread River.

While the air grew colder, hinting at the onset of deeper winter, the frame of the house grew steadily under our hands and tools. Timber by timber, nail by nail, I saw that we could do it — we could build a house from scratch.

As the light began to fade on one particularly productive day, marking the end of our work, I stood back to survey our progress. The wooden frame, now largely in place, outlined the shape of the house against the winter sky. It was a satisfying sight, one that filled me with anticipation for the days to come.

Drawing my coat tighter around me against the chill, I watched as the summoned duergar disappeared as quietly as they had arrived, leaving only my familiar, who retired to the house with the domesticants. Alone on the construction site, amidst the changing weather and the solid frame of the new house, I felt an undeniable connection to the land and my family’s presence on it.

The next day, at the break of a chilly morning, the frost nipping at the edges of our project site, Leigh appeared decked in layers against the cold, a determined look on her face. “Got room for one more on the crew?” she asked, her breath visible in the crisp air as she pulled on a pair of heavy-duty gloves.

I couldn’t help smiling at her readiness. “Absolutely,” I told her, passing her a hammer. “Could use the extra hands today. It’s about to get colder, though!”

We set to work under a sky that hovered uncertainly on the threshold of deep winter. As the duergar labored on, I showed Leigh how to align the wooden planks, ensuring they locked together correctly for the house’s frame. The process was methodical, almost meditative, requiring a focus that drew us into a comfortable silence punctuated only by the sounds of our work.

Leigh caught on quickly. Her knack for understanding practical tasks always impressed me. She may not have had much experience in construction, but her commitment was evident in the way she handled the materials, her movements becoming more confident as the morning wore on.

“As easy as bakin’ garlic bread, huh?” she joked, driving nails into the wood with precise taps.

“Easier,” I chuckled, “seeing as you’re getting the hang of it.” I watched with pride as she finished securing a beam. There was a satisfaction in teaching, in witnessing someone learn and grow before your eyes, especially someone as close as Leigh.

But as we worked, the first frost of the season crept over the land, turning the ground stiff beneath our boots and frosting the edges of the wooden planks. It added a layer of challenge, making everything just a tad more difficult to handle. The cold seemed to seep into our bones, uninvited but expected, a reminder of the changing seasons and the urgency of our task.

We had to pause frequently to stamp our feet and rub our hands together, seeking warmth in movement. Leigh, despite the chill, never lost her upbeat demeanor, her laughter bright against the dullness of the winter morning.

“Reckon this’ll make us feel even better about the warm house we’re building,” she joked, a grin playing on her lips despite the redness spreading across her cheeks from the cold.

As the day wore on, the progress we made on the frame became more visible, each beam a step closer to the completion of my grandparents’ new home. The work was hard, made harder still by the cold, but it was rewarding in a way I found difficult to articulate.

Standing back to survey the day’s work, with Leigh beside me, I was struck by the quiet beauty of the construction site. The wooden frame, stark against the winter landscape, the duergar summons moving efficiently around us, and Leigh, with her ever-present smile, even in the face of the biting cold.

“This is starting to come together nicely,” I said, and I meant it.


Chapter 24

Two days later, the framework was finished. I stood outside, tracing the wooden frame of the house with my gaze, a fresh sense of accomplishment swelled within me. The beams, aligned and secured, provided a strong outline against the gray sky, a skeleton that would soon be fleshed out into the home I envisioned for my grandparents.

I called over the duergar familiar, intending to discuss the next steps. “We’ll start making preparations for the roof next,” I told him. The familiar grunted in acknowledgement, its eyes scanning the plans. The efficiency of our work had become a comfortable rhythm, the silence between us filled with unspoken understanding.

Yet no sooner had we agreed on a starting beam for the roof than the sky darkened ominously. Within minutes, what began as a flutter of snowflakes thickened into a relentless downpour, white blurring our vision and settling rapidly on the ground around us.

I shared a look with the duergar before we quickly moved toward the tools and materials, covering them with a tarp as I stood frozen for a moment, watching the storm approach the homestead. Nature, it seemed, had its timeline, heedless of our construction plans. Luckily, the wood had been treated and we had managed to cover everything up for the storm.

With a heavy sigh, I realized work was over for the day. I signaled to the familiar, and we trudged back to the house.

Inside, the warmth hit me like a solid wall, chasing off the chill that had seeped into my bones. Leigh was there, by the fireplace, poking at the embers to stir up the flames. She looked up as I entered, a smile spreading across her face.

“Warm enough for ya?” she joked, moving aside to make room for me by the fire.

“Didn’t expect the storm to hit so soon,” I said with a smile, setting some tools on a nearby table for the domesticants to clean before I joined her in front of the crackling fire. The warmth slowly began to ease the chill, thawing my fingers and toes.

Leigh leaned against me, her head resting lightly on my shoulder. “So, what’s the plan now?” she asked, watching the flames dance.

I looked down at her, appreciating the comfort of her presence. “Wait it out,” I said. “Once the snow clears, we’ll pick up where we left off. The roof can’t wait too long.”

Leigh nodded, her gaze still fixed on the fireplace. “It’s going to be a beautiful house,” she remarked after a moment, her voice soft but filled with certainty.

I smiled, wrapping an arm around her. “With your help? No doubt,” I said.

A moment later, Diane came in, holding Lucas, and threw a concerned look out the window. As she did so, I glanced at my boy bundled up in Diane’s arms.

Diane caught me looking and gave me a weary smile. “Looking bad out there?” she asked, her gaze drifting toward the window where thick snowflakes painted the world in hues of white and gray.

“Well, not the house,” I responded. “That’s looking pretty good! Snow’s another thing, though.”

Celeste and Yeska came into the room, and Celeste held a tray of steaming mugs in her hands. “Thought we could all use something warm,” she said as she passed them around. The aroma of spiced cider filled the air, a fragrance that had become a signal of togetherness in our home in winter time.

Yeska pulled a chair closer to the fire and shot me a warm look. “I know it’s not good news for your project,” she said, “but I love the snow.”

I grinned as Diane handed me Lucas, and he gave me a happy smile. “I love it, too,” I said. “And the project will be fine.”

The room took on a collective pause, a breath held as we all, for a moment, got lost in our thoughts. Watching the snow fall, discussing the day’s work, and sipping on Celeste’s cider, life wasn’t too bad at all. The logs crackled merrily in the fireplace, and I let out a happy sigh as I tickled Lucas.

And at that moment, I leveled up.

It surprised me. The System was never that transparent in what exactly yielded experience, but I had to assume that crafting and building did so too.

“Huh,” I muttered, catching everyone’s attention as they turned to face me, their expressions a mix of curiosity and contentment, “I just leveled up!”

The announcement seemed to brighten the already warm lit room further, a spark of excitement flitting across their faces. Diane’s smile widened.

“That’s great news, David!” she said. “Let me take Lucas, and you can apply it right away!” Her eyes danced with pride as she took over Lucas, making him coo in response.

Leigh leaned in, her eyes shining with anticipation, always ready to celebrate any of our accomplishments. Celeste set her cup gently on the table, her gaze soft, full of support. And Yeska, well, she raised her eyebrows, a playful challenge in her green-eyed look as if asking what that would mean for our homestead adventures.

They all started chatting at once, but I focused my gaze inward. Feeling the surge of energy coursing through me, I learned I had gained 10 Health and 5 Mana as usual. There was also a new slot to bind a familiar, and there were spells at my disposal. The choices laid before me were distinct: Summon Shroud, Consume Summon, and Summon Water.

Still focusing on my character sheet, I conveyed the choices to the women, which silenced their chatter as they listened. “Summon Shroud calls forth a concentrated area of darkness that has a measure of sentience; I can order it around. Consume Summon lets me sacrifice a summon to temporarily increase my Health and attack power, while Summon Water summons lots and lots of potable water.

“Summon Shroud sounds like it could be handy,” Diane mused. “By the sounds of it, it could give us cover of darkness, and it would probably amplify my own Shroud ability.”

Leigh nodded, thoughtful. “But don’t underestimate the utility of Summon Water. Clean, drinkable water at our fingertips? That ain’t nothing to scoff at.”

Yeska leaned back, folding her arms. “Consume Summon, though... it sounds a bit grim. But it’ll give you a serious boost in attack power and Health.”

I nodded at their insights, feeling the weight of the decision. It wasn’t just about selecting a spell. It was about choosing a path that would benefit all of us, enhance our defenses, or provide for our needs in this world that was both beautiful and merciless.

As I sifted through their insights, turning over the implications of each spell in my mind, a new notification broke through the steady rhythm of contemplation, almost startling me.

Unique spell option unlocked due to Bloodline insights: Summon Drakeflight.

Now, that was interesting…
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“Hold on,” I murmured. “Oh, this looks good! I got an extra spell choice from our research! Summon Drakeflight — three small drakes of a chosen element that do my bidding!”

“David, that’s amazing!” Celeste called out.

“Dragons!” Diane said, followed by an excited squeal that made little Lucas giggle.

There was not a doubt in my mind regarding the choice. There was a sense of rightness in choosing Summon Drakeflight, a fit that seemed predestined by the unique path my Bloodline had carved out for me. It wasn’t just a matter of augmenting our strength or ensuring our basic needs were met; this was about embracing the broader scope of my family’s history.

“I’m probably choosing that one,” I announced, watching their reactions closely.

Leigh leaned back, a gleam of approval in her eyes. “That sounds like a very powerful spell!” she said. “I’m glad to know all this researchin’ and bookwormin’ bought us that, at least!”

Diane smiled, her gaze soft but filled with excitement. “Well, go on! Tell us more,” she urged gently. “What exactly does it entail?”

I leaned back in my chair, the wood creaking slightly under my weight as I checked out the spell’s description. “Let me see… It summons three small drakes, each bound to an element I choose. They’re very strong, but I can’t bind them as familiar, just like I can’t bind Aquana’s avatar,” I explained, trying to encapsulate the vast potential this spell promised.

Celeste’s interest was piqued, her strategic mind already spinning possibilities. “The versatility of that is extraordinary,” she mused. “The ability to choose the element makes it adaptable to any situation we might find ourselves in.”

Yeska chuckled, a glint of mischief in her eyes. “I’m just looking forward to seeing them fly around the homestead. Bet that’ll be a sight.”

The group erupted into a discussion about how the drakes could be integrated into our daily lives. Practical applications, from aiding in the gardens to acting as lookouts, were tossed around, each idea more creative than the last.

Leigh, brimming with curiosity, leaned forward. “When can you summon them? I’m dying to see them in action.”

“Right now,” I said, confirming the choice. “I’ll need to practice, get a feel for how they respond. And you’ll all see them then. Just let me do a quick once-over of my sheet, and I’ll be ready!”

I focused inward and reviewed my sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 12
Health: 130/130
Mana: 65/65 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 31 (2 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 36 (4 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 32 (6 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 29 (9 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 26 (9 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 18 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 21 (5 mana)
Banish — Level 1 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 14 (4 mana)
Summon Duergar — Level 15 (7 mana)
Summon Blaze — Level 1 (6 mana)
Summon Drakeflight — Level 1 (11 mana) 
Identify Plants — Level 24 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 27 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 28 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 32 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 14 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 11 (1 mana)

I was pretty impressed — level 12 already. It seemed like yesterday that I had set out on this adventure, and now I was advancing so fast.

Satisfied, I closed my sheet to find my women looking at me, their eyes big with excitement. “Ready?” I asked. “Then let’s get our coats on.”

Predictably, we spent the rest of the day outside, where the weather had passed, leaving a blanket of snow. The dragons were impressive — fast, intelligent, obedient, each reaching no higher than my waist when perched, but their elemental attacks hit hard. Unsurprisingly, the fire dragons were the favorite today, and all we did before it was time for dinner was toss snowballs in the air and have the little dragons melt them.

It was fun, and it was relaxing. A welcome change from the hard work of the past days.


Chapter 25

The next day started early at the homestead as I headed downstairs for breakfast with my women. Diane, with Lucas in her arms, slid into her seat at the table. Across from her, Celeste and Yeska busied themselves with cups of coffee, the steam rising like tiny ghosts in the morning light.

The snow had settled, and it didn’t look like more was coming. We expected it would melt over the coming days as it often did around here — a little faux winter before it would start in earnest again. That would give me a window to finish work on the roof.

Leigh, ever the morning person despite the chill that clung to the air, brought up the conversation we all knew was brewing under the surface. “So, when do we head out to find that Winter Wolf?” she asked, her voice filled with a blend of excitement and anticipation that was so uniquely hers.

I looked around the table, feeling the warmth of the room and the company. “Tomorrow morning,” I replied, meeting Leigh’s gaze. “Just as dawn breaks. It’ll be the best time to start. And the time is right now, considering we can’t work on the house for a day or two.”

Leigh’s face lit up, matching the morning sun that began to fill the room more prominently. “That sounds perfect,” she said. Diane shifted Lucas on her lap, offering her input with a soft smile. “Make sure you both wrap up warmly. It’s getting colder by the day.”

I nodded in agreement, sipping my coffee, the warmth from the cup seeping into my hands. “We’ll be sure to dress warmly. Won’t we, Leigh?”

Leigh, who was already halfway through her toast, paused to give a thumbs up. “Of course. Wouldn’t want to catch a cold while on an adventure.”

Celeste chimed in. “I can prepare some supplies for you. Food, water... maybe even a thermos of hot tea to keep you warm.”

“Yes, please,” Leigh grinned, turning her attention back to her breakfast with renewed vigor.

Yeska, who was quietly enjoying her coffee, looked over the rim of her cup with a playful glint in her eyes. “Don’t forget to take some of those sandwiches Celeste makes. You’ll befriend any old Winter Wolf with Celeste’s lovely cooking.”

The room filled with laughter, a sound as comforting as the fire that crackled in the hearth. And as the morning progressed, bringing us closer to our venture into the unknown, I found myself looking forward to what lay ahead. A little adventure in the wild would be good fun!

I spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon doing chores around the house. Focusing on the project had resulted in a little neglect of some of the winter chores around the house, and it took me, the duergar, and the domesticants a few hours to fix everything up. For what remained of the day, I unwound and lounged by the fire, reading and letting my girls pamper me.

Dinner that evening unfolded around the large, worn-out oak table that had become much more than just a piece of furniture in our home. It was where we gathered, where we shared not just meals but parts of our lives. The flickering candles threw soft light across the faces of my family, turning simple expressions into something a bit more profound.

“So you really looking forward to this Winter Wolf, huh?” I asked Leigh, breaking into the bread as the conversation turned towards the task ahead.

Leigh, with an enthusiasm that never quite seemed to wane, nodded eagerly. “Absolutely. They’re so fuzzy!”

Everybody laughed at that before she continued, more seriously, “They’re pretty formidable, and I reckon a Winter Wolf will make a fine team with my larroling. Quick and good at runnin’ interference and such!”

Diane watched us, her gaze shifting between Leigh and me. Lucas was already asleep in his crib nearby, undisturbed by the weighty discussions over dinner. “And it’ll just be you two going? You’re sure that’s wise?” she asked, concern lacing her words. There was always a hint of worry when any of us ventured beyond the safety of the homestead.

I met her eyes, understanding the depth of her concern. “We’ve thought it through. With the cold setting in, it’s not ideal for Lucas to be outside more than necessary. And we’ll need you all here to hold down the fort.”

“Yes, and besides,” Celeste chimed in, slicing through a vegetable with practiced ease, “having fewer of us might make it easier to approach the wolf. Less intimidating, perhaps?”

I chuckled softly, picturing our unlikely duo trekking through the snow in search of a creature that might in that case just as well be a figment of our imaginations. “That’s the hope. But honestly, it’s about making sure we don’t leave ourselves too exposed. With Diane, you, and Yeska here, I know the homestead is in good hands.”

Yeska raised her glass lightly, a smile touching her lips. “To successful quests and safe returns,” she said, the simple toast embodying the myriad of hopes and worries that seemed to accompany every adventure we embarked upon.

As we ate, plans were laid out not just for the journey but for the preparations needed before we could leave. The discussion was practical, a list of to-dos and what-ifs that we went through methodically.

Dinner wound down quietly, the remnants of our meal cleared away as we lingered at the table, reluctant to end the moment. It was these times, simple and unadorned, that felt the most significant, somehow. The laughter, the shared glances, the quiet support we offered each other — it was a reminder of why we were out here in the first place.

“We’ll get the supplies ready first thing in the morning,” I finally said, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled over us. “Make sure we’re prepared for anything.”

Leigh nodded, her expression determined yet touched by the smallest hint of nerves. “We’ll find this wolf. I’m sure of it!”


Chapter 26

In the dim predawn light, the homestead lay asleep under a blanket of snow, save for the two of us bustling about in preparation. Leigh, wrapped in layers of sturdy winter clothing like myself, looked more like a traveler of the Arctic than a woman on the cusp of an adventure close to home.

“One thermos should be enough, right?” Leigh checked the contents of her bag one more time, her breath misting in the cold air as she spoke.

“Should be,” I replied, securing the last strap on my own pack.

The world outside was still shrouded in the soft blue of early morning, the snow reflecting what little light there was and casting everything in a strange, ethereal glow. The quiet was almost disconcerting, broken only by the occasional ruffle of movement from the chicken coop or the distant sound of the river.

Leigh was already at the door, her anticipation palpable. It wasn’t every day we set out with the intent of inviting a mythical creature into our fold. Next to her, the larroling seemed almost eager, its beady eyes bright.

“Got everything?” Leigh asked, turning to me with a grin that even the cold couldn’t dampen.

I gave a final check. “I think so.”

Leigh was already at the door, her shadow long and thin against the cold floor, her breath forming little clouds each time she exhaled. She seemed as eager as I was, maybe more so.

“Let’s go say goodbye,” I said, glancing back upstairs where Diane, Celeste, and Yeska still slept, Lucas undoubtedly nestled close to Diane. It felt like we were sneaking out, two schoolkids embarking on an adventure before the household stirred.

Leigh nodded, her eyes bright with anticipation, yet carrying a softness for what we were leaving behind, if only for a day. We tiptoed to the bedroom, where Diane and Lucas were a picture of peace. Diane was awake, sitting up in bed with Lucas cradled in her arms. She looked at us, a knowing smile crossing her face as if she had expected our quiet intrusion.

“Be careful,” Diane whispered, her voice a warm thread in the cool morning air. Lucas, sensing perhaps the break in his usual morning routine, looked at us with wide, curious eyes. They were deep pools reflecting the early light filtering through the curtains.

“We will,” I promised, moving closer to brush a kiss on Lucas’s forehead, then Diane’s. The promise was as much for them as it was a reassurance for myself.

Celeste and Yeska, stirred by our whispered goodbyes, appeared at the doorway. Yeska, rubbing sleep from her eyes, offered a sleepy grin, “Bring back stories.”

Celeste simply hugged us, her embrace tight and comforting. “Stay safe,” she murmured, a sentiment that carried the weight of all our shared experiences, of days both ordinary and edged with the thrill of the unknown.

The goodbye wasn’t long, but I never liked heading out without a word. Stepping out into the snow, the cold embraced us immediately. With the larroling trailing behind us, its heavy steps making deep indentations in the snow, we left the warmth of the homestead and stepped into the pre-dawn darkness.

The journey ahead weighed on my mind, not just the physical distance but the uncertainty of what we would find. Yet, beside me, Leigh’s cheer was a comforting constant, her faith in our mission unwavering.

“We should hit the northern woods by sunrise,” I mused, glancing over at Leigh, who was now adjusting her scarf to better cover her face against the chill.

“The perfect time,” she agreed. “Just when the world’s waking up, we’ll be there to meet our new friend.”

The larroling, accustomed to our wanderings, moved with surprising quietness despite its size. It was a curious creature, one that epitomized the blend of everyday and extraordinary that our lives had become.

As we plowed through the snow, leaving the homestead behind, I couldn’t help but reflect on the path that had led us here. It was a life far removed from anything I could have imagined, yet one that I wouldn’t exchange for the world.

Our discussion turned to strategies for approaching the Winter Wolf, the key being quiet and patient — qualities that, in moments like this, seemed as much a part of us as our shadows against the snow.

“We’ll have to rely on the larroling, too,” Leigh pointed out. “It’s got a sense about these things.”

True enough. The creature had become an unexpected bridge between our world and the wilderness around us, a reminder of the balance we sought to maintain.

As light began to sift through the trees, turning dawn to morning, our conversation dwindled, replaced by a shared silence that spoke volumes.

The early morning landscape was quiet, still. Our footsteps crunched in the snow, the only sound in the vast, white world. The homestead receded behind us, becoming a part of the silent morning as we moved forward.


Chapter 27

The cold bit through my layers as Leigh, the larroling, and I trudged through the snow-blanketed Springfield Forest. Every breath I took sent up a small cloud of vapor, dissipating quickly into the frosty air. I could see my breath, white and fleeting, a reminder of the chill that enveloped us.

Leigh walked ahead, her steps confident, a clear path etched by her boots in the thick layer of snow. Her breath, too, was visible in the air, merging with mine as we ventured further into the forest. The silence around us was profound, untouched but for the crunch of our boots and the occasional distant call of a woodland bird.

The Silverthread River wound its way through the forest, a constant companion to our right, its waters partially frozen but still flowing, a soft murmuring sound that accompanied our journey. The larroling followed quietly, its presence reassuring, a steady force behind us.

It was Leigh who first spotted the tracks, a clear sign in the fresh snow that something had passed this way. She knelt, examining them closely, her fingers hovering just above the imprints.

“I think we’ve found what we’re lookin’ for,” she said, her voice low but carrying in the quiet of the morning. “I reckon these are Winter Wolf tracks.”

Her excitement was contagious. I crouched beside her, observing the tracks that led deeper into the forest. The prospect of finding the Winter Wolf felt suddenly real, tangible in a way it hadn’t before.

We decided to follow the tracks, our steps cautious but determined as we made our way through the trees. The forest around us seemed to close in, the trees like silent sentries observing our progress. The terrain grew more uneven, the snow deeper, but we pressed on, driven by the potential discovery at the end of this trail.

Then, the larroling growled. It was a low growl, barely audible, but enough to make us stop and take notice.

We stopped at once, and I just felt that something was wrong.

Leigh, with her uncanny connection with her pet, focused her gaze on it, then gave it a nod, giving it permission to lead us. The creature sneaked forward, fur bristling, and I was surprised to see how quiet it could actually be.

A moment later, we saw the goblins — the larroling had undoubtedly smelled them…

Ahead, through a tangle of snow-laden branches, I could make out the small band of creatures. They were huddled together, unaware of our presence, their attention focused inward as they discussed something nefarious among their number.

Leigh and I exchanged a glance, a silent agreement passing between us. This was new. New and dangerous. We had run into threats before — these were the Wilds, after all — but nothing a lone adventurer of level 2 or higher couldn’t have handled. But this was something else.

Goblins this close to our home. We needed to deal with this. Now.

The larroling, sensing our tension, let out a low grunt, its bulky body tensing up as if preparing for what was to come. The serene snow-covered landscape around us took on a sharper edge; every shadow seemed to deepen, every silence weighted with anticipation.

Goblins were not known for their bravery or their strength, yet their presence this close to the homestead was alarming. It suggested they were getting bolder, driven perhaps by hunger or the ever-changing magic that pulsed through these woods.

Or perhaps something else…

Father had employed goblins and kobolds. It stood to reason these were his scouting parties. But if so, how had they sneaked past Lord Vartlebeck’s vigilance at Ironfast?

Questions for later…

Without a word, Leigh and I positioned ourselves back-to-back, ready to face the intruders. She had her revolver out, and I my rifle, and I counted down ever so softly.

The forest shook with the report of our weapons, and two goblins fell where they stood. A moment later, the larroling let out a blood-curdling cry, ready to tank for us. At the same time, the goblins, sneaky and agile, emerged from the shadows of the trees, their small forms deceptively quick as they encroached upon our formation, cawing and cackling as they came.

I didn’t waste time. Instead, I focused on my Summon Drakeflight spell. I whispered the incantation under my breath, feeling the familiar surge of power that accompanied my spells. Three small drakes, creatures of the air that breathed flame, appeared above us, circling protectively.

As I did so, Leigh continued firing. I, however, was fascinated for a moment by my new summons. I watched as the drakes, responding to my unspoken command, swooped down at the goblins, their elemental nature of fire causing the intruders to hesitate.

Then, fire and destruction!

Blazing trails cut through the cold air, breaking the winter chill. The drakes flew in tight formation, and the fire they laid down was like a carpet, catching four goblins. They shrieked in pain before falling to the snowy ground, and I made a mental note not to use the fire drakes when it wasn’t raining or the forest wasn’t carpeted with snow. Smokey the Bear wouldn’t approve of that.

Meanwhile, Leigh, with a skilled hand, loosed rounds from her revolver, picking off the goblins that dared come too close. The two or three that pushed past met the fury of the larroling, who tore them apart.

It was an odd dance of combat we found ourselves in — elemental fire against crude weapons, the hearty strength of the larroling against the wiry quickness of the goblins. The larroling, with a growl that rumbled like thunder, charged, scattering the goblins with its massive tusks and imposing size. It was a creature designed for such confrontations, its natural abilities more than a match for the goblin intruders.

Meanwhile, I regained focus and laid down more rounds after reinforcing our flank with an evolved guardian. Despite the chaos, there was a rhythm to our fight, a harmony found in the combined strength of my spells, Leigh’s marksmanship, and the larroling’s brute force. We worked together seamlessly, the result of many a combat fought side by side.

The skirmish was brief but intense, and as the last of the goblins fell to fire and claw, the forest returned to its winter silence, as if nothing had happened. We stood there for a moment, catching our breath, the drakes and guardian dissipating into the air as their task was completed.

Leigh looked at me, her eyes bright. “I have never seen goblins this close to New Springfield or Gladdenfield Outpost.”

I nodded. The implications of finding goblins so close to home weighed heavily on me. It was clear that we needed to report this incident — the outpost had to be warned, and we owed it to Caldwell to inform him as well. Perhaps he could shed light on why these creatures were venturing so near.

“We need to tell the people in Gladdenfield,” I finally said, my voice firm despite the adrenaline still coursing through me. “The other homesteaders, too. And we need to send word to Caldwell in New Springfield. If the goblins are getting bold enough to come this close, who knows what else might be out there?”

Leigh nodded, her expression grave. “Let’s head back. We have preparations to make.”

I shook my head, then pointed at the trail we’ve been following. “It’s urgent, but it’s not that urgent that it can’t wait for another hour or so. We need to get you that Winter Wolf, Leigh — especially if things are about to get more dangerous. We need us all at maximum strength. And who knows when we’ll pick up the trail again if we give up now?”

Her eyes softened a bit, and she gave a firm nod. “Right,” she agreed. “Winter Wolf first, then warning the rest.”

“But first,” I said, “let’s see if these goblins are carrying anything of value or importance.

Leigh made a face, obviously not looking forward to rifling through the charred and broken remains, but it was necessary, and she knew it. Apart from a few coins that we would add to the homestead’s treasure that we all had access to, we found nothing but crude weapons and poor armor. We charged a duergar with heaping up the corpses and covering them with stones, then went on our way.


Chapter 28

After the confrontation with the goblins, Leigh and I, with the larroling tagging quietly behind us, pressed forward through the Springfield Forest. Our breath created misty clouds in the chilled air, and we were on our guard.

The recent skirmish formed a reminder of the wilderness’s unpredictability. It was a wake-up call, the sudden appearance of goblins so close to home. It was also a sign of impending danger, and we would need to act. But first, we’d do what we came to do.

The thin dusting of snow underfoot crunched as we made our way, the silence of the forest broken only by the occasional sound of our movement and the distant call of winter birds. The atmosphere was tense yet filled with a sense of purpose. I couldn’t shake off the feeling of being watched, the snow-laden branches seeming to hold secrets of their own.

As we approached a frozen lake, the scenery opened up, revealing a vast expanse of ice and snow. The lake, resting silently amidst the trees, was a sight to behold, its surface a mirror reflecting the gray winter sky above. And there, on the far side of the lake, stood a creature of such beauty and majesty that it took my breath away — the Winter Wolf.

Its fur was white as the snow around it, blending almost perfectly with its surroundings. But its eyes, a blazing blue, were what caught and held my attention. They burned with an intelligence and wildness that spoke of a creature not easily swayed or tamed.

Leigh, beside me, drew in a sharp breath. “There it is,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. The excitement in her tone was palpable, her eyes never leaving the wolf.

“Now what?” I asked. She was the Beastmaster, after all.

“Now, I need to approach alone and try my Tame ability… Best keep the larroling with you for now. It might spook the Winter Wolf.”

I gave her a firm nod. “We’ll be right here.”

She shot me a warm smile. “Thanks, baby, but don’t do nothin’ until I give the word, okay? This is delicate stuff…”

“Alright,” I agreed.

She began to move forward slowly, her steps careful not to startle the creature. I could see her hands were steady, her posture relaxed but alert.

I watched, holding my breath, as Leigh attempted to communicate with the wolf. She didn’t speak, but her presence was a calm invitation, her gestures gentle and non-threatening. It was a slow dance, a measured approach that sought to bridge the gap between human and wild with a quiet respect.

Beside me, the larroling, had its eyes fixed on the wolf with a curiosity that mirrored my own. The scene was a study in contrasts — the soft snow, the silent lake, Leigh’s bright presence against the ghostly figure of the wolf.

For a moment, it seemed as though the Winter Wolf might approach, intrigued by Leigh’s silent call. It took a step forward, its gaze locked on hers, and I found myself hoping against hope that she might succeed. But then, with a grace that belied its size, the wolf turned, its movements fluid and silent, and disappeared into the trees, blending back into the winter landscape as if it had never been there at all.

Leigh, with that determination of hers, didn’t give up. She moved ahead just a bit. There was no talking now; seemed like even the birds had decided this was a moment to watch in silence. The larroling and I followed only as much as we needed to in order to keep an eye on the scene as it unfolded.

There, between the trees, we caught sight of them again.

I watched closely as Leigh advanced, an outstretched hand leading her way towards the Winter Wolf, who watched her with guarded curiosity. The wolf was beautiful, in a wild, untouchable sort of way. There was a starkness to its gaze, an intelligence that couldn’t be ignored. We were intruders here, in its domain, but Leigh moved with a respect that seemed to bridge that gap somehow.

I had to trust Leigh — she knew what she was doing. Yet, every muscle in my body was ready to spring into action should things take a turn.

Leigh’s hand finally made contact. The wolf stiffened, the only movement in the otherwise still forest clearing. Then, almost imperceptibly at first, the wolf relaxed under her touch. Leigh’s fingers moved carefully, skillfully, finding that place behind the wolf’s ear that seemed to say, “I mean no harm.”

I stayed back, observing, my heart pounding a curious mix of pride and apprehension. Then, as if the dam of tension finally broke, the wolf leaned into her hand. It was a small gesture, maybe insignificant to an outsider, but in that moment, it felt monumental. For an unreal moment, hearts appeared above its head, indicating Leigh’s Tame ability had worked.

Leigh turned to glance at me, her eyes shining with something unspoken. There was triumph, sure, but something else too — a deep connection to the moment and to the creature before her. The Winter Wolf, our new friend, looked at me then, its blue eyes holding a world of wildness still, but now there was acceptance too.

This wasn’t just about taming a creature. It was a meeting of worlds, an understanding reached without words. Leigh stood up, slowly, the wolf’s gaze still fixed on her. Then, to my utter amazement, the wolf followed.

Walking back to me, Leigh and the wolf in tow, I felt a surge of pride at this marvelous woman’s skills. “Amazing,” I murmured.

“We did it,” Leigh whispered once she reached me, the wolf calmly sitting by her side. “We really did it. Thank you, David!”

“We did,” I agreed, the reality of the moment sinking in. Somehow, in the cold and quiet of the forest, we’d found a new ally, a new member to bring into our fold.

I gave her a hug before we both stepped back and surveyed the newest member of our family. The Winter Wolf seemed shy, still — a little furtive, but the larroling had been no different in the beginning.

I clasped my arm around Leigh’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze. “Well done,” I said.

“Couldn’t have done it without ya,” she hummed, giving me a peck on the cheek. “Now let’s get back. The others need to hear ‘bout this goblin business.”
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As we started our walk back through the snow-thickened forest, Leigh turned to me, a broad grin illuminating her face, her breath clouding in the cold air.

“I think I’ll name him Sergeant Fuzzyfur,” she declared, the Winter Wolf ambling beside her with a grace that contrasted its newly bestowed and kind of ridiculous name.

I laughed at that, the sound mingling with the crisp air around us. “Sergeant Fuzzyfur, huh?” I said, catching Leigh’s eye. “Well, let it be noted that if we ever have a kid, you’re not in charge of naming.”

Leigh chuckled at that, her laughter ringing clear and bright in the quiet of the morning. “Oh, c’mon,” she said, nudging my arm with her elbow. “You don’t like it? I think it has a certain... gravity to it. ‘Specially the ‘Sergeant’ part, wouldn’t ya say?”

I laughed and shook my head. There was something so inherently Leigh about the moment — her ability to find lightness whatever we were doing and wherever we were. And there was Fuzzyfur, the newly named Winter Wolf, who had already begun to exhibit a kind of quiet acceptance, walking beside us as if it had always been meant for our little family.

I watched Leigh interact with both animals, the larroling and the Winter Wolf, her gentle commands met with eager compliance. It was easy to forget, in moments like these, the vastness of the wilderness that surrounded us, the challenges that lay ahead.

Leigh turned to glance back at me, her blonde hair catching the soft light that broke through the canopy of trees. “You think they’ll get along back at the homestead?” she asked, her voice carrying a hint of concern beneath the playful exterior.

I considered the question, watching as Fuzzyfur and the larroling moved with an ease that suggested an innate understanding. “I think so,” I said after a moment. “They seem to have figured out a sort of... coexisting? It’s going to be interesting, that’s for sure.”

We continued our walk, the silence of the forest wrapping around us, familiar and deep. The occasional snap of a branch underfoot or the distant call of a bird served as reminders of the world that thrived beyond our small circle.

The journey gave me time to reflect on what we had set out to accomplish, the serendipity of finding Fuzzyfur, and the resilience that Leigh showed in every step. Her determination was a bright flame against the cold, a testament to the strength that I had come to admire deeply.

I knew there might be some trouble brewing and some conflict on the horizon, but we were going to make it. We always did.


Chapter 29

The journey back to the homestead, with Leigh by my side and Fuzzyfur and the larroling trailing behind us, seemed to dissolve into the backdrop of the setting sun. It cast long shadows on the ground, coloring the world in a vibrant blend of orange and pink. There was a quiet to the evening, a sort of breathing out after the day’s adventures.

As we approached the homestead, Diane emerged onto the porch, Lucas cradled in her arms. Her face lit up as she saw us, and behind her, Celeste and Yeska stepped into view, their expressions a mix of curiosity and excitement.

“We’re back,” I announced, letting out a small chuckle as I saw Diane’s gaze fall on Fuzzyfur, and then on Leigh. “Meet Fuzzyfur.”

“Fuzzyfur?” Diane repeated, struggling to keep the laughter from her voice as she looked down at the Winter Wolf. Leigh, undeterred by the amusement her choice of name had sparked, beamed with pride.

“Yes, Fuzzyfur,” Leigh said, as if the name were the most natural pick in the world.

Fuzzyfur, for its part, seemed entirely unbothered by the discussion of its name, sitting calmly with a poise that almost bordered on elegance.

The larroling took its place by Leigh, the scene a picture of our expanded family. Celeste leaned closer to the newcomer, a soft smile on her face.

“He’s beautiful,” she said, reaching a hand out cautiously. Fuzzyfur sniffed it gently, a silent acceptance of her gesture.

After we had left our boots and coats in the mudroom and sat down, I recounted our day’s journey for them, the nervous start to the morning, the tracks in the snow, the anticipation as we followed them. I updated them on our unexpected encounter with the goblins, a moment that had filled us with a mix of fear and adrenaline. Leigh jumped in from time to time, adding her thoughts, making sure to highlight how we managed to defeat them.

“And then, Fuzzyfur,” I continued, my gaze on the wolf by our side. “It wasn’t easy. Took some time to get him to trust us.”

Diane laughed, holding Lucas a bit closer as if she could already picture the tales we’d tell him when he was older. “I still can’t believe you named him Fuzzyfur,” she said again, her laughter a warm sound in the cool air.

“Sergeant Fuzzyfur,” Leigh corrected her, wagging her finger.

Celeste chimed in, her voice gentle, “Well, it’s good to have you all back safely. But the news about the goblins is certainly concerning.”

“Yeah, the goblins…” I hummed, addressing the underlying concern that seemed to tighten the air as we all settled.

The words felt strangely heavy, finding their place among the comfort of being home. Leigh rested her hand on my knee, a small gesture that grounded me. “It concerns me that they slipped by Lord Vartlebeck’s scouts at Ironfast,” I continued. “And it concerns me even more that they settled this close.”

Diane looked up, her concern etched clear across her face. “That’s too close for comfort,” she murmured, glancing down at Lucas who sat in her lap, blissfully unaware and busying himself with a wooden spoon.

“It was just a small force,” I said. “And we managed. We’re going to need to be more vigilant, though. Perhaps set up a few more precautions around the homestead.”

“I could help with that,” Diane offered, her voice steady. “I can free up some time and range a little farther on patrols. They won’t see me, and I’ll be able to spot their positions if they have any others.”

“That’d be great, Diane,” I said.

“Yeah,” Celeste chimed in. “You can leave Lucas with me and Yeska whenever you range out.”

“And I’ll speak to the folks in Gladdenfield tomorrow,” I added. “They need to be aware. I’ll talk to Mayor Wilhelm, too, and I’ll send word to Caldwell. I have a feeling this has something to do with Father.”

Yeska leaned forward, her elbows on her knees as she nodded. “Good plan.”

After a contemplative silence, the conversation shifted back to Leigh’s successful bonding with Fuzzyfur. Even the concern for the goblins couldn’t dampen the happiness that radiated from Leigh.

“He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” Leigh beamed, her pride unmistakable as she looked over at Fuzzyfur. The wolf, in turn, offered a low, contented sound, his eyes meeting Leigh’s with something that felt a lot like trust.

“He really is,” Diane agreed, smiling as she shifted Lucas on her lap so he could see Fuzzyfur better. “Lucas, look, that’s Fuzzyfur.”

Lucas’s gaze followed, his face lighting up with a baby’s curiosity, his hand reaching out in the air towards the wolf. And Fuzzyfur, with the grace that seemed inherent to him, moved a few inches closer, allowing Lucas’s fingers to meet his fur. The connection, simple and gentle, seemed to affirm Fuzzyfur’s place among us.

As the evening wore on, we shared stories by the fire, laughter weaving through the room as successfully as the warmth from the hearth. But tonight, as we settled in for the evening, Fuzzyfur among us, we were more on our guards than we had been previously. Laughter and stories still abounding, but we all felt the weight of our discovery in the woods.

Still, there was no point in worrying about it. As I settled in my usual spot, I pulled Diane and Lucas closer, seeing her smile as she nestled against me.


Chapter 30

Riding down to Gladdenfield the next morning, the silence of the snowy trail was a comfort of sorts. The gentle rhythm of Colonel’s hooves against the cold, packed earth provided a steady backdrop to my racing thoughts.

The encounter with the goblins kept replaying in my mind. It formed an unsettling reminder of the fragile security that surrounded our little haven in Springfield Forest.

It was chilly, and the air felt sharper as we moved further away from the warmth of the homestead. I pulled my coat tighter around me, grateful for the extra layers Diane had insisted I wear. Colonel seemed unfazed by the cold, her breath visible in puffs of white as she trotted along.

Arriving at Gladdenfield felt like stepping into another world. The outpost was only just waking up, but the sounds still contrasted sharply with the calm of the forest trail. Some people were already about, wrapped in heavy cloaks and moving briskly from one place to another, their breath fogging in the air. The wooden palisade that enclosed Gladdenfield seemed to stand resolutely against the encroaching cold, a safeguard for the thrum of life within.

It was too early to call on Mayor Wilhelm, and the Wild Outrider wasn’t even open yet. So, I decided to make my first stop at the marketplace as we still needed some supplies that we couldn’t get from Randal. I found a familiar stall near the edge of the market. The owner, a stocky man with a friendly face, nodded in recognition as I made my way to the counter.

“I need some household supplies,” I said, pulling out the list Diane and I had prepared. As I rattled off the items, my mind drifted back to the homestead, to Leigh’s laughter by the fire, to Lucas’s curious gaze as he watched Fuzzyfur explore his new surroundings.

The supplier moved around behind his stand, gathering the items. There was a steady rhythm to his movements, an assurance of familiarity in his task.

“And a few extra materials for a construction project,” I added, thinking of the house taking shape back in the forest, of the work that awaited Leigh and me. I named the supplies we needed item-by-item until he had gathered them all.

He nodded, jotting down the additions. “Anything else?” he asked, his voice casual yet attentive.

“No, that’s all for now,” I replied, my mind already on the tasks ahead. As I paid for the supplies, my coin purse now very light, I considered stopping by a few more stalls. There might be something useful that hadn’t made it onto our list, some tool or material that would make our work easier or the homestead warmer. And I still had some time to kill before I could call on Mayor Wilhelm.

So, I moved among the stalls, my gaze taking in the colorful displays, the shouts of vendors hawking their wares, the laughter and chatter of buyers. Here, in the heart of Gladdenfield, life was vibrant, unwavering in the face of winter’s chill and the darkness that sometimes crept too close.

I made small talk with acquaintances at the market, although I avoided any mention of the goblins we had encountered. After all, Mayor Wilhelm would need to decide on how to share the information with his citizens. I stopped at a stall piled high with woolen blankets, their colors rich and inviting against the grayness of the day.

The woman tending the stall had a comfortable way about her, chatting easily with each customer as if they were old friends. I listened as she spoke, and when it was my turn, I bought a few extra blankets for Lucas.

With my purchases tucked under my arm, I took a moment to just stand and watch. The marketplace was a hive of activity, each person a story of their own. People worth protecting.

I packed the supplies in Colonel’s saddlebags. It was getting busier now, and I decided the time was right to call on Mayor Wilhelm.
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Riding Colonel through the snow-covered streets of Gladdenfield toward Mayor Wilhelm’s house gave me time to marshal my thoughts. The goblin encounter near the homestead had us all unsettled. While I knew threats lurked beyond the palisade, the proximity to our home was a new factor.

Mayor Wilhelm’s house stood out among the rustic homes of Gladdenfield. It was well-maintained, with a presence that spoke of a man who appreciated the finer things in life — perhaps a little too much. Hitching Colonel to a post outside, I approached the front door, which opened after I gave a polite and measured knock.

“David, my friend!” Mayor Wilhelm greeted, his voice rich with warmth. He ushered me into his home, the heat from the fireplace in the entrance hall immediately enveloping me.

“Mayor, I come with news that might concern the safety of Gladdenfield,” I began, once we had settled into his library, a room filled with books and the scent of polished wood.

He leaned forward, his expression turning serious. “Go on,” he encouraged.

I recounted the goblin encounter, sparing no detail. As I spoke, I watched the color drain from his face, his usual jovial demeanor replaced by an apprehensiveness that seemed to age him.

“By Jove,” he murmured, his fingers tapping a rhythm on the arm of his chair. “This is grave news indeed. Goblins haven’t been seen this close for... well, for many a year.”

His concern was palpable, and I felt a strange kinship in that moment, a shared responsibility for the well-being of our community.

“If I might, Mayor,” I ventured, “suggesting an increase in scouting parties might be in order. And perhaps warning the locals to stay vigilant.”

Mayor Wilhelm nodded, his gaze distant as if pondering the logistics. “Yes, yes. You’re right, of course. We can’t take this lightly.”

“Our community is strong, Mayor,” I said, hoping to instill some of the confidence I felt. “Together, we can face any threat.”

“David,” Mayor Wilhelm said, his voice quieter now, reflective perhaps of the gravity of our discussion, “I can’t thank you enough for bringing this to my attention. But I must admit,” and here he paused, as if the admission cost him something, “I’m not well-versed in... shall we say, combat or defense strategies.”

I nodded, understanding the weight of his confession. It wasn’t easy, acknowledging gaps in our armor, especially for a man entrusted with the safety of a place like Gladdenfield. And Caldwell had already told me that Mayor Wilhelm had little skill when it came to such things.

“Mayor,” I said, leaning forward just a bit to bridge the gap between us, “the strength of Gladdenfield isn’t housed in one person. It’s the community, the collective will and determination of its people, that fortifies this town. Keep your veterans close, and they will help you with solid advice. I will also speak to Caldwell. I have no doubt the Frontier Division won’t let you handle this alone.”

He looked at me then, really looked, and I saw the flicker of something — a rekindling of resolve, perhaps. “You truly believe that?” he asked, voice laced with a hope that had earlier seemed dimmed by the cold realization of our vulnerability.

“I do,” I affirmed without hesitation. “But preparation is key. We need to inform the townsfolk, sure, but not to alarm them. To prepare them.”

Mayor Wilhelm stood then, and I did too, a mutual respect marking the end of our conversation. He walked me to the door, a bit of his usual stride returning. “I will keep your words close, David. And your offer too. The door is always open here, should you need anything.”

I nodded, pulling on my coat. “And mine to you, Mayor. We’ll navigate this together,” I offered, the promise hanging in the air between us.

Stepping out into the chill of the day, the streets of Gladdenfield stretched before me, alive with the daily hustle. The visit to the Mayor left a warmth in me, a steady flame encouraged by his willingness to hear and adapt. Sure, he was no warrior, but he was not a coward either, and that heartened me.

The Wild Outrider loomed a short distance away, its familiar structure a beacon in the town. I started towards it, the conversation with Mayor Wilhelm swirling in my head.


Chapter 31

The air that met me was warm as I pushed open the door to the Wild Outrider. Darny was behind the bar, his large frame busy with the glasses, but he looked up as the creaky door announced my arrival.

“David!” he called out. “What brings you in so early?”

I made my way over, my steps deliberate on the wooden floor, worn smooth by countless boots and shoes. “Darny, we’ve got a bit of a situation,” I started, perching on one of the stools at the bar.

Darny’s hands stilled, drying cloth pausing mid-wipe on a glass. “Situation?” His brow creased, concern etching lines deeper into his already weathered face.

“We’ve seen enemies out in the wilds,” I said, lowering my voice despite the low hum of early patrons scattered across the common room. “And not your regular fare for Springfield Forest either. Goblins. Closer to the homestead than ever before.”

The glass Darny had been holding clinked softly as he set it down, leaning in. “Goblins, you say? This close to your home — and to Gladdenfield?” There was a gravity to his voice, a weight that acknowledged the seriousness of such news without panic.

“Yeah,” I replied, watching as the information settled over him. “Thought you should know. Don’t spread the word, though. Mayor Wilhelm will soon announce it. But since we’re friends, I wanted to tell you myself. Planning on sending a message to Caldwell as well. Do you have someone you can trust who I can send?”

Darny nodded, his mustache twitching in what I took for approval. “Thank you, David. I know I’m a bit of a talker, but I’ll keep this between us ‘til the mayor speaks up. And good thought informing Caldwell! I’ll get a trusted messenger on it right away. No sense in taking chances.” He pushed pen and paper toward me. “Here.”

We both fell silent then as I penned the message. I made it short and clear, conveying my concerns not only for Gladdenfield, but for the homesteaders in its vicinity as well.

“Thank you, Darny,” I said as I tucked the letter in an envelope, the gratitude genuine. “You’re always looking out for us.”

He waved a hand dismissively, though his smile was warm. “What are friends for, eh? Now, don’t you worry. We’ll handle this. Gladdenfield’s seen worse.”

The conversation shifted naturally after that, falling into a more familiar rhythm. We talked of recent comings and goings, of new faces seen around the outpost, of the mundane ebb and flow of life that continued despite the shadow of concern the goblin sighting cast.

But with my business finished, I wanted to return home without delay. Leaving the warmth of the Wild Outrider, I felt bolstered by the short exchange with Darny. The chill of the air greeted me once more as I stepped outside.

Soon enough, I was on my way back again.

Riding Colonel back through the Springfield Forest, I felt a kind of quiet settle around me. The forest, with its sprawling trees and the winding trail of the Silverthread River running through it, had a way of making the concerns of the outside world fall away, laying bare the simpler truths of life and living.

The hooves of Colonel, my steady companion, made soft sounds against the snowy path. It was a clear day, the kind where the sky looks so wide it could swallow you whole if you weren’t careful.

The forest around me was alive in its own muted way; small movements in the underbrush hinted at the critters taking advantage of the day’s calm, while high above, the intermittent caw of a bird echoed, a solitary sound that seemed to carry for miles. Riding through the forest, with nothing but the sound of nature around me and my thoughts for company, was a gentle reminder of why we chose this life, why we fought so hard to protect it.

As I rode, my mind wandered to the discussions I’d had in Gladdenfield, the expression on Mayor Wilhelm’s face as we talked about the goblin sighting. He wore concern like a cloak, yet beneath it, there was a determination — a refusal to let fear dictate our actions. It was a reaction I understood well, one that mirrored my own feelings.

But as the homestead came into view, those concerns seemed to soften, muted by the sight of home. The structures we’d built with our hands, the land we’d tilled, and the life we’d cultivated here stood as silent testimonies to our resilience, to the choices we’d made to create something lasting.

Dismounting Colonel, I gave her a pat, her coat warm under my hand despite the cold air. She nuzzled into my palm. Leading her to the stable, I took care of her needs with practiced ease, the routine a comforting end to our journey.

As I walked back toward the house, the sight of smoke rising from the chimney, a sign of the life bustling within, was a welcome one. The sight of the unfinished house reminded me of the work ahead. Luckily, the snow was already melting a little, and no new snow had fallen.

Already, the laughter of my girls drifted toward me as I made my way. Tomorrow, I’d continue my work. But tonight, I’d bask in the company of my women.


Chapter 32

Waking shortly before sunrise had become a familiar routine, a kind of quiet hour where the world felt like it belonged solely to me.

The chill of the morning bit sharply against my skin as I stepped out onto the frost-laden porch, the air so cold it almost felt solid, wrapping around me like an icy blanket. I pulled my coat tighter, bracing against the cold.

The ground crunched underfoot, a sound that echoed in the stillness, marking my passage towards the construction site where the skeleton of my grandparents’ new home stood against the backdrop of the early dawn. I walked with purpose, eager to make progress before the day truly began.

I glanced towards the river, its surface a mirror to the lightening sky, a silent witness to the labor of love that unfolded on its banks. The water flowed past steadily, heedless of my work yet framing the scene with its tranquil presence.

Summoning the duergars felt like calling in old friends by now, the familiar weight of the spells casting a sense of normalcy over the chilled air as I called forth two alongside my constant companion. They appeared soundlessly, as ready as I was to tackle the day ahead.

The duergar, with their blue skin stark against the winter landscape, stood before me, their presence a reassuring reminder of the progress we could make this day. I regarded them with a mix of appreciation and expectation. Together, we would raise this house.

With a quiet command, I used my Evolve Summon spell to evolve them, a process that felt as natural as breathing, watching as they grew stronger, more capable before my very eyes. Their muscular forms now suited the heavy lifting that lay before us.

Turning towards the house, I assessed the work ahead, the roof’s structure our goal for the day, a task that seemed daunting in the dim light of the early morning. But staring up at the framework, picturing it whole, fueled my sense of purpose. This would take time and toil, but we would get there.

Together, we approached the task with a quiet determination, the duergar picking up beams with an efficiency borne of their inherent skill, moving as a unit under the direction of my quiet commands. I stayed close, observing their knowledge at work.

The beams were heavy, solid oak that promised durability against the elements, each piece fitting into the growing structure like parts of a well-oiled machine. The wood was rough under my gloves as I helped position the pieces just so.

Laying down the beams required precision, a careful alignment that the duergar managed effortlessly, their hands moving with a skill that spoke of years, perhaps centuries, of craftsmanship. I checked each one meticulously nonetheless before moving to the next.

The process was methodical, each beam secured with a meticulous attention to detail that left little room for error, a necessary diligence that would ensure the house stood strong through season after season. We worked in harmony, a choreographed construction.

Standing back for a moment, I admired our work, the framework taking shape piece by piece, a physical manifestation of the future memories to be made within its walls. I pictured my grandparents sitting on the porch I would build, looking out at the land that was now their home too.

The cold seemed less biting as we worked, the physical labor a warmth in itself, a counterbalance to the chill of the winter air. But I still blew onto my hands occasionally, trying to keep dexterity in my fingers. The duergar labored on, unbothered.

As the morning wore on, the sky lightened from deep blue to a pale azure, a canvas above us that stretched wide and clear, a quiet observer to the day’s progress. The sun lent brightness but little heat to our efforts.

The duergar didn’t tire, their energy a constant supply that drove the work forward, beam after beam lifting into place, the outline of the roof growing more defined against the sky. Their endurance and strength were inhuman.

Their silence was companionable, the quiet focus shared between us a language of its own, an understanding that needed no words. We moved in a choreographed pattern, anticipating each other’s motions and needs.

Every so often, I paused, checking the alignment, ensuring each beam was placed with precision, a task made easier by the duergar’s inherent understanding of their craft. Their skill and care for detail matched my own.

The reliance on their skill was something I didn’t take for granted, each movement they made, each decision in the placement of the beams a lesson in trust and mutual respect. They had become partners in this endeavor.

The framework of the roof, as it took shape, was an unfolding reward for our diligence to the morning’s work, a structure that promised security and future warmth to those it would shelter. I thought of my grandfather, his hands once calloused from his labor as he built his Kentucky stead, and I smiled at the thought, realizing that the need to build our own place ran in the family.

By midday, the roof’s structure was visibly taking shape, a solid skeleton that reached towards the clear, winter sky, its presence a mark of progress on the land. We had done well, though much remained.

The cold had settled into my bones by then, despite the labor, a constant companion that reminded me of the season and the importance of our task. My fingers ached from the chill even through gloves.

As the day continued, unwinding itself under the watchful eye of the winter sun, the construction site became a place of quiet industry, a space where the future was quite literally built by our hands. The river murmured on as we worked.

A special satisfaction filled me amidst the beams and the frost, with the duergar by my side. The work was hard, but it would, one day soon, become a home. A promise kept, from me to my family.

When the light began to fade, signaling an end to our day’s labor, I stood back once more. The roof structure was unfinished still, but its shape could be seen clearly now. Progress lay before me, measured in wood and iron and care.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but they would be met. Step by step, we were building something lasting. The river, the land, and the growing house framed a scene of hope.

With stiff, cold fingers, I dispelled the duergar, watching as they faded back into the ether, their work done for the day. Alone on the quiet site, I lingered a moment more before turning towards home’s warmth.
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The chill in the air the next morning when I got back to work was biting, more so than usual. I watched as my breath formed small clouds in the air, dissipating quickly but persistently in front of me. The duergar, my steady and silent companions, worked alongside me, their focus unbreakable.

We were making good progress on the house, but the cold made every task just a bit harder for me, drawing out every moment into something elongated and a bit more tedious. My fingers, even beneath my gloves, felt stiff and clumsy, struggling against the chill to hold the hammer or adjust the beams.

Over a short break by the fire inside, the idea occurred to me — why not summon my blaze to provide some warmth?

I had used the blaze only once or twice before, and I was a little worried that Summon Blaze might have been a wrong choice, but as I considered the blaze’s usefulness in the cold, it struck me that I could bind a blaze as a familiar as well.

Boom, infinite heat.

It was a simple thought, sparked by the immediate need for comfort in the cold, but it felt like a small stroke of genius.

With a flicker of concentration, I summoned the blaze. It appeared before me, an orb-shaped fire elemental, its light warm and inviting against the wintry backdrop of the construction site. The duergar paused in their task, turning to regard the new source of warmth with what I interpreted as cautious curiosity.

I focused and tried to feel out the possibilities. I knew I could order it to regulate its temperature. And so, I sent a mental command to the blaze, asking it to become a warm, steady flame that wouldn’t threaten but comfort. It obeyed, its heat output adjusting until it radiated a pleasant warmth that filled the space around us.

The change was immediate. The air around us warmed, transforming the space around it into something more bearable, almost cozy. My hands, no longer stiff with cold, moved with ease once again.

The duergar, though they never spoke a word, resumed work with what could only be described as a bit more vigor. Even if they didn’t need the warmth the way I did, the presence of the blaze seemed to invigorate them, lending an air of homeliness to our cold, outdoor work environment.

I moved closer to the blaze, basking in the warmth it provided. For a while, I warmed myself up as I watched the duergar work, beams slowly becoming a part of the structure we were building together. It was a simple setup, this warmth in the cold, yet it felt profound in a way, a small pocket of comfort in the midst of our labors.

As I stood there, the flames of my little blaze danced gently, a captivating sight against the wintry world around us. It moved as if it were alive, aware of its purpose there among us. Eventually, I had to draw myself away, my mind returning to the tasks at hand.

As the day wore on, the warmth from the blaze remained a constant companion. And by the time the sun began its slow descent, marking the day’s end, I felt less miserably cold as I had that morning.

We worked hard, and soon, the day wound down as the sun began its retreat behind the tall trees surrounding our home. I watched the last rays of light dance across the wooden skeleton of what would be my grandparents’ house.

As I returned home, Diane waited for me on the porch, Lucas bundled in her arms, wrapped so thickly in blankets that only his wide, curious eyes peeked out. I smiled at the sight of them as I moved carefully across the snow-covered ground.

Leigh emerged close behind Diane, two steaming mugs of cocoa in hand, her breath matching Diane’s in the cold air. Celeste and Yeska weren’t far behind, each with their own mug, the steam rising like gentle spirits in the fading light.

They knew just what I needed!

“We thought you might need a bit of warming up,” Diane said, offering me a small smile as Leigh handed me one of the mugs she had carried over. The warmth from it felt good against my hands, a stark contrast to the biting air.

I took a grateful sip, feeling the warmth spread through me, a small but potent defense against the day’s chill. The drink was rich and sweet, just the way Celeste always made them.

Lucas, ever the inquisitive one, reached out his tiny hands, grasping at the air between us, his small form a bundle of warmth in Diane’s arms. The burp that followed was extremely loud for a kid his size, and we all laughed.

Leigh, standing beside me, took a sip of her drink, her gaze lingering on the frame of the house. “It’s coming along,” she observed, a note of pride in her voice.

“Yes, but there’s still so much to do,” I replied, looking over the structure. The cold had made the day’s work harder but looking at what we had accomplished filled me with a sense of quiet satisfaction.

Celeste took a step closer, her green eyes reflecting the dusky light. “It’s going to be beautiful,” she said, her voice soft but filled with certainty. “And warm,” she added, offering me a gentle smile. “These blazes are perfect!”

We all laughed at that, the sound mingling with the evening air, a moment of shared warmth in the cold. As we stood there, the construction site before us and the homestead at our backs, it felt like we were in between two worlds — the one we knew and the one we were building together.

Diane shifted Lucas in her arms, wrapping the blankets more tightly around him. “Let’s head inside,” she suggested, her breath forming a cloud in the air. “Dinner should be ready soon.”

Leigh nodded in agreement, finishing her drink before handing me back the empty mug. “Food sounds good right about now,” she said, her voice tinged with eagerness.

We turned then, moving back towards the house, our steps leaving a trail in the snow. We laughed and talked as we headed inside, ready for a good meal. Tomorrow, work would continue…


Chapter 33

“Come on out, girls!” I called through the open doorway. “It’s done.”

Stepping back, I watched the last rays of sunlight reflect off the new house as I stood on the porch of our own home. The work of two months was wrapped in the sturdy structure that now stood proudly on our land. The cold bit through my layers of clothing, but the sight before me warmed me more effectively than any fire could.

I looked over at the duergar, their expressions impassive yet content with the day’s work. With their help, it had taken me only two months to build an entire home for my grandparents. It was amazing.

From behind me, footsteps crunched through the snow. Diane came first, holding Lucas against her chest, wrapped snug against the cold. His face, peering out from the swaddle of blankets, was a picture of curiosity, wide eyes taking in the sight of the nearly completed house.

Leigh followed behind, her amazed laughter melting away the winter chill as she admired the structure, her steps sure and light beside Diane. Celeste and Yeska joined us, their presence completing the circle of family that had formed around this project.

“It’s incredible, David,” Diane spoke as she came to stand beside me, her voice laced with pride. Lucas reached out, his small hands grasping at the air, pointing towards the house as he gave a pleasant coo.

“Looks like it’s ready to withstand anything,” Leigh said. “Can’t wait to get started on the inside.”

“Yes, making it nice and cozy for your grandparents will be a satisfying job.”

Yeska, her arms crossed against the cold, nodded. “They will be very pleased,” she observed, her gaze sweeping over the structure, noticing the way it settled into the landscape, as if it had always belonged there.

I took a moment to look at each of them, feeling a profound gratitude for their support, their contributions. Then, I glanced back at the house, imagining the warmth it would hold, the laughter, the quiet moments.

“I’m happy it’s finished,” I said. “You know, I’ve been missing my grandparents even more since we had Lucas. It’ll be great to have them around for good.”

“It will!” Diane agreed.

“They are so sweet!” Leigh cooed.

The girls moved closer, their presence a comforting warmth against the backdrop of the cold evening. As we all stood there, facing the new structure, it felt like new things were on the horizon for us.

Yeska, rubbing her hands together for warmth, broke the silence, “We will have to make a plan for the decorations and furniture.”

Celeste contemplated the tasks ahead with a tilt of her head, “Indeed. We need to plan the interior, decide on the layout. It will be like composing a new song on a fresh piece of paper.”

“You girls should start sketching out some ideas,” I suggested. “Layouts, designs, anything that feels right. I think that’s gonna be your department.”

Leigh’s grin broadened, “I’ve got loads of ideas,” she declared, and she immediately began listing off things she believed we’d need.

And once the girls had begun, there was no stopping it. While they discussed plans for the house’s interior, I was content to just enjoy the moment. The conversation meandered, filled with both practical considerations and flights of fancy.

But in the end, I was getting cold. And I wasn’t in the mood for summoning a blaze so we could stay outside, either. I just wanted to head inside.

“… and I don’t think that’s the kinda thing two old folks from Kentucky would go for!” Leigh was saying when I interrupted them.

“I don’t know about you girls,” I said, “but my butt’s freezing off. Let’s head inside.”

At once, Diane’s caring side emerged. “Oh!” she exclaimed, holding Lucas closer in his snug bundle. “Look at us out here discussing all these things! You’re right, David. Come on!”

Walking back through the thin blanket of snow that carpeted our homestead, the crispness of the air nipped at our cheeks. Around us, the land lay still, the dormant trees and the slumbering earth wearing their frosty cloak with a dignified calm that only winter can bestow.

Diane walked beside me, Lucas in her arms like a small, precious bundle of life against the chill. Her steps were careful, mindful of the slick patches where the snow had turned to ice.

Leigh, on the other hand, seemed to find a bounce in every step, her energy a counterpoint to the serene, chilled landscape around us. Celeste and Yeska brought up the rear, their conversation a soft murmur carried on the winter air, their breath puffing out in small clouds that mingled and dispersed. Those two were getting along really well, and it seemed a kind of domestic side had awakened in both of them since Lucas had been born.

I glanced back at them, caught up in the simplicity of this moment — our little procession making its way back to the warmth and light of home. “Hey,” I said as we walked. “How about we celebrate around the fire tonight? Roast some marshmallows, maybe? Just enjoy being together.”

Diane looked up, a smile lighting up her face, her eyes crinkling in the way they do when she’s genuinely pleased. “That sounds perfect,” she said.

Leigh’s face split into a wide grin. “Marshmallows? Count me in!” she exclaimed. I could nearly see the thoughts of gooey, toasted marshmallows dancing in her head.

“Yes, let’s do that,” Celeste agreed, her tone warm. “A quiet night around the fire would be lovely.”

Yeska nodded, her smirk suggesting an inner amusement at the idea. “Sounds like a plan,” she said. “But remember, I’m in charge of toasting. Can’t trust you lot not to burn them to a crisp.”

I laughed at that, knowing the first batch would be ruined — Yeska was not much of a cook. Not even a marshmallow roaster. “Deal,” I said. “But just the first batch.”


Chapter 34

As the day edged into evening and the chill deepened, Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and I found ourselves indoors, warmed by the prospect of the night’s simple celebration. Diane, with Lucas cradled close, led the way inside, her smile lighting up the dimming room as if she brought a piece of the dwindling sunlight with her.

The house, with its wooden bones and promises whispered in every corner, seemed to embrace us whole as we stepped into the living room.

We settled down, and I told the girls about my plan to have a blaze familiar enter the fireplace, a small trick that negated the need for firewood and offered warmth that was both practical and magical. They were intrigued, and I could sense a light spark of anticipation in the air as we gathered around.

“So, no firewood tonight?” Leigh asked, raising an eyebrow but with a grin tugging at her lips as she settled down on the rug sprawled before the fireplace.

I shook my head, smiling back as I focused inward for a moment, calling forth the blaze familiar. It materialized in front of me, a softly glowing orb that seemed almost deferential in the homely setting of our living room.

With a gentle nudge of my mind, I directed it to enter the fireplace, where it expanded and shaped itself to mimic a traditional fire, its warmth spreading quickly, filling the room with a comfortable glow. I then bound it to me using the open slot, and it connected permanently to me. Once that was done, I ordered it to stay put until I or the girls ordered it otherwise, then turned up the heat a little.

“Wow,” Yeska murmured, extending her hands towards the flames, a small laugh escaping her as she felt the heat. “This is amazing,” she added, looking over at me with a warmth in her gaze that matched the fire’s.

Diane, sitting nearby with Lucas, watched the familiar with a soft expression, her eyes reflecting the firelight. Lucas, for his part, seemed fascinated by the blaze. He burped and watched the flickering flames with the kind of contentment and concentration only kids can show.

“And Fuzzyfur too,” Diane said, nodding towards the Winter Wolf who had made himself comfortable near the fire, lying close enough to bask in the warmth but far enough to leave room for us. The way he had settled in, one would think he’d always been a part of these quiet, family evenings.

The room was filled with the soft, continuous crackle of the fire as we shared stories and laughter, the outdoors and its cold temporarily forgotten. It was one of those moments that fit neatly into the tapestry of our daily life, simple yet profoundly full of contentment.

Celeste brought out trays laden with marshmallows and sticks, and the room’s mood lightened further, everyone eager for the treat. As promised, Yeska was the first to get to it, and we all laughed — her included — as she overdid them and had to concede defeat.

After that, we each took turns roasting marshmallows over the blaze, the room filling with laughter at the occasional over-charred specimen, the sweet smell of caramelizing sugar blending with the woodsy scent of our home.

Leigh prodded at the magical fire with a stick. Her movements were careful as she balanced a marshmallow on the end, positioning it just right to toast over the flames.

She looked up, catching my eye, and a playful smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Ya know,” she began, her voice warm and teasing, “we really should give this here blaze feller a proper name, considerin’ he’s gonna be stickin’ around.”

Diane laughed, the bright, melodic sound cutting through the peaceful quiet that had settled over us all. She glanced at me, her expression fond yet tinged with amusement. “I think we have more than enough oddly named creatures running around this place already,” she remarked lightly.

Lucas, snug in his bundle of blankets beside Diane, made a small cooing sound then, as if chiming in agreement with his mother’s words. I couldn’t help but chuckle at his perfect timing.

Leigh just grinned, undeterred by Diane’s protest. She leaned back leisurely, looking utterly content surrounded by family. “I’m thinkin’ we call him Fizzles,” she suggested, clearly enjoying her own part in this back-and-forth. Her eyes sparkled with humor as she regarded each of us, waiting for reactions.

I laughed, unable to contain my own mirth despite trying to take on an air of serious consideration. “No, no,” I contested lightly. “Leigh, we’re at capacity for oddly named creatures around here. Besides, I like just calling him Blaze. It’s simple, descriptive.”

Leigh smirked, opening her mouth for another witty retort, but just then Lucas let out a string of babbles and happy squeals from his cocoon of blankets. Our attention all shifted to the newest member of our family, smiles spreading at his vocal contribution to the discussion.

“Guess that settles it then!” Yeska chimed in, laughter warming her voice. We all exchanged amused looks, the debate over blaze’s name concluded for the moment. There would be plenty more nights like this for creative suggestions from Leigh.

The evening stretched on around us, the magical fire’s glow a beacon holding the dark at bay beyond our windows. We passed the time roasting marshmallows, savoring the sweet treats as we shared stories and laughter, the cold temporarily forgotten.

Eventually, our conversation turned towards discussing my grandparents’ impending arrival. There was something about envisioning their long-awaited move here, seated around this same fire, that made the anticipation feel suddenly more real and immediate.

I glanced towards the window, picturing the nearly finished house outside, its walls sturdy and full of promise even in the dim light. “I can’t wait for Grandma and Grandpa to see this place,” I mused aloud. “To share everything we’ve built out here and be a part of a single family again.”

Leigh, having devoured a perfectly golden toasted marshmallow between two graham crackers with chocolate, nodded enthusiastically. “They’re gonna love it here, no doubt about it,” she proclaimed, absolute certainty in her voice. “How could they not? This place is everything.”

Diane, ever thoughtful and practical, added her own soft perspective. “It will be a big change for them, moving all the way out here,” she acknowledged gently. “But I know it will also bring them so much joy, being closer to family.”

I met Diane’s earnest gaze. “We’ll make sure they have everything they need to feel at home,” I reaffirmed.


Chapter 35

As the evening wore on, the fire crackled merrily in the wide hearth, casting a warm glow over our family gathered in the living room.

Diane was seated comfortably on the sofa, little Lucas bundled in her arms. His eyes were growing heavy, but he continued to fight sleep, captivated by the dancing flames. Diane whispered softly to him, gently rocking him as she ran a hand over his downy hair.

“I think someone’s just about ready for bed,” she murmured, pressing a kiss to Lucas’s forehead. His tiny fists rubbed against his eyes before reaching out once more towards the fire.

Across from them, Celeste and Yeska were nestled together in an oversized armchair, their heads bent in quiet conversation. Celeste’s melodic laugh rang out occasionally in response to something Yeska said, the sound light and musical over the steady crackle of the fire. Fuzzyfur lay curled at their feet, the white and gray fur of the winter wolf looking almost reddish in the firelight.

I sat on the rug near the hearth with Leigh beside me, close enough to feel the heat radiating from the blaze. Leigh had been unusually quiet all evening, and I noticed a pensive look in her bright blue eyes as she stared into the dancing flames.

“Everything okay?” I asked, nudging her gently with my shoulder.

She started a bit, as if pulled from deep thought, then turned to me with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Oh, yeah, everything’s fine,” she said lightly, though her fingers twisted the edge of her shirt in a way that belied her words.

I watched her for a moment, debating whether to push further. Before I could say anything, she touched my arm softly.

“Actually, do you mind if we chat for a sec? In private?” Her voice was tentative in a way I seldom heard from her.

“Of course,” I said, immediately standing up and following her towards the kitchen. I couldn’t help the coil of worry that tightened in my chest. What was on her mind?

In the kitchen, the fire’s glow didn’t quite reach. Leigh crossed her arms, looking uncharacteristically nervous. I placed my hands gently on her shoulders, ducking my head to meet her lowered gaze.

“What’s going on? You’re starting to worry me,” I admitted.

Leigh bit her lip, hesitating a moment before the words spilled out. “I’m pregnant, David.”

For a second, her words didn’t quite register. Then it hit me like a bolt, joy rushing through every fiber of my being. I swept Leigh up in my arms, holding her close as delighted laughter escaped me.

“You’re... we’re...” I couldn’t quite form a coherent thought, my mind spinning with the implications. I was going to be a father again!

Leigh returned my embrace just as fiercely, her shaky laughter muffled against my shoulder. I could feel her relief in the way she relaxed into me.

“I know, it’s big news,” she said, her voice still tinged with nerves but now also relief. “I’ve been trying to find the right time to tell you...”

“This is... this is incredible!” I finally managed, pulling back to look into her face. Her eyes were bright, tears of joy gathering at the corners. “How are you feeling? When did you find out?”

The questions bubbled out as I struggled to wrap my head around this monumental news. Leigh answered, her earlier tension gone now that she’d confessed. The excitement and anticipation as we discussed a future expanded and took hold.

Finally, I could contain myself no longer. Still holding Leigh’s hands in mine, I said, “We’ve got to tell the others right away!”

She laughed, happiness shining through. “Yes, let’s go share our news!”

Hand in hand, we made our way back to the living room, both nearly bursting with what we could reveal to the others. The others looked up as we entered, their faces soft and content in the firelight.

“What’s going on?” Diane asked as she continued to rock a now sleeping Lucas. Celeste and Yeska exchanged a curious glance.

I exchanged an ecstatic look with Leigh before announcing, “We have news. Leigh is pregnant!”

A chorus of gasps and delighted exclamations erupted from them. Diane, careful not to jostle Lucas, was on her feet immediately, embracing Leigh in a fierce hug.

“Leigh, that’s amazing! Congratulations!” Diane cried.

Celeste and Yeska were close behind, offering their own sentiments of joy and good wishes. The room filled with laughter, tears, and words of excitement spilling over one another.

In the middle of it all, I pulled Leigh close once more, overwhelmed with love for this woman and our growing family. Our eyes met, speaking a thousand unsaid words in one shared look.

The commotion finally settled as we all found seats again, the energy still buzzing around us. Lucas slept on, oblivious for now to the sister or brother that would soon share his world.

“I’m so happy for you both,” Diane said, her smile radiant.

Celeste leaned forward, “What wondrous news. There is so much love surrounding this child already.”

Yeska gave Leigh’s arm an affectionate squeeze. “You’re going to be an amazing mom,” she said warmly.

“And just think, Lucas will have a little playmate now!” Diane added, laughter in her voice.

We sat talking late into the night, the fire crackling away. The joyful announcement had lit a spark within our family, and through it all Leigh and I shared frequent glances, hands clasped, hearts full.
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The laughter and lively chatter swirled around us as we celebrated the wonderful news of Leigh’s pregnancy. My heart swelled, looking at the radiant smiles and elated faces of my family gathered around the crackling fireplace. I gave Leigh’s hand an affectionate squeeze, savoring the joyful moment.

Suddenly, a bone-chilling, low growl rumbled from somewhere outside, shattering our cheerful revelry. The larroling’s menacing warning roar echoed hauntingly through the darkness of the night.

We all froze, the smiles slipping from our faces in an instant. The room took on an ominous chill that had nothing to do with the cold outside.

I was on my feet in a flash, lunging for my rifle resting in its place by the front door. I checked it was loaded and ready to fire before turning back to the others, my jaw set.

“Get your weapons,” I instructed tersely, my voice taut. “I’ll have a look outside.”

Diane clutched baby Lucas tighter to her chest, her cheeks draining of color as her eyes went wide with apprehension. Celeste and Yeska jumped up swiftly from where they were seated, their faces etched with tension and alarm. They looked ready to follow me out into the unknown danger.

“Be careful, David,” Celeste urged, her usually calm voice wavering slightly.

I gave a brisk nod and rushed out onto the front porch, the frigid night air stinging my cheeks cruelly as I stepped outside. My breath came out in puffs of vapor.

The larroling stood rigid near the porch steps, its hackles raised and teeth bared menacingly as it stared out into the inky darkness. Beside it, my storm elementals Mr. Drizzles and Sparky crackled with agitation, lightning arcing dangerously from their vaporous forms.

I gripped my rifle tighter, my heart hammering. My eyes peered in the direction of the larroling’s threatening gaze, searching for any sign of movement.

At the far edge of our moonlit property, along the narrow dirt path that led towards the main road, I could just make out two shadowy, limping figures supporting each other as they staggered haltingly along.

They had obviously crawled and limped their way here from somewhere within the depths of the surrounding Springfield Forest. Perhaps they had seen the thin trail of smoke rising from our chimney and made their way here, hoping to find refuge. But who or what were they?

With extreme caution, I started towards them, my rifle poised and ready to fire at the slightest hint of a threat. My boots crunched on the frost-covered grass.

As I drew closer, the figures came into focus under the pale moonlight. I could see now that they were elves, their clothing ripped and heavily stained with blood. Even as my eyes fell on them, they collapsed.

One of them stirred slightly and weakly raised his head at my approach. Even in the dim light, I could see his ashen face was badly bruised and battered, one eye swollen completely shut. He looked like he was clinging desperately to the very last shreds of consciousness.

I slowed my pace and knelt down beside him, keeping the rifle low but still firmly in hand. “What happened?” I asked the elf urgently, unable to keep the demanding intensity from my tone.

The injured elf’s mouth moved soundlessly, as if trying desperately to form words. But no voice came out. After a moment, his one good eye rolled back in his head and he slumped backwards, his body going limp as he lost his tenuous grip on awareness.

I quickly checked his companion sprawled beside him on the ground. The other elf lay utterly motionless, his breathing shallow and alarmingly faint when I pressed my fingers to his neck in search of a pulse. But I let out a small breath of relief upon finding one — faint yet steady.

He was still alive, if only just barely.

Celeste appeared suddenly by my side, her face grim and etched with concern as she assessed the extensive injuries of both elves. When she spoke, her usual serene tone was replaced by one of urgency. “David, we need to get them inside immediately. Their wounds require urgent care and magical healing.”

I gave a nod of agreement. Together, Celeste and I carefully lifted the unconscious elves, supporting their limp forms between us as we carried them swiftly into the warmth and safety of the house. We brought them over to the living area and gently laid them down onto makeshift beds of blankets by the glowing fireplace. The heat would hopefully restore some much-needed warmth to their battered bodies.

The moment we had them settled, Diane dashed off to urgently fetch healing potions and medical supplies while Celeste began diligently cleaning and tightly bandaging their many deep, jagged wounds and gashes. Her healing skills went to work, but her furrowed brow was enough to tell me the elves’ dire condition worried her greatly.

“Looks like blade cuts,” Celeste hummed as she worked. “These men have been in a fight.”

As Celeste and Diane scrambled to provide emergency first-aid to the grievously injured elves, I stood guard tensely by the window, peering out into the oppressive darkness and shadowy tree line. My entire body felt rigid with strained anticipation, my knuckles white from gripping my rifle so tightly.

If these elves had been viciously attacked and left for dead out there so close to home, then whatever malevolent force was responsible could very well still be lurking in the surrounding woods.

Diane returned swiftly, her arms laden with a satchel filled with precious healing potions. With extreme care, she and Celeste slowly tipped measured doses of the potions into the elves’ mouths.

Over the next seconds, the potions gradually started taking effect. Color began to return in small degrees to the elves’ ashen, ghostly complexions, much to our collective relief. But they remained deeply unconscious and completely unresponsive.

A tense silence engulfed us as we sat watching over the comatose elves, the joyful mood from earlier now just a distant memory. Nearby, baby Lucas began to fuss anxiously in Diane’s arms, letting out small whimpers as if somehow sensing the ominous change that had befallen the room.

After what felt like an eternity of nail-biting uncertainty, one of the injured elves finally began to show signs of life. His eyelids slowly fluttered partway open, his gaze clouded and dazed with lingering pain and confusion when he managed to focus on us.

Celeste immediately leaned over him, keeping her voice soft so as not to startle the barely conscious elf. “You’re safe now,” she soothed gently. “Can you tell us who did this to you? What happened out there?”

The elf’s eyes shifted around the room sluggishly as he struggled to get his bearings. He attempted weakly to push himself up into a sitting position, only to quickly abandon the effort with a grimace of agony. It was clear every movement brought searing pain.

We collectively waited with bated breath for the mystery of their ordeal to be revealed, the room’s suffocating tension broken only by the intermittent crackle of Blaze in the fireplace. But to our dismay, the elf remained eerily silent, simply struggling to retain consciousness. His haunted gaze lingered anxiously on the still form of his companion lying unconscious beside him before he mutely shook his head, as if the memory was too traumatizing to relive just yet.

I exchanged an uneasy glance with Celeste, mirroring her dismay. Given the obvious enormity of whatever torment had befallen these two, pressing them for answers now would likely only heap more distress onto their already ravaged minds and bodies.

“Take as much time as you need,” I said as gently as I could, placing a comforting hand on the elf’s trembling shoulder. “You’re safe here with us for the time being. Just focus on recovering your strength.”

The traumatized elf gave an almost imperceptible nod of acknowledgment, the light of relief flickering briefly across his weary, pain-filled eyes. Clearly exhausted from even that small effort, he laid his head back down and almost instantly drifted off into a fretful, fitful sleep.

I slowly pushed myself back up to stand guard at the window again, peering out apprehensively into the night still cloaked in shadow. An ominous feeling churned in my gut, leaving me deeply unsettled. The surrounding forest was deceptively tranquil, with no signs of disturbance. But the peace felt dangerously fragile, as if it were nothing but a thin layer of brittle ice ready to violently crack apart and shatter at the slightest provocation.

Somewhere out there, a sinister and still unknown malevolent force had emerged under cover of darkness. First the alarming goblin incursion so close to home, and now these attacked elf refugees seeking sanctuary here. Something foreboding was beginning to stir, cresting just beyond the horizon.

I turned to look back at my family still gathered anxiously around the fire, as if drawing strength and comfort from its protective light and warmth. Leigh sat with one hand resting gently on her stomach, the instinctively protective gesture she now made over the fragile new life still growing within her womb.

Nearby, Diane cradled baby Lucas close to her chest, her face etched with deep maternal worry as she soothingly stroked his downy hair. On the floor close to the unconscious elves, Celeste and Yeska sat poised to provide aid and comfort should they need it.

I strengthened my resolve, feeling more than ever the heavy burden of responsibility as protector of this family, this sanctuary we had all built together. We would unflinchingly face whatever sinister threat loomed over us as we always had — unified and undaunted.

Whatever malicious entity or forces were waiting and lurking in the darkness surrounding our homestead, we would confront them head-on when the time came. No one would make the woods around my house unsafe.


Chapter 36

Pale light crept in through the living room windows, casting a wan, golden glow over the space where we had kept vigil through the long night, making sure that nothing would creep up on our home.

I had taken the final and longest watch. Perhaps I should have been tired, but I felt invigorated — ready for this challenge. Leigh came into the room silently to check on me. Almost instinctively, her hand moved to gently cradle her still-flat stomach in an unconsciously protective gesture.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “How did it go?”

“All is silent,” I said, shooting her a smile.

Soft footsteps signaled Diane’s approach. I glanced up to see her moving quietly into the living room, baby Lucas cradled close against her chest in a cocoon of blankets. Celeste and Yeska trailed silently in after her, both women’s faces etched with lines of worry at last night’s events.

“How are the elves?” Diane asked softly with a weary sigh, casting a concerned look toward the still forms of the mysterious elf refugees.

I slowly pushed myself to my feet, feeling my stiff, aching muscles vehemently protest the movement. Sleeping upright had done me no favors. I rolled my shoulders, trying to work some life back into them as I surveyed the elves.

“Slept like babies,” I replied, scrubbing a hand across my stubbled jaw. “But they’re still extremely weak. Whatever attacked them is likely still out there somewhere.”

The two mysterious elf refugees mercifully regained lucid consciousness as we spoke. Though still incredibly weak and shaken, they seemed ready to speak.

“What happened to you out there?” I asked, my women falling in behind me, curious looks in their eyes.

“It was... it was near the old birch grove, I believe,” one of the elves rasped unsteadily, grimacing in pain as he attempted to shift himself higher on the pillows. Dark bruises mottled the pale skin of his face. “We were just scouting on Mayor Wilhelm’s orders… We were attacked no more than a half day’s journey east from where we stand now.”

“Goblins,” the other elf said, and I exchanged a look with my women. “And I believe there were kobolds among them too…”

I committed the details to memory and gave him a brisk, grateful nod. “Thank you,” I said seriously. “Now just try to rest and regain your strength. We’ll handle this. When you’re ready to travel, we’ll see about getting you back to Gladdenfield.”

The elf gave a nearly imperceptible dip of his head in response, a flicker of relief passing across his gaunt, drawn features before he surrendered to the pull of desperately needed sleep once more.

I turned to fully face the women, knowing time was of the essence. “We need to find out exactly what transpired and who’s responsible before they potentially strike again. Especially this close to the homestead.”

Standing in the corner with her arms crossed protectively in front of herself, Yeska’s cat ears twitched nervously beneath her long raven hair. “You think this is somehow connected with the goblins we encountered recently?” she questioned, a troubled furrow forming between her brows.

I raked my fingers through my hair, feeling a simmering anger and frustration directed at the unknown hostile force threatening our sanctuary here. “It might be, yes,” I agreed. “Whether they’re connected or not, we need to track down whoever is behind these attacks near our home. They’re clearly growing more emboldened.”

Before I could respond, Leigh had already risen swiftly to her feet. Her shoulders were squared, and her youthful face now held an expression of unwavering determination.

“You know I’ve got your back, David,” she said staunchly. “We’ll take Fuzzyfur and pick up the trail. Ain’t no way we’re sittin’ this out.”

“I’ll come too,” Celeste said.

I turned my gaze to Diane then, seeing the reflection of my own fears mirrored in her wide, anxious sapphire eyes as she clutched Lucas protectively closer. The innocent baby stared around the room with bewilderment, oblivious to the sinister danger lurking just outside the walls of our sheltered haven here.

“Diane, I need you and Yeska to remain here to watch over Lucas and keep an eye on our guests,” I said gently, trying to soften the edge of command in my tone. I could see the objection forming already on her lips. “If their condition worsens, you two are best equipped to care for them until we return.”

Diane’s slender shoulders slumped slightly in concession. She raked her free hand through her long, raven-colored hair before finally giving me a reluctant nod. “Of course,” she acquiesced with a wavering sigh. “Just promise you’ll all be extremely careful out there.”

I stepped forward and tenderly pressed a kiss to her furrowed forehead, breathing in her comforting, familiar lavender scent one last time before the unknown. I pulled back to look into her apprehensive eyes. “Always,” I vowed.

We swiftly gathered weapons, tools, and other necessary provisions for the tracking mission. Minutes later, Leigh, Celeste, and I stepped back out into the chilly morning air, immediately feeling the biting cold on our exposed skin. The temperature seemed to have dropped even lower under the pearly winter sun. Nearby, Fuzzyfur stood patiently beside the porch steps, his bright white coat gleaming like freshly fallen snow.

Leigh immediately knelt down in front of the regal Winter Wolf familiar, murmuring soft words of encouragement as she stroked his thick fur. Fuzzyfur nudged his head against her shoulder in response, rumbling deep in his chest. They appeared to come to an unspoken agreement.

Celeste moved a few paces away and unsheathed her impressive two-handed sword in one smooth, elegant motion. The blade rang with a pure, shimmering note as it sliced cleanly through the frigid air. Celeste held an expression of intense focus, mentally preparing herself for the confrontation ahead.

“I’m ready when you are, David,” she called over, determination etched into every taut line of her body.

I took a deep, bracing breath of the icy air, turning to look back at the house. Diane stood framed in the doorway, Lucas held securely in the shelter of her arms. Yeska lingered just behind her, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Her emerald eyes burned with a protective fire as she looked at me.

“We’ll return as swiftly as we’re able,” I promised them both.

Diane simply nodded, the end of her bushy fox tail twitching restlessly behind her back. “We’ll be waiting right here for you.”

Our little hunting party finally struck out into the forest, with Fuzzyfur taking the lead, his snout low to the ground as he searched for a scent. The woods around us were eerily silent and still, the only sound the frozen leaves crunching under our cautious footfalls.

Stalking determinedly beside me, Leigh kept her loaded revolver held at the ready. Her bright blue gaze continuously scanned the shadowy trees around us as we moved deeper into the woods.

“What do you think we’ll find once we track down the ones responsible?” she finally whispered, icy puffs of vapor trailing from her lips.

“Trouble for certain,” I muttered darkly.


Chapter 37

The forest around us was eerily still and silent, the only sound that of our cautious footsteps crunching through the freshly fallen snow. Celeste walked steadily at my right side, her elven-crafted sword held at the ready, her piercing green eyes ceaselessly scanning the shadowy trees around us for any hint of unnatural movement or disturbance.

Leigh followed several paces behind, her faithful winter wolf Fuzzyfur padding along silently beside her with his ears pricked and alert. Against the snowy winter landscape, Fuzzyfur’s thick white coat allowed him to nearly blend into the background like a ghostly specter whenever he stood motionless.

I kept my rifle held in a white-knuckle grip as we slowly picked our way through the woods, my senses on high alert for the slightest sign of trouble. The dire warning from the two injured elf refugees still hung heavy and foreboding in the chilled air around us, a nearly tangible presence that urged our group forward with utmost caution and vigilance.

Lumbering along at the rear, the hulking form of the larroling acted as a reassuring addition to our little scouting party. Its beady eyes continuously scanned our surroundings, and I took comfort knowing its massive bulk helped guard our backs against any encroaching hidden threat.

As we warily trekked deeper into the remote forest, I began noticing subtle signs of recent passage that would have been easily overlooked by less experienced eyes — a few snapped and broken branches scattered on the ground, faint but unnatural disturbances in the otherwise pristine snow, and a ragged strip of coarse cloth snagged on the thorny branches of a bush.

Individually, they were small, seemingly insignificant things. But to my trained eye, these traces collectively suggested one concerning fact — we were undoubtedly following the same route recently taken by some large, hostile force.

“A sizeable group has come through here,” I finally said in a low voice, breaking the tense silence. I gestured down at a churned-up patch of snow imprinted with a chaotic myriad of footsteps and dragged marks. “And not long ago either, judging by how fresh the trail appears.”

Leigh immediately moved up to crouch beside the distinctive tracks, scrutinizing them closely. When she glanced back up at me, her pretty features were set in hard lines, her mouth pressed into a thin, grim line.

“These are unmistakably goblin tracks, plus some kobold prints mixed among them,” she reported tersely. “And by the messy state of it all, seems like they were movin’ pretty fast, not carin’ to hide their passing.”

I felt my gut tighten upon hearing Leigh’s assessment. Goblins and kobolds banding together and blatantly entering these lands was extremely concerning news. Such brazenness likely meant they were up to no good.

Fuzzyfur had wandered over to thoroughly sniff at the chaotic jumble of footprints, his lips peeling back from his sharp teeth as his hackles began to rise along his spine. He abruptly lifted his head to stare directly at Leigh, rumbling out a menacing snarl that echoed through the silent woods.

“They can’t be much further ahead now,” I murmured, quickly scanning the gloomy trees around us. The primal threat conveyed in Fuzzyfur’s primal vocal warning had put all my senses on high alert. “Be prepared for an attack. Stay sharp.”

Without a word, Celeste shifted her stance, nodding grimly as her grip visibly tightened on the polished hilt of her readied sword, her entire body wrought as tense as a coiled spring. I knew she was prepared to fearlessly charge into combat at a moment’s notice.

We warily pressed on, quickening our pace as we closely followed the increasingly chaotic tracks left by the mysterious hostile force. Around us, the forest steadily grew denser and more untamed, the trees progressively closing in until they completely surrounded us in a suffocating tangle of gnarled branches and bristling underbrush.

Leigh ghosted forward through the gloomy trees to stealthily take point, Fuzzyfur gliding alongside her as her silent, watchful guardian. I observed with admiration how they moved with the woodsman’s skill that was the blessing of the Beastmaster and her pet, only the occasional faint crunch of a boot or muted pad of a paw to mark their passage.

Leigh navigated the rugged winter terrain with enviable skill and grace. I frequently glimpsed her tilting her head, listening intently as if trying to detect some nearly inaudible sound or disturbance she alone could perceive.

Keeping pace with me, Celeste remained hyper-focused on our surroundings, missing nothing with her razor-sharp elven senses. I could feel the coiled tension radiating from her as she constantly swept her vigilant gaze side to side, instinctively prepared to react at the first sign of trouble. She was a loaded crossbow ready to fire in an instant.

Suddenly, the trail we were following abruptly opened up into a small, crudely made campsite, its occupants having only recently vacated the area judging by the still faintly smoldering ashes of a cooking fire beside scattered bits of discarded equipment and debris.

I immediately knelt down to pick up a dented, badly forged metal helmet carelessly tossed into the snow. Turning it over in my hands, I noted the rough edges and generally shoddy, cheap workmanship.

“Definitely goblin-made,” I remarked to Celeste as I passed the flimsy headgear to her for inspection. “You can tell by their lack of skill and poor materials.”

Celeste’s elegant brow creased into a frown as she closely examined the helmet, running her long fingers over multiple weak points in the badly designed piece. “Goblins were certainly never known for their crafting expertise,” she finally agreed, disdain heavy in her tone.

At that moment, Leigh suddenly reappeared from scouting ahead, Fuzzyfur’s white form materializing like a ghost beside her. “The trail is definitely leading north towards the hills,” she reported briskly, icy puffs of breath trailing from her lips.

I felt my frown deepen as I considered the implications of this news combined with the other signs we had found. The hills, riddled with hidden mounds and narrow passages ripe for ambushes, would be an ideal destination for a hostile force seeking to hide their movements and sneak up on any force that came looking for them.

“We’ll need to be extremely cautious moving forward then,” I said grimly. “They could very well be trying to lure us into a prepared trap up ahead.”

Celeste gave a solemn nod of agreement, the elven warrior’s usually serene face now carved from stone. “Agreed. We should thoroughly scout the area first, attempting to gain as much intel as possible before proceeding directly into the mountains.”

Ever pragmatic, Leigh spoke up then, resting a gloved hand on Fuzzyfur’s head as he leaned into her touch. “Fuzzy and I can range up ahead a ways, do some stealthy recon and see what info we can gather before returnin’ back.”

I hesitated before answering, anxiety flaring at the thought of Leigh going alone into such a potentially dangerous situation, especially in her newly expectant condition. Yet I also knew she was highly capable and stealthy, and wise Fuzzyfur would ferociously defend her with his very last breath if needed.

“Alright,” I finally acquiesced reluctantly. “But stick to the shadows, don’t engage any hostiles, and come straight back at the first sign of trouble.”

Leigh flashed me that sweetly defiant smile of hers that never failed to make my heart skip. “Aw, don’t worry none, sugar,” she said with a cheeky wink. “We’ll be as quiet and sneaky as two mice!”

In the blink of an eye, she and Fuzzyfur had already disappeared like phantoms into the thick trees, leaving no trace behind to indicate which direction they had gone. The way they moved through nature thrilled me with both pride and fear in equal measure.

And so Celeste and I wordlessly settled in to tensely wait and watch for their return, the oppressive silence of the surrounding woods now feeling smothering without Leigh’s bright presence. Nearby, the larroling slowly settled its bulky body down into the snowdrifts with a crunch, its beady gaze firmly fixated on the point where Leigh and Fuzzyfur had vanished.

Our anxiety was not long tested, luckily, because Leigh and Fuzzyfur returned after a few minutes. “They’re headin’ for the hills, alright,” she said, “but they made camp nearby and seem to be loiterin’ like their kind is known to do.”

“That’s good news,” I said.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Most of ‘em are patrolling and watchful, but I think we can get the drop on ‘em. Goblins ain’t known for being very mindful of their surroundings. Besides, there’s some bickerin’ going on. There’s about a dozen of ‘em, I reckon.”

I nodded slowly. “We can take a dozen. Let’s go deal with these intruders.”
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The crunch of the snow beneath our boots faded into silence as we halted behind a dense thicket of evergreens, their branches laden with fresh powder. I held up a hand, signaling for Leigh and Celeste to hold position. Fuzzyfur, his white fur blending seamlessly with the winter landscape, crouched low beside Leigh, his ears pricked forward and alert.

Peering through the gaps in the foliage, I could see the goblin and kobold encampment sprawling before us, a haphazard collection of tents and makeshift shelters. It was right where Leigh had said it would be.

The air was thick with the acrid smell of smoke from their fires, mixing with the sharp tang of unwashed bodies and rotting food. Leigh wrinkled her nose in disgust.

“There’s more of ‘em than I first saw,” she whispered, her breath puffing out in a cloud of vapor. “Must be a scout party that returned.”

I nodded grimly, my eyes scanning the perimeter of the camp.

Patrols of goblins and kobolds meandered through the snow, their movements erratic but watchful. They seemed on edge, as if expecting trouble. I counted at least four groups, each consisting of five to six individuals armed with crude weapons — rusted swords, dented maces, and makeshift spears.

“We can’t take them head-on,” I murmured, my mind racing to formulate a plan. “We need to gather more information first.”

Celeste, her green eyes narrowed in concentration, pointed towards a larger tent set slightly apart from the others. “That must be where their leader is,” she said softly. “If we can get closer, we might be able to overhear something useful.”

I hesitated, weighing the risks. Moving closer to the encampment meant a higher chance of detection, but without more intel, we were flying blind as to what this new threat was about. I glanced at Leigh and Celeste, seeing the determination etched on their faces. They were ready for whatever came next.

“Alright,” I said finally, making my decision. “We’ll try to get closer. But we need a distraction first.”

Leigh’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Leave that to me and Fuzzy,” she said, patting the Winter Wolf’s head affectionately. “We’ll give ‘em somethin’ to chase.”

I nodded, trusting in Leigh’s ability to create a diversion without being seen. She and Fuzzyfur melted into the shadows of the forest, disappearing from view within seconds.

Celeste and I waited tensely, our breath clouding in the frigid air. The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness, each second feeling like an eternity. I could feel the adrenaline thrumming through my veins, my muscles coiled and ready for action.

Suddenly, a commotion erupted from the far side of the encampment. Shouts and curses filled the air as goblins and kobolds scrambled towards the disturbance, their weapons drawn. I caught a glimpse of white fur darting between the tents, leading the patrol on a merry chase.

“That’s our cue,” I whispered to Celeste. “Let’s move.”

We crept forward, using the chaos of the distraction to mask our approach. The snow muffled our footsteps as we darted from tree to tree, our movements quick and precise. My heart pounded in my chest, the blood roaring in my ears.

As we drew closer to the leader’s tent, the voices from within became clearer. I strained to make out the words, catching snippets of conversation carried on the wind.

“...need more weapons...”

“...the elves and humans suspect nothing...”

“...the master will be pleased...”

I exchanged a worried glance with Celeste. Whatever the goblins and kobolds were planning, it didn’t bode well for the safety of Gladdenfield or the surrounding homesteads.

Just then, a twig snapped behind us. I whirled around, my rifle raised, only to see Leigh and Fuzzyfur emerging from the undergrowth. Leigh’s face was flushed with exertion, her breath coming in short gasps.

“We gotta go,” she panted, her eyes wide. “They’re comin’ back this way.”

I nodded, gesturing for us to fall back. We retreated swiftly, putting distance between ourselves and the encampment before the patrols could return.

As we regrouped in a small clearing, I could see the worry etched on Leigh and Celeste’s faces. The information we had gleaned, though fragmented, painted a troubling picture.

“We need to warn the others,” I said grimly. “This may be bigger than we realize.”

Leigh expelled another breath, nodding her agreement. “Gladdenfield needs to know too. Mayor Wilhelm would want to be informed about some sort of attack.”

I gave a grim nod. “But first, we need to deal with this camp. We can’t leave the goblins free to roam like this.”

“But how?” Celeste ventured. “There are so many of them.”

I grinned. “What do goblins and kobolds have in common?” I asked.

Leigh was first to reply. “Small?”

I nodded. “Yeah, and?”

“They’re cowards,” Celeste put in, her face set with contempt for the age-old enemies of her race.

“Exactly,” I said. “We hit them from all sides, and they’ll panic. It means spreading ourselves a little thin, but my summons will help.”

The girls exchanged a look before they smiled and nodded. I smiled with pride at their combat readiness before I quickly drew a map of the camp in the snow and set out everybody’s part to play.


Chapter 38

The frosty forest air seemed to crackle with tension as we prepared to strike the goblin encampment. I called forth my guardians, summoning their power to aid us in the coming battle.

With swift spells, I assigned each guardian to an Aquana avatar and a storm elemental, forming trios of formidable magical might. To top it off, I evolved them all. Sure, it took 108 Mana, but we would need what we could muster for this fight, and I gulped down five homemade mana potions, nearly gagging at the fifth.

We positioned them silently around the edges of the goblin camp, our movements careful and precise, like chess pieces being placed on a board. Each trio, ready to unleash devastation at my command.

Beside me, Celeste moved with the silent grace of an elven warrior, her steps light and sure despite the snow. She gripped her two-handed sword with easy familiarity, the blade gleaming with a promise of the carnage to come. Her green eyes were hard and focused, betraying no hint of fear or hesitation.

Leigh crouched nearby, one hand resting on the grizzled fur of Fuzzyfur’s neck. The massive winter wolf seemed to blend into the snowy backdrop, his white coat rendering him nearly invisible. Leigh’s other hand hovered near her revolver, fingers flexing in anticipation. Her baby blue eyes darted restlessly over the camp, marking targets and gauging distances with a sharpshooter’s practiced ease.

On Fuzzyfur’s other side, the hulking form of the larroling loomed, its tusks and fur plating dusted with snow. Icy vapor streamed from its nostrils as it breathed, great plumes of steam hanging in the frigid air. The beast pawed at the ground with a huge clawed foot, its beady eyes glinting with eagerness for the coming violence.

I met the gazes of the women, seeing my own steely determination reflected back at me. With a nod, I gave the signal to begin. The guardians surged forward as one, a wave of shimmering magical energy rolling toward the unsuspecting goblins.

A heartbeat later, the sharp crack of Leigh’s revolver shattered the morning stillness. The shot echoed through the trees, sending a flock of birds scattering from the branches in a flurry of beating wings.

In the same instant, I sighted down my rifle at a goblin sentry. The creature had just enough time to look up in surprise before my bullet struck it squarely between the eyes. Gore splattered the snow as the goblin crumpled, its corpse toppling backward into the campfire with a shower of sparks.

Screams and shouts of alarm rang out as the camp exploded into sudden chaos. Goblins and kobolds came boiling out of their crude shelters, snatching up weapons and scrambling to respond to the attack. Yet at the same time, confusion and cowardice struck, and the creatures screeched, bawled, and bumped into one another. Only a few formed a cohesive line.

A moment later, Celeste hit that ragged line like a thunderbolt, her sword flashing in the cold light as she carved a path of ruin through their ranks. The blade seemed to be everywhere at once, cleaving through leather and crude iron with equal ease. Throwing herself into the heart of the enemy force, she became the center of a storm of desperate violence as the goblins swarmed her.

Off to the right, Fuzzyfur and the larroling smashed into the flank of the goblin force, scattering foes like ninepins and relieving Celeste. The Winter Wolf seized a kobold in his jaws, shaking the flailing creature like a chew toy. Bones crunched, and blood sprayed across the snow. The larroling crashed through their makeshift barricades, impaling goblins on its tusks and trampling others beneath its bulk.

Arrows and crossbow bolts glanced off the guardians’ stony hide as the goblins tried in vain to halt their implacable advance. But the behemoths barely seemed to notice the projectiles as they waded deeper into the enemy force, leaving a trail of twisted bodies in their wake.

Beyond the larroling, I glimpsed Leigh as she wove through the descending mayhem, her revolver bucking in her hand as she fired shot after shot into the enemy ranks. Her rounds punched goblins off their feet in sprays of blood, blasting holes in their ranks even as she kept healing the larroling and Fuzzyfur.

All around the clearing, my summons sowed destruction with ruthless efficiency. Jagged forks of lightning crackled from the hands of the storm elementals, leaping from one goblin to the next and leaving blackened husks in their wake. The Aquana avatars strode through the carnage, their shimmering liquid forms dealing death to our foes. The elemental creatures swung their fists in sweeping arcs, each blow carrying the force of a crashing wave, smashing goblins to the ground in crumpled heaps.

I dropped another goblin with a shot from my rifle, then quickly pivoted to shoot a kobold that was lining up a shot at Celeste’s back. It yelped and fell into one of the campfires. The stench of charred flesh joined the coppery tang of spilled blood in the air.

“Keep pushing!” I shouted over the clamor, my words nearly lost in the din of clashing steel and crackling energies. “Don’t give them a chance to regroup!”

A moment later, I cast my Summon Drakeflight spell, calling forth three fire drakes. They roared as they circled above my head once. Then, at my command, the dragons brought fire and claws on our enemies. The kobolds — who worshiped dragons — seemed to take this as an ill omen, and many of them hardly resisted as my drakes burnt them to a crisp.

Leigh’s voice rose in furious approval as she vaulted a fallen log, her revolver barking out another string of shots. Fuzzyfur bounded past her in a streak of white, headed for a mob of kobolds that were trying to form a shieldwall, Frost-rimmed jaws gaped as the beast hurled himself at their line, a white monolith of muscle and fury.

At the center of the enemy force, I saw Celeste dancing between three hulking hobgoblins that had managed to surround her. Her blade was a lethal blur of silver, leaving glowing afterimages in the air as she parried and riposted with breathtaking speed. The hobgoblins dwarfed the slender elf, but she wove between their slashing swords with acrobatic grace, amber hair whipping with her movements. One of the brutes lunged at her with a punishing overhand chop but she pirouetted beneath the blow, her blade licking out to open the hobgoblin’s belly in a glistening rope of viscera.

For a few seconds more the doomed creature flailed, trying to stuff its organs back into the gaping wound, before Celeste’s whirling blade sheared through its neck in a crimson spray. Even as the hobgoblin’s head was spinning away through the air, the elf maid was flowing into her next attack, her sword stabbing out to pierce the second hobgoblin’s heart. The burly warrior had only an instant to goggle down at the blade protruding from its chest before Celeste spun in a circle, wrenching the sword free in another fountain of gore.

The third hobgoblin bellowed in rage and swung its notched blade at Celeste’s neck. The elf threw herself into a backward roll, narrowly avoiding decapitation as the sword hissed over her head. She came up in a crouch and then lunged forward again, ramming her blade through the hobgoblin’s gut with such force that the gleaming tip burst from the creature’s back in a welter of blood. The mortally wounded hobgoblin managed one last gurgling curse before Celeste kicked it off her blade, leaving it to slump into the churned snow.

All around the camp, I saw the enemy forces wavering on the verge of rout as they watched their comrades being cut down in droves. Fear had crept into their crude faces now, their will to fight draining in the face of our relentless onslaught.

In a matter of minutes, it was over. The goblin and kobold forces lay scattered and broken, the snow of the clearing churned to a scarlet slurry with their blood. Ragged cheers went up from my companions as they surveyed the carnage, their faces bright with the thrill of hard-fought victory.

It was then that I spotted a strange idol at the edge of the clearing, crudely fashioned in the likeness of a gigantic and terrible dragon.

Father…

It attracted all of us like a gruesome magnet, and we all studied the object with disgust.

“So, he has finally come,” I said.

Celeste nodded. “If he has sent his enforcers this far ahead, then he will surely strike soon.”

“Then we just need to strike faster,” Leigh said, and I couldn’t agree more.

As silence fell over the clearing again, Celeste turned to me, her face streaked with blood and soot. “We did well today,” she said, her voice soft but firm. “But this is far from over. We must warn the others of what we found here.”

Leigh nodded her agreement, reloading her revolver with deft movements. “The folks back home need to know. Everybody’s got to be ready for what’s comin’.”

I met their gazes, seeing the steely determination there, the unshakable resolve. In that moment, I knew that whatever challenges lay ahead, we would face them as one.

“You’re right,” I said, my words heavy with grim certainty. “This was just the first step. We’ve got to be ready for whatever comes next.”


Chapter 39

The eerie stillness that settled over the devastated goblin encampment felt almost suffocating in the aftermath of the ferocious battle.

Tendrils of smoke from the extinguished campfires curled lazily into the chill air, carrying with them the acrid stench of spilled blood and charred flesh. Everywhere I looked, the once pristine snow lay trampled and churned into a muddy ruin, littered with the crumpled bodies of our slain foes.

I stood amidst the carnage, my chest still heaving from exertion, my skin slick with sweat despite the biting cold. As the rush of battle drained away, a grim mood settled over me like a shroud. We had won a decisive victory here today, but the discovery of Father’s influence among these marauding creatures cast a pall over any sense of triumph.

Celeste moved to my side, her sword still gripped tightly in one hand, the blade streaked with gore. Her emerald eyes scanned the clearing warily, as if expecting some new threat to leap out from behind every tree and boulder. I could practically feel the tension radiating off her in waves.

“We need to search the camp,” she said, her voice low and urgent. “If Father’s reach has extended this far, there’s no telling what other plots may be unfolding around us.”

I nodded grimly, my jaw clenched. “Agreed. Let’s check the command tent first. If there’s any information to be found about their plans or numbers, it will be there.”

Leigh joined us, Fuzzyfur padding silently at her heels. The giant wolf’s normally pristine white coat was matted with blood, his muzzle stained crimson. Despite the savagery of his appearance, the beast’s ice-blue eyes held a keen intelligence as he surveyed the scene.

“I don’t like this one bit,” Leigh muttered, absently running a hand over the grizzled fur of Fuzzyfur’s neck. “If Father’s got his hooks into the local monster population, things are liable to get a whole lot messier around here.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I agreed, my tone grim. “Come on, let’s see what we can find.”

With a shared look of determination, we made our way across the clearing toward the commander’s tent. The structure was crudely stitched together from mismatched hides and pelts, lashed to a frame of bowed wooden poles. Dark stains spattered the entrance flap, some of them looking unsettlingly fresh.

The commander had been one of the first to fall. Unlike the orc warchiefs, goblin commanders were not skilled combatants but rather shrewd planners.

I reached out and pushed aside the flap, revealing the dim interior beyond. The air inside the tent was thick and close, heavy with the mingled scents of unwashed bodies, rancid food, and something sharper, more metallic. Blood.

The tent was sparsely furnished, with piles of filthy bedding heaped in one corner and a rickety table dominating the center of the room. Upon the table, a scattering of maps and scraps of parchment lay weighted down by a battered tankard and the half-gnawed remnants of some unidentifiable meal.

I stepped closer, my eyes roving over the disorganized clutter. Most of the maps were crude and unlabeled, depicting what appeared to be the surrounding forest and mountains. Numerous spots on each map had been marked with bold Xs, the significance of which wasn’t immediately clear.

“Supply caches? Hideouts?” Celeste mused aloud, leaning in to peer at one of the maps more closely. Her slender fingers traced over the inked marks, as if trying to divine some pattern or purpose.

“Or targets,” I said, my words heavy with dread. A chill ran down my spine at the thought of how many innocents could be in danger if my suspicion proved correct. And indeed, most of those marked places were strategic locations for anyone who would seek to get a strong foothold in the area.

Leigh rifled through the remaining scrolls and papers, her movements quick and purposeful. Fuzzyfur nosed at a pile of discarded bones in the corner, his lip curling back from his fangs in evident disgust.

“Most of this is just inventory lists and duty rosters,” Leigh said, frustration creeping into her voice. “Nothing that points to any kind of larger plan or… wait.” She paused, her eyes widening as she snatched up a small scrap of parchment that had been hidden beneath a stained map. “Look at this.”

I moved to her side, peering over her shoulder at the cramped, spidery script scrawled across the parchment. The words were written in the crude pidgin language of the goblins, but between the three of us, we were able to decipher the general meaning.

“Troop numbers,” I said, my heart sinking as I scanned the tally marks. “Weapons and supplies. It looks like they were gearing up for something big.”

“But what?” Celeste asked, her brow furrowed with worry. “An attack on one of the local settlements? Gladdenfield, perhaps?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted, my thoughts racing. “But I intend to find out.” I tucked the parchment into my coat, my expression hardening with resolve. I knew I would have to get this information to Mayor Wilhelm as soon as possible.

We searched the rest of the camp thoroughly but found no further clues as to the goblins’ ultimate intent. Everywhere we looked, we found more evidence of Father’s influence — crudely carved bone talismans bearing his sigil, scraps of scripture extolling his dark glory. The sight of it all filled me with a simmering rage.

As we made our way out of the last tent, I paused, my gaze sweeping over the scene of carnage one final time. The bodies of the fallen goblins lay where they had fallen, their blood staining the snow. Part of me wanted to burn the entire camp to ash, to erase every last trace of their foul presence from the land.

But I knew that would be a futile gesture. The rot went far deeper than a single encampment — Father’s malign influence had taken root in the hearts and minds of his followers. Burning a few tents and bodies would do little to stem the tide of darkness.

Celeste laid a hand on my shoulder, her touch gentle but firm. “We should return to the homestead,” she said softly. “Share what we’ve learned. Prepare for what may come.”

I nodded, tearing my gaze away from the battlefield. “You’re right. Let’s go home.”
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By the time the homestead came into view, my mind had gone over the battle and its ramifications in great detail. The sight of the sturdy log walls and gently curling smoke from the smokehouse calmed and relieved me, but the matter was still very urgent.

We strode through the door, the warmth of the hearth washing over us like a physical force. Diane was on her feet in an instant, baby Lucas cradled in her arms. Her sapphire eyes widened as she took in our haggard, bloodstained appearance.

“What happened?” she asked, her voice tight with concern. “Are you all right?”

“We’re fine,” I assured her, smiling as I first kissed her, then little Lucas. “But we found something out there. Something bad.”

Yeska rose from her spot by the fire, her expression grave. “Tell us everything.”

And so we did. The words poured out of me in a torrent as I recounted the events of the day — the discovery of the goblin camp, the battle that had ensued, the disturbing evidence of Father’s hand in it all.

As I spoke, I watched the faces of my family grow increasingly somber. Diane clutched Lucas closer to her chest, as if she could shield him from the gathering storm through force of will alone. Yeska’s jaw clenched, her eyes hardening with a fierce determination.

“We’ll send word to Caldwell at first light,” I finished, my voice rough with exhaustion and pent-up emotion. “He needs to know what we’re up against. We’ll have Randal or Darny deliver a message. How are the elves? Can they travel?”

“Yes,” Celeste said. “They have recovered thanks to your healing potions.”

“Good,” I said. “We’ll send them to Gladdenfield by road. Goblins won’t dare to attack the main road. At least, not yet… The elves can inform Mayor Wilhelm, and the mayor can send a message to Caldwell. I expect we’ll be summoned for a meeting. In the meantime, we’ll reinforce the homestead as best we can. Widen the patrols, set up some early warning measures in case they try to hit us here.”

Celeste nodded, her gaze distant as she absently traced the pommel of her sword. “We will all chip in to do patrol duty.”

“I’ll help with the patrols as well,” Leigh chimed in, her tone brooking no argument. “Me and Fuzzyfur can cover a lot of ground, keep an eye out for any suspicious activity.”

I looked around at their resolute faces, feeling a swell of pride and love so fierce it almost hurt. These were my people, my family. Come what may, we would stand together.

“Then it’s settled,” I said, injecting my voice with confidence. “We’ll do whatever it takes to keep our home safe. And if Father thinks he can march his darkness into our lands unopposed, he’s got another thing coming.”

There were nods all around, grim smiles and clenched fists. The battle lines had been drawn, the gauntlet thrown down. We would need to gather our allies and inform them. I felt a surge of gratitude not just for my girls, but for the many friends and allies I had made in these lands over the past months.

And as I looked into the eyes of my loved ones, I knew one thing with unshakable certainty — we would win this. We would fight with every ounce of strength and courage we possessed, and we would win.

This was our home, and we would defend it. We would send word to Gladdenfield and Caldwell in New Springfield, and we would rally our defenses.


Chapter 40

The sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon, casting a warm, golden glow over Gladdenfield Outpost as we made our way to Mayor Wilhelm’s house. Diane walked beside me, her steps steady as she kept baby Lucas bundled up against her. Celeste, Leigh, and Yeska followed close behind.

As we approached the mayor’s well-maintained house, its rich exterior standing out against the rustic backdrop of the outpost, a sense of anticipation hung in the air. The mayor’s assistant, a sprightly woman with a friendly face, greeted us at the door with a warm smile.

“Welcome, Mr. Wilson and company,” she said, ushering us through the opulent foyer. “Mayor Wilhelm and Caldwell are expecting you in the meeting room.”

We followed her into a spacious room adorned with fine furniture, a large table at its center clearly prepared for our discussion. Caldwell stood by the window, his hands clasped behind his back, his steel-colored eyes reflecting the light from the dying sun as he turned to face us.

Mayor Wilhelm, resplendent in one of his signature silk waistcoats, rose from his seat with a broad smile. “Ah, my dear friends!” he exclaimed, his voice booming with genuine warmth. “By Jove, it’s heartening to see you all in these trying times.”

Pleasantries were exchanged as we took our seats around the table, the weight of the situation mixing with the anticipation of what was about to be discussed. Finally, Caldwell cleared his throat, drawing our attention.

“I believe we’re all aware of the recent troubling events near David’s homestead,” he began, his voice carrying a gravity that demanded attention. “Goblins and kobolds, emboldened in ways we’ve rarely seen before.”

I nodded solemnly, meeting Caldwell’s gaze. “They weren’t just roaming aimlessly. It felt coordinated, planned. And it wasn’t far from here,” I added, glancing at Mayor Wilhelm, whose usually jovial expression had turned to one of genuine concern. “And the idol of the dragon that surely represented Father told us much.”

Caldwell nodded. “It surprises me that his forces have snuck past Lord Vartlebeck’s scouts out of Ironfast. It would seem this dragon is more cunning than I would have expected.”

Mayor Wilhelm nodded nervously. “And we stand little chance against such a creature.”

Caldwell leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table as he locked eyes with me. “David, your leadership during this ordeal has not gone unnoticed. Your strategic thinking, your ability to lead... It’s exactly what we need right now.”

Mayor Wilhelm interjected, his tone turning serious. “I must admit, my skills do not extend to the military realm. The safety of Gladdenfield and its people is above all, and I, um, welcome any assistance you can provide, David.”

Caldwell continued, his voice steady with conviction. “I propose appointing David as a defense counselor to Mayor Wilhelm. With David’s expertise and a company of Frontier Division soldiers I’m making available, we can formulate a robust defense plan for Gladdenfield.”

The room fell silent as everyone processed Caldwell’s words. I looked around the table, at the faces of those I held dear.

Mayor Wilhelm broke the silence, his voice filled with eagerness. “Absolutely splendid idea, Caldwell! I am in full agreement. David, your guidance in these trying times would be most beneficial.”

Diane met my gaze, her sapphire eyes reflecting a mixture of pride and apprehension. Celeste and Yeska, their expressions resolute, nodded in agreement, ready to support whatever was needed. Leigh gave me an encouraging smile, her baby blue eyes sparkling with confidence.

I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the responsibility settling on my shoulders. It was a challenge I was ready to face, for the safety of our home and the people of Gladdenfield. “I accept,” I said, my voice steady with resolve. “We’ll start by assessing Gladdenfield’s current defenses, then work on bolstering them. The threat is real, and we must be prepared.”

Caldwell nodded. “Very good,” he said.

“But,” I added, raising a finger, “I think we need to acknowledge the reality, which is that frontier towns with wooden palisades and small detachments of soldiers and guards stand little chance of defeating a dragon. Even high-level adventurers like myself, Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska would struggle. I think the key to defeating Father is to get the drop on him…”

My women nodded and murmured agreement.

“So,” I concluded. “We need to prepare, yes — but ultimately, we need to take initiative. Take the fight to Father before he can strike.”
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The room settled into a heavy silence as my words hung in the air. I felt the weight of everyone’s gazes on me.

I drew in a deep breath, the gravity of the responsibility pressing against my chest. Yet, within that weight, a spark of determination ignited. I met Caldwell’s steel-gray eyes, holding his gaze steadily.

“You’re right, David,” he said, his voice measured yet firm. “With what we’ve seen, sitting back isn’t an option.”

I nodded, gathering my thoughts for a moment. “But we can’t act blindly,” I said. “We need more intelligence. We need to know where he’s lairing or — if he’s still underway — going to lair.”

Mayor Wilhelm leaned forward, his elbows resting on the polished table. The usual jovial glint in his eyes had been replaced by a somber intensity. “David, your insight has never led us astray,” he admitted, his voice tinged with a touch of weariness. “What do you propose?”

I stood up, my chair scraping against the wooden floor. Pacing to the window, I gazed out at the town below, the weight of its safety resting heavily on my shoulders.

“First,” I explained, turning back to face the room, “we send a messenger to Ironfast — inform Lord Vartlebeck of the goblins and kobolds coming from the Shimmering Peaks and bypassing his patrols. Something doesn’t add up there. We need more vigilance from the dwarves at Ironfast.”

Caldwell nodded, his fingers steepled beneath his chin. “Agreed. Vartlebeck will need to tighten his patrols, perhaps even scout the Shimmering Peaks himself. We can’t afford any gaps in our defenses.”

Diane shifted Lucas in her arms, her sapphire eyes filled with a mixture of concern and determination. “David,” she said softly, her voice carrying across the room, “what about the homesteaders? They’re vulnerable out there.”

I met her gaze, seeing the unspoken fear in her eyes. The thought of any harm coming to our family, to our home, sent a chill down my spine.

“You’re right, Diane,” I acknowledged, my voice gentle yet resolute. “We need to increase our own scouting efforts. The Frontier Division soldiers stationed here could patrol the outskirts. And,” I turned to Mayor Wilhelm, “it might be wise to issue a warning to all homesteaders in the area. They need to be vigilant.”

Mayor Wilhelm nodded, his brow furrowed with the weight of the decision. “Yes, yes, of course. We must ensure the safety of all our citizens, both within Gladdenfield and beyond.”

Leigh leaned forward, her eyes sharp and focused. “That’s all well and good, but what about your immediate defenses here in Gladdenfield? If something slips through, y’all need to be ready. And we ain’t talkin’ dragons — just a sizeable force o’ goblins could wreak havoc.”

Celeste nodded in agreement, her emerald gaze intense. “Leigh is right. You should consider fortifying your structures, creating an evacuation plan to New Springfield, and,” she glanced at Mayor Wilhelm, “perhaps holding a town meeting to educate everyone on what to do in case of an attack.”

Mayor Wilhelm sighed heavily, his shoulders sagging under the burden of responsibility. “You’re all proposing a considerable escalation in our defenses. I must admit, I’m overwhelmed by the magnitude of it all, but I see the necessity.” He turned to his assistant, his voice firm. “Please, send word to Ironfast immediately. And arrange for a town meeting — the sooner the better.”

The assistant nodded crisply and exited the room, leaving us in a tense silence. I could feel the weight of the task ahead pressing down on me, the uncertainty of what the future held. But as I looked around the room, at the determined faces of my family and friends, I felt a surge of strength.

Celeste reached out and squeezed my hand, her touch a silent reassurance. Even little Lucas, nestled in Diane’s arms, seemed to sense the gravity of the moment, his babbling quieted as if he, too, understood the importance of what was at stake.

We were standing at the precipice of something unknown, something that threatened the very fabric of our peaceful existence. But in that moment, surrounded by the unwavering support of those I loved, I knew we would face whatever challenges lay ahead with courage and determination.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice steady despite the emotions swirling within me. “Thank you for your trust and your willingness to stand together in the face of this threat. We will do whatever it takes to keep Gladdenfield safe, to protect the lives and homes of all who reside here.”

As the meeting drew to a close, a sense of unity and determination filled the room. We knew the path ahead would be fraught with challenges, but we were ready to face them head-on.


Chapter 41

The next few days were hectic, to say the least. As winter deepened, I spent most of my time at Gladdenfield to assist in the fortifications of the town. It was heartening to see how the homesteaders from around the area volunteered resources so we could reinforce the palisade and the gates and build more watchtowers.

At the same time, the reinforcements Caldwell promised from the Frontier Division arrived. Several strong men, elves, and dwarves out of New Springfield whom I quickly briefed on the area — assisted by Diane and Leigh — before we set up a patrol roster. With the reinforcements, it was even possible to have a patrol check up on most of the homesteads every two or three days.

My duergar were of vital importance for the construction effort. Soon, the reinforced palisade rose around the town with higher watchtowers. We cleared most of the forest in the direct vicinity of town — not just for the lumber but for visibility as well.

After about a week, the frontier town was looking more like an old wooden fort out of a Western movie, and the people were getting more confident. There had been a few skirmishes with goblins and kobolds, but no major force had made an incursion.

With affairs in order, I returned to the homestead, happy to be with my family again. Most of the girls had joined me one or two times in Gladdenfield Outpost, but when I returned in the morning, I could see they had been pretty busy themselves!

Smiling and laughing, exchanging conspiratory glances with one another, Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska led me into the house we had built for my grandparents. And soon enough, I saw that all the interior work had been done.

“Girls, this is amazing!” I exclaimed, taking in the neat wooden floors and the fine wallpaper on the walls. “Grandpa and Grandma are going to love this place!”

I was amazed at the level of detail. Apparently, the girls had been paying attention when, during some of our evening conversations by the fireplace, I had described my grandparents’ old farm in Kentucky. The wallpaper was almost an exact match.

“We want them to feel right at home,” Celeste said.

“So, we made it look like their own place!” Diane added, cradling Lucas.

“No Kentucky moonshine still, though,” Leigh hummed with a feigned pout, and we all chuckled at that.

“And now, we need to see about the interior,” Yeska said, placing a slender finger against her plump bottom lip as she looked around.

Diane, cradling a content Lucas, spoke, her sapphire eyes thoughtful. “For the layout, I was thinking we should prioritize comfort and accessibility. A comfy bedroom…”

Celeste nodded, her amber hair catching the light. “Agreed. And for furnishings, pieces that are both inviting and functional. I’ve started a list,” she said, holding up a notepad filled with her elegant script.

Leigh bounced on her heels, energy undiminished. “Ooh, and for colors, I’m thinking warm and cozy. Throw pillows, wall art that brings the outside in. What do you think, Yeska?”

Yeska emerged from her thoughtful silence. “Personal touches, too. Something that reminds them of Kentucky, their roots.”

I listened, warmth blooming in my chest. “You’re all spot on!”

As we delved into the details, Diane kept us organized, her planning skills invaluable. “Let’s not forget the practical aspects, too,” she reminded us.

“I think a reading nook by the east window would be perfect,” Celeste suggested, sketching a quick layout. “Somewhere cozy to curl up with a book.”

Leigh grinned. “With a soft blanket and one of those squashy armchairs, right? Ooh, and maybe a little side table for their tea.”

“That’s a great idea,” I agreed. “Grandpa loves his afternoon tea. And we could put some family photos on the mantle, a touch of home.”

Diane smiled softly. “They’ll love that. It’s the little things, isn’t it? The details that make a home.”

Soon enough, we had a solid plan in place. I had expected that — after all the hard work at Gladdenfield Outpost — I would be too tired to finish work on the house for my grandparents. But the girls reinvigorated me, and the work they had already done was amazing.

But there was also an urgency at the back of my mind. If we could finish work on the house, we could get my grandparents to come over and make the move. That would make it easier for us to range out with the full company; they could take care of Lucas.

Of course, it was great having them around for more reasons than those, but with the events on the horizon, it was time to make sure we had everything in order.
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Over the next few days, we focused completely on making my grandparents’ new home ready for them. By now, the cold of winter had settled deep into the bones of our homestead. It would soon recede to spring but for now, its icy fingers reached into every corner and crevice. Yet, within the walls of our small community, fires burned bright and kept the true cold at bay.

Each morning, we gathered around the kitchen table, hands wrapped around steaming mugs of coffee as we pored over the plans and sketches spread before us. Diane, ever the organizer, would survey the day’s tasks, her sapphire eyes sharp and focused.

“I think today we should prioritize the library nook,” she said one particularly frosty morning, tracing a finger along the outline of the space on the blueprint. “Your grandparents will want a cozy spot to enjoy their books.”

Celeste nodded, her amber hair catching the pale winter light. “I can start on the shelves,” she offered, her voice soft but sure. “I noticed some good, sturdy wood in the workshop that would be perfect.”

And so, we would set to our tasks, the labor a welcome respite from the gnawing worry about what news might come from Gladdenfield Outpost. The cold made every job just a bit harder, our fingers stiff and uncooperative, but there was a satisfaction in watching each piece of the house come together under our hands.

Leigh, bundled up against the chill, spent hours building a fence for the garden that would be visible from the grandparents’ bedroom window. “I want them to have something pretty to look at when they wake up,” she explained through puffs of frosty breath as she worked hard.

On the fifth day, the crunch of hoofbeats heralded the arrival of a messenger from Gladdenfield. We clustered around him, a young human man from the Frontier Division, as he handed over the latest reports. The news was good — no signs of impending attack, all quiet on the frontier. The collective exhale of relief was almost audible. We would have more time to finish our work here.

With that weight temporarily lifted from our shoulders, we threw ourselves into the work with renewed enthusiasm. Celeste, her artist’s soul inspired, began crafting a beautiful chandelier to hang over the dining table.

“It’ll cast the most wonderful light during their meals,” she mused, her slender fingers deftly weaving the delicate metal framework.

In the kitchen, Diane busied herself organizing the space for ease of use, her thoughtfulness evident in every placement. “I want them to be able to find everything they need,” she explained, setting cups and plates in easy reach. “Although I hope they’ll take dinner with us most nights.”

As the light faded each evening, we would gather around the hearth, letting the warmth of our little blaze and the comfort of each other’s company chase away the day’s exertions. Laughter and stories would mingle with the crackle of the flames as we discussed the next day’s plans, tossing around ideas like a friendly game of catch.

“Maybe some throw pillows for the reading nook?” Leigh suggested one night, her baby blue eyes sparkling in the firelight. “Something soft and cozy to snuggle into with a good book.”

“Oh, I like that,” Diane agreed, shifting a sleeping Lucas in her arms. “It sounds like they’re avid readers! We’ll need a lot of books.”

I chuckled. “Well, they have plenty of those back home. By the time they come over, I’m sure they’ll bring it all!”

We continued our work diligently for a whole week, and we made two trips to New Springfield during that time to pick up supplies and furniture. I also rode down to Gladdenfield Outpost once to check on the defenses. Mayor Wilhelm — lacking tactical insights — was still very good at making sure the work was getting done, and I was pleased to see that Gladdenfield Outpost was as ready as it could be.

Of course, a dragon attack would be way above the town’s pay grade to handle, but at least they would be able to stave off a raid by goblins or kobolds. I found satisfaction in that.
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When the week came to an end, the house was finally done, furnished, and awaiting my grandparents’ arrival. I glanced around at Diane, Celeste, Leigh, and Yeska, each of whom had played a crucial part in turning this house into a home.

“You know,” I began, my voice filled with a depth of gratitude, “I can’t thank you all enough for this. You all went the extra mile to make sure my grandparents would feel at home here.”

Diane shifted Lucas in her arms, the little boy gurgling softly as he looked around with wide, curious eyes. She smiled softly, her sapphire gaze meeting mine. “It was a labor of love. Your grandparents mean so much to all of us. Seeing their reaction when they arrive... That’s going to be the real reward.”

Celeste nodded, her amber hair catching the warm light filtering through the windows. “We’re all looking forward to their arrival,” she said with a soft smile.

Together, we walked through the house, admiring the results of our work. In the kitchen, Diane pointed out the neat and practical layout, with open shelves that she had insisted on. “I wanted everything to be easily accessible for them,” she explained, running her hand along the smooth wood.

The reading nook by the east window was bathed in the soft afternoon light, complete with a shelf filled with books and a comfortable armchair. I paused, envisioning my grandfather settled in, lost in a good book. “This nook is going to be Grandpa’s favorite spot, I bet.”

Leigh chuckled, perched on the arm of the chair. She reached out, nudging a soft, squashy pillow into a more comfortable position. “And look, my throw pillows made the cut! I figured they’d need something cozy to snuggle into during those long reading sessions.”

Yeska ran her hand along the back of the dining room chairs, a warm smile on her face. “You can just feel it, can’t you? This place... It’s like a warm hug, wrapping around you the moment you walk in.”

As the sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the room, we gathered again in the living room. Settling onto the comfortable furniture, our conversation flowed easily, underlined with a shared sense of accomplishment.

I leaned back, my gaze taking in the faces of my companions. “You know, we made this happen in the middle of winter, no less. With everything going on, the uncertainty we’ve been facing... This project, it’s given us something to focus on, something tangible and lasting.”

Diane nodded, her eyes on Lucas, who had finally succumbed to sleep in her arms. “It’s a foundation for more memories, more moments together. Seeing Lucas grow up, having your grandparents here...”

Leigh grinned, her baby-blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “And just think of all the stories Grandpa is gonna tell, sitting right here in this living room! I can’t wait to hear ‘em all.”

Celeste chuckled softly. “Oh, I have a feeling there will be plenty of those. And we’ll be right here, listening and adding our own stories to the mix.”

As we sat there, the day slowly turning to evening outside the windows of the cozy, warm house, a sense of contentment settled over us. It was a simple moment, but deep down, I knew it was a prelude to many more.

The room fell into a comfortable silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts but connected by the love and warmth that surrounded us. Lucas stirred slightly in Diane’s arms, a tiny hand reaching out as if to touch the very essence of the moment.

And as we sat there, laughter and conversation living between once more, I experienced a sense of deep gratitude and love for these incredible women who had become my family.


Chapter 42

The evening after we completed the work on my grandparents’ house, we all retreated to the living room. After freshening up and enjoying a dinner of Celeste’s perfect hithmiul, I tidied up the living room and made sure the blaze in the fireplace was of the right temperature so we could relax for a bit and recover from all the hard work we’d done.

The warmth of the fire cut through the evening chill, encasing us in a bubble of comfort that made me feel right at home. Diane returned to her seat after putting Lucas down in his crib for the night, tucking a stray lock of raven hair behind her ear as she settled back in. She caught my eye and smiled, her sapphire gaze filled with a soft, contented glow that made my heart swell.

As we always did on evenings like these, we spoke and laughed and shared stories, the subjects meandering from the cozy decor choices we had made in my grandparents’ new home to the dreams and aspirations each of us held close. Celeste spoke of her ambitions to cultivate an orchard that could rival the beauty of the elven lands she had left behind, her melodic voice painting a vivid picture of fragrant blooms and verdant foliage.

“I want to create a space of tranquility and growth,” she mused, her emerald eyes distant with the vision. “A place where we can find peace amidst the chaos and watch new life flourish under our care.”

Leigh chuckled, the sound warm and rich as honey. “Speaking of new life, maybe I should finally learn a recipe that doesn’t end with something charred beyond recognition,” she quipped, her baby blue eyes sparkling with self-deprecating humor. “I’m sure once Lucas starts on solid foods, he’ll appreciate a meal that doesn’t double as a brick!”

Laughter rippled through the room at her jest, the sound mingling with the crackle of the flames in a symphony of contentment. Yeska, quiet but attentive as always, leaned forward, her cat-like ears perked with interest.

“I’d love to get a bigger library collection,” she shared softly, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Life on the road has always deprived me of... weighty things like books. I would love to have a collection and learn as much as I can, especially about magic.”

I felt my heart swell with love and pride as I listened to their hopes and dreams. In that moment, surrounded by the warmth of the fire and the even greater warmth of their presence, I was struck by an overwhelming surge of affection and trust in these incredible women who had become my family.

“Well,” I began, “I can’t think of anything I’d love more than seeing each of your dreams become a reality here.”

Diane reached over, her slender hand finding mine and giving it a gentle squeeze. “And yours,” she added softly, her sapphire eyes shimmering with unshed tears of joy.

“Mine already are,” I said. “I never dared hope for a life like this when I was still in the rat race in New Springfield, back before I had my Class. This life is already what I want it to be.”

The women all melted a little at that confession, and Diane cuddled up against me. “Such a sweet thing to say,” she hummed.

I grinned and patted her hand as I suggested, “How about a little drink right here by the fireplace? To warm us up and toast to our futures together?”

The suggestion was met with immediate approval, delighted grins and enthusiastic nods all around.

“Ooh, yes!” Leigh exclaimed, bouncing slightly in her seat with excitement. “A fireside nightcap sounds perfect!”

As Celeste rose gracefully to fetch glasses and Yeska moved to select a bottle of spirits, Leigh’s eyes suddenly sparkled with mischief.

“Speakin’ of warming up, remember that time Diane and I tried to give you a massage, David? During the Aquana festival at the hot springs?” she asked, her tone laced with playful innuendo.

Diane laughed, the sound like the chime of silver bells. “As I recall, there was a lot more going on than actual massaging,” she reminisced fondly, her cheeks flushing a becoming pink at the memory.

I grinned, the recollection of that joyful, carefree day filling me with a delicious warmth that had nothing to do with the crackling fire. “True, but it had the same relaxing effect, right?” I teased, waggling my eyebrows exaggeratedly.

The room dissolved into mirthful laughter, the sound wrapping around us like a cozy blanket. As Celeste and Yeska returned, drinks in hand, the conversation naturally flowed into a good-natured debate about who among them was the true master of massage.

“Please, I have the magic touch,” Diane declared with a smirk, flexing her slender fingers dramatically. “These hands can turn even the most tense muscle into putty!”

Celeste arched a delicate brow, her emerald eyes gleaming with challenge. “Oh really? Care to put that claim to the test?” she purred, her melodic voice dropping an octave.

Yeska and Leigh exchanged a glance, their expressions caught between amusement and a playful competitiveness.

“A massage-off it is!” Leigh proclaimed, rubbing her hands together with exaggerated glee.

I looked between the four of them as they all turned to me with expectant, mischievous smiles, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, I suppose there’s only one fair way to settle this little debate,” I conceded, spreading my hands in mock surrender. “A proper trial seems to be in order!”

With a chorus of delighted giggles and playful shoves, they quickly cleared a small space on the plush rug before the fireplace. The flickering light danced across their faces, painting their expressions in an almost ethereal glow as they prepared for their impromptu competition.

“Lie down then, love,” Diane instructed with a smile that was equal parts tender and impish. “Let’s see who can melt away the day’s stresses the best!”

Shaking my head with an incredulous chuckle, I stretched out on the soft rug, pillowing my head on my folded arms. The fire’s warmth embraced me like a lover’s touch, the heat seeping deep into my bones as I relaxed into the gentle cradle of the floor.

“Alright, ladies,” I sighed contentedly, my lips curving into a smile. “Do your worst... or should I say your best?”

Their laughter, musical and bright, washed over me once more as they took turns kneading the kinks from my shoulders and back. Diane’s touch was feather-light yet sure, her slender fingers seeming to intuitively seek out every knot and tension.

“Mmm... okay, that’s definitely a strong start from Diane,” I mumbled appreciatively, my words muffled slightly by the rug.

Celeste was next, her hands strong and deft from years of wielding a sword. She applied a firm, steady pressure that bordered on the edge of exquisite pain before melting into a deep, luxurious relief. “Oh wow... Celeste coming in with a surprisingly effective technique...”

Leigh’s approach was playful and experimental, her touch alternating between teasing, fluttering caresses and deep, targeted pressure. “Leigh gets bonus points for creativity,” I chuckled, my body starting to feel like it was floating on a cloud of blissful relaxation.

Finally, Yeska’s nimble fingers danced across my skin, her touch whisper-soft yet precisely targeted. She seemed to instinctively follow the flow of my body’s energy, coaxing out every last bit of stress with an almost otherworldly skill.

Lost in a haze of boneless tranquility, I barely registered their expectant giggles as they finished, each one eagerly awaiting my verdict.

“Mmm... do I have to choose?” I mumbled dreamily, feeling utterly at peace. “You’re all winners in my book...”

Their laughter, warm and rich with affection, told me that they had expected nothing less.

“Well, then,” Leigh suggested. “If you can’t choose yet, baby, we’re gonna have to do a round two!”

I grinned and nodded. “Well, you girls will need to try your very best, then! Round two, begin!”


Chapter 43

“I’m going first,” Leigh hummed, and by the giggles from the other girls, the brief pause, and the rustle of fabric, I could tell she was planning something…

The warmth from the fireplace licked at my skin, a prelude to the heat that Leigh was about to bestow. Her slender fingers danced over my spine, deftly lifting my shirt and peeling it away with a teasing slowness that made every hair on my body stand on end in anticipation. I could feel her breath on my neck, hot and erratic, as she mounted me with a grace that only heightened the tension in the air.

“Relax,” she whispered, her voice husky and laden with promise. And then, her bare breasts pressed against my back, soft and full, the nipples hard points of delicious pressure that traced lines of fire down my flesh.

I groaned, a deep, guttural sound that spoke volumes of the pleasure coursing through me. The contrast of her smooth skin against my rougher surface was intoxicating, a sensation that had my cock stirring with eager need, though no part of me was ready for this dance to end.

“Leigh, you’re cheating!” Diane’s playful accusation broke through the haze of my lust, followed by a chorus of laughter from Celeste and Yeska.

“Am I?” Leigh’s voice was a tease, light and airy. “I just see it as takin’ the initiative. But by all means, don’t let me stop y’all. Try your own tricks.”

There was a rustle of fabric behind me, a symphony of disrobing that piqued my curiosity. I couldn’t help but turn my head, catching glimpses of creamy skin and flashes of lace hitting the floor.

My women — each stunning in their own right — were undressing, their movements deliberate and sensuous. They weren’t just shedding clothes; they were unveiling weapons in this seductive battle for my attention.

Diane’s curves spilled out like an invitation, Celeste’s lithe form moved with the fluidity of desire, and Yeska’s dark eyes promised secrets untold. Their nakedness was a visual feast, one I was all too eager to indulge in, and yet none of us rushed towards the culmination of our desires.

“Let’s see who really knows how to play,” Diane purred, her voice dripping with the promise of sinful pleasures. Her fingers traced the contours of my spine, each touch sending ripples of anticipation through my muscles.

I turned over on her command, lying back to take in the full glory of their nudity. The sight struck chords deep within me, and my cock was rock hard at the sight of their splendid forms.

Leigh gave a playful yelp as Diane suddenly pushed her shapely butt up to strip away my pants and boxers, exposing my throbbing cock to their hungry gazes. Their eyes shimmered with mischief, naughty lights that flickered like the fire’s own playful dance.

“My turn,” Diane whispered, straddling my hips in Leigh’s place.

“No fair!” Leigh laughed.

But Diane just gave a playful shrug. Her warm belly pressed against my erection, a tease of pressure that had my breath catching in my throat. She began massaging my chest, fingers kneading into my flesh, mapping out every inch of tension and replacing it with liquid pleasure. As she did so, her eyes were hazy and full of naughty intent.

Around us, the room fell away, leaving only the sensation of hands gliding over my body. Celeste tended to my arms, her delicate touch igniting paths of arousal, while Yeska positioned herself behind me, enveloping my head between her thighs. She massaged my forehead, her movements rhythmic and tender, yet charged with an undercurrent of carnal intent.

My world narrowed down to the feel of them, the scent of their arousal mingling with the musky fragrance of the oil. Diane’s nipples brushed against my skin, as she moved with deliberate slowness, ensuring I felt every nuance of contact. Soft thighs cradled my head, Yeska’s gentle strokes on my temples contrasting with the pulse of desire throbbing below.

“Enjoying yourself?” Yeska’s voice was a velvet caress, her breath warm against my ear.

“Immensely,” I managed to gasp out, lost in the ocean of delight. My hands roamed freely, finding nubile flesh, encouraged by their soft moans and gasps.

The playful banter between my women heightened the charged atmosphere, each one vying for supremacy in this game of sensual one-upmanship.

“Watch him melt under my touch,” Yeska cooed, her fingers tracing intricate patterns on my temples.

“Please, he’s putty wherever I touch,” Diane countered, her breath hot against my skin. Even as she spoke, she shimmied forward. For a tantalizing moment, my cock brushed her wet pussy lips before she settled higher on my stomach, my cock now resting snugly against her round, apple butt.

Their naked bodies pressed against mine and sent shivers down my spine. The slick oil made their skin glisten in the firelight, their curves sliding over me with intoxicating friction. Each whisper and giggle they shared was like an erotic melody, playing upon my senses and tightening the coil of desire within me.

Amidst their playful rivalry, a new sensation drew a guttural moan from my lips. One of the girls, emboldened by the others’ challenge, enveloped my cock with her mouth! And in the beautiful play of naked bodies, I couldn’t even see who…

Not that it mattered. I groaned and relaxed under the perfect touches and gentle ministration, reveling in the sensation of getting my cock sucked while I lounged back.
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The wet heat of lips around my cock was exquisite, tongue swirling around me with a hungry fervor that threatened to unravel me completely.

“God, you taste incredible,” Leigh murmured, betraying herself to me as the vibration of her voice sent jolts of pleasure through my entire body.

In a surge of boldness, I reached for Yeska, my hands finding the supple flesh of her thighs and pulling her down onto my face. She gave a yelp and giggled, trapping me between those thick thighs of hers as I began eating her delicious pussy.

Her scent was intoxicating, a mix of arousal and the sweet perfume of our combined oils. I lavished attention on her, my tongue exploring her with an eagerness that mirrored her own ministrations on my brow.

“Ohhh, David, just like that,” Yeska gasped, her voice hitching as I found the rhythm that drove her wild.

My fingers gripped her thick thighs, holding her in place as I feasted on her, each moan and shiver from her encouraging me further. I tugged playfully on her cat tail, eliciting a sharp cry that crescendoed into a rapturous climax that left her quivering above me.

“Hmm, watching you eat her out is so hot,” Diane breathed as she squirmed on me, her hands still exploring my chest.

“She’s gonna lose the competition like that, though,” Leigh muttered before wrapping her lips around my cock again.

Celeste giggled at that as her soft fingers massaged the insides of my thighs. “She will at that,” she agreed.

But the competition was not over yet. The competitive fire in their eyes was as intense as the warmth from the hearth, each one of my women determined to claim victory in this sultry contest.

Leigh, her confidence as unyielding as her seductive gaze, pushed Diane forward, higher up on my chest — an easy feat since we were all slippery with oil.

Her hands roamed over my cock before she positioned herself above me, sinking down slowly, taking me inside her pussy with an exquisite tightness that made my breath catch even as I still ate Yeska out.

“Watch me make him unravel,” Leigh purred, her hips beginning a dance of sinuous motion.

I could do nothing but let out a low growl of pleasure, feeling the smooth rhythm of her body coaxing waves of pleasure from mine. And even as Leigh mounted me, Yeska bit down on the back of her hand and mewled as her thick thighs began shaking. She came hard as I lapped at her swollen nub, and she collapsed with a sigh to giggles from the other girls.

But the sight of her harem sister cumming on my tongue was enough to push Leigh over the edge as well. With a crescendo of fervent moans, she shuddered above me, her orgasm washing over her in a tide that left her limp and gasping for air.

Diane, never one to be outdone, took Leigh’s place with a sultry smirk, her movements more aggressive, riding me with a fierce urgency that had my fingers digging into her hips.

“I’m going to win this,” she declared, her voice ragged with lust. She rode me hard, grinding against me in a rhythm that sent sparks of ecstasy shooting through my veins.

I had to apply every ounce of willpower not to cum in that tight little pussy of hers, and it didn’t help that Celeste was so sensuously massaging my thighs, her deft fingers on occasion playing with my balls.

But in the end, I outlasted Diane. She cried out, her climax hitting her with a force that echoed in the small tremors that continued to pulse through her even as she slowed, breathless and satisfied.

Celeste then descended upon me, her delicate features alight with mischief. Instead of riding me, she turned around, offering me the taste of her as she lowered herself onto my face. My tongue met her eagerly, exploring and teasing, drawing out her pleasure.

And as I tasted her, she closed her plump lips around my cock. The other women cooed with admiration as Celeste sucked up our combined juices and began sucking my cock with fervor. Before I could control myself, I had given her a little spurt of precum that she lapped up with a hum of delight. A moment later, she came undone, quivering on me as my tongue drove her to her orgasm.

And then, my need took over…

Pushing Celeste up, I commanded my women with a voice roughened by desire. “Line up for me. I want to see a row of those pretty asses!”

They obeyed giggling and with eager haste, presenting themselves to me in a row of curves and soft skin. I moved behind Yeska first, the sight of her waiting, wanting form igniting something primal within me. As I entered her, her back arched beautifully, and she pushed back against me with a wanton moan.

“Gods, yes...right there, David,” Yeska breathed, urging me deeper.

I complied, my hips snapping forward in a relentless rhythm that drove us both towards the edge as I grabbed her tail. And just when I was about to cum, I pulled out and moved on to the next one, teasing myself and them to prolong our pleasure.

“Harder, don’t hold back,” Leigh demanded when it was her turn once more, her voice a taunting caress against my ear. I gripped her hips, pounding into her with a fervor that matched the beats of our racing hearts.

“Fill her, David, give it to her,” Diane egged on from beside us, her own fingers tracing circles over her glistening skin as she watched.

Leigh’s body tensed, her inner muscles clamping around me in spasms as she came hard, screaming my name like a mantra. Celeste was next, jiggling her round ass in a way I could not resist, “Please, I need it. I need your seed in me.”

“Give your cum to Celeste tonight, baby,” Leigh hummed. “Fill her up good!”

I obliged, plunging into Celeste with intensity, my senses ablaze as I brought her to a shattering orgasm while she clutched at the rug on the floor until I groaned with pleasure and erupted inside her. I pinned her in place, my fingers digging into the ample flesh of her ass, my eyes on the cute little twitch of her elven ears as I spurted rope after rope of cum in her fertile and ready body.

Finally, I collapsed beside her, with all the girls already panting around us on the floor in front of the fireplace.

Lying there, spent and sated on the warm, plush rug, the fire’s glow painted our tangled limbs in shades of gold and amber.

“God, David... that was... unbelievable,” Leigh murmured, her voice laced with satisfaction.

Celeste nestled into my side, her fingertips lazily drawing patterns over my stomach, each touch sending aftershocks through my still-tingling skin. “I never knew it could be like this... so intense, so...” she searched for the word, her eyes heavy-lidded and dreamy, “...all-consuming.”

“Like being caught in a storm,” Diane chimed in from where she lay, propped up on one elbow, admiring us all with a smug smile. “A perfect, relentless storm.”

Yeska, ever the playful kitten, had curled herself at my feet, her leg occasionally brushing mine, a reminder of her presence and the pleasure she could wield. Her eyes held a mischievous twinkle as she looked up at me. “You’re a force of nature, my dear David,” she purred.

I chuckled, the sound rumbling from deep within. My arm encircled Leigh, pulling her closer, feeling the heat of her body melding with mine. “Only because I’m inspired by the most exquisite elements,” I replied playfully.

Their laughter was like music, harmonious and free.

“Imagine if we take this to bed... what sweet symphony we could compose under the sheets,” Celeste mused out loud, her gaze locked onto mine, inviting me to continue the dance of our intertwined passions.

“Are you suggesting an encore?” I teased, already knowing the answer.

“An encore, a prelude, an entire opera,” Celeste declared with a wicked grin. “There are no limits when it comes to pleasure with you, David.”

“Then to bed we go!” I announced, feeling their excitement building once again.

We rose together, a cluster of bodies still hungry for more, guided by the flickering light and the unspoken promises of pleasures of the night.


Chapter 44

The tranquil dawn crept over the homestead, awakening the slumbering household. As the first rays of the sun began their wonderful play, I stirred from my own peaceful rest, drawn by the irresistible call of my son’s mirth — Lucas was already babbling happily in his crib.

With a smile tugging at my lips, I rose quietly, careful not to disturb the others who were still lost in the realm of dreams. My bare feet padded softly against the wooden floor as I made my way to Lucas’s crib.

And there he was, my little miracle, his face alight with a happiness that seemed to come from a place of pure, untouched wonder. His tiny hands reached up as I approached, grasping at the air as if trying to catch the very essence of his joy and hold it close. I marveled at the strength in those delicate fingers, at the boundless energy that seemed to radiate from his small form.

“Good morning, my little prince,” I whispered, scooping him up into my arms. His warmth seeped into me immediately, a balm to my soul that no hearth could ever match. “What’s got you in such high spirits today, hmm?”

Lucas gurgled in response, his laughter bubbling forth anew as if my question was the most delightful thing he had ever heard. I chuckled softly, pressing a gentle kiss to his forehead before carrying him downstairs, ready to start our day together.

The kitchen was quiet, the usual bustle of morning activity not yet begun. I settled Lucas into his high chair, taking a moment to ensure he was comfortable and secure. His wide, curious eyes followed my every movement as I set about preparing his breakfast, the simple domesticity of the task filling me with a profound sense of contentment.

As I warmed his milk, I found myself stealing glances at him, marveling at the intensity of his gaze. It was as if he was trying to memorize every detail of this moment, to etch it indelibly into his young mind. When I finally sat down beside him, bottle in hand, he reached for it with an eagerness that made me laugh.

“Patience, little one,” I chided gently, guiding the bottle to his mouth. He latched on immediately, his eyes fluttering closed in satisfaction as he suckled.

Our breakfast was a quiet affair, punctuated by my clumsy attempts to coax him into eating a bit of soft fruit while also trying to avoid wearing more of it than he ate. But each messy, milk-dribbled smile he bestowed upon me was a treasure, a reminder of the perfect, unfiltered love that only a child can give.

When we had finished, I lifted him into my arms once more, relishing the solid weight of him against my chest. Together, we moved to the window, gazing out at the world that was just beginning to awaken beyond the glass.

The vista before us was breathtaking, the pristine blanket of snow that covered our land glittering like a sea of diamonds beneath the ascending sun. It cast a soft, almost ethereal glow over everything it touched, transforming the familiar landscape into something out of a dream.

My eyes were drawn to the new house that stood proudly amidst the snow, its sturdy walls and inviting windows a testament to the love and dedication we had poured into its creation. The thought of my grandparents soon filling those rooms with their presence, their laughter and their stories, filled me with a warmth that rivaled the nascent sunlight.

It was in that moment, as I stood with my son cradled close and my heart full to bursting, that I felt it — a sensation at once foreign and intimately familiar, a tingle that raced down my spine to settle deep within my core. I drew in a sharp breath, my eyes widening as the notification icons blinked into existence at the periphery of my vision.

I had gained another level.

“Well, would you look at that,” I murmured, wonder coloring my tone as I read the words that hovered before me. “Daddy just got a little bit stronger, Lucas.”

He cooed in response, his tiny hand patting at my cheek as if in congratulations. But it was the second notification that made my heart skip a beat, that sent a thrill of excitement and curiosity coursing through my veins.

Paragon spell unlocked: Summon Soulbond.

“Summon Soulbond,” I whispered, the words feeling almost sacred on my tongue. I didn’t hesitate, didn’t stop to question or ponder. I didn’t even consider the other options, and I selected Summon Soulbond at once, giving my sheet a quick once-over, so hurried to try out my new spell I barely registered the changes.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 13
Health: 140/140
Mana: 70/70 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 34 (2 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 37 (4 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 36 (6 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 32 (8 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 30 (8 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 20 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 26 (5 mana)
Banish — Level 1 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 19 (3 mana)
Summon Duergar — Level 25 (7 mana)
Summon Blaze — Level 7 (6 mana)
Summon Drakeflight — Level 6 (11 mana) 
Summon Soulbond — Level 1 (50 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 25 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 28 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 30 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 36 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 15 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 21 (1 mana)

With a thought, I cast the spell, my very being thrumming with anticipation as the air before us began to shimmer and twist. The spell took a massive amount of mana, and I could feel the arcane essence flowing from me as a powerful connection was opened.

Lucas watched, his eyes wide and his mouth forming a perfect little ‘o’ of amazement as the fabric of reality bent and warped, as if the world itself was making room for something wondrous. And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the distortion stabilized, coalescing into a form that stole my breath with its beauty.

She was a vision, a deerkin woman of such striking loveliness that for a moment, I wondered if I was still lost in a dream.

And of course, I knew her from a dream… The very first dream I had after the ritual that had unlocked my Class.

The deerkin woman…

Her hair was a rich, burnished chestnut, its hue seeming to capture and hold the sunlight that streamed through the window. From her head rose a magnificent pair of antlers, their branching forms a crown that spoke of strength and nobility. And her body was that of a goddess, full-bosomed and of a healthy, rosy color, with thick thighs and a slim waist.

But it was her eyes that captivated me, that seemed to hold within them the secrets of the universe itself. They were a green so deep and vibrant that they put the lushest forest to shame, and in their depths, I saw wisdom, compassion, and a soul-deep understanding that defied explanation.

“Hello,” I breathed, the word feeling wholly inadequate in the face of such wonder. I shifted Lucas slightly, holding him securely as I gazed upon the miraculous being before us.

She smiled then, a gentle curve of her lips that seemed to suffuse the room with a warmth and kindness that sank into my bones. Her eyes drifted to Lucas, a flicker of curiosity and tenderness passing through their emerald depths as she regarded him.

And when her eyes returned to me, she spoke softly, her voice rich and melodious. “You have called me, Frontier Summoner,” she said. “And now, at the greatest of your challenges, I come to you…”
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Chapter 1

I stood there in the chill of the morning, Lucas nestled against me, as I gazed upon the antlered woman. Her presence reminded me of those first uncertain days when I had stepped into my role as a Frontier Summoner. Like then, she was something entirely new, entirely mesmerizing.

I could not keep my eyes off her. And she had said I had called her. She was my soulbond.

I had read about Soulbonds — more by accident than anything else — when we were scouring the archives of the Redmane dwarves. Beings fated to share a profound connection with one soul in the physical realm, lending their strength and wisdom in times of their greatest trial. But standing here, with my own soulbond summoned before me, I understood how little reading could ever compare to the real thing.

The woman’s emerald-green eyes held a depth that seemed to see right through to the marrow of me. “My name is Telwyra,” she said, her melodic voice carrying the gentle cadence of a flowing stream. “And I am here, now, to be with you.”

Lucas, oblivious to the magnitude of the moment, reached out with his plump, little hands, laughing as if the sight of Telwyra was the greatest delight. His pure, simple acceptance made me envious. But it also told me of trust — to trust her. After all, my own spell had summoned her, and Lucas felt that her presence was a good thing.

I shifted Lucas to my other hip, considering the implications of Telwyra’s presence. “You are… You are my soulbond?” I asked.

She nodded, and a smile spread across her plump lips. “As you are mine,” she said. “In our dreams we met, and now you have called me.”

Still a little overwhelmed, I let my eyes roam over her once again, seeking to understand this wondrous bond. “How does this work, Telwyra?” I asked. “This bond between us?”

She stepped closer, her movements graceful and deliberate. “It is a connection of souls, David. I am bonded to your side, and I will have a deeper understanding of your wants and needs. In some cases, a mere glance will be all that you and I need to communicate. Together, we are greater than apart.” She thought for a moment, observing me with as much interest as with which I was observing her. “These Soulbonds are forged by the fates in only the most trying of times. Great challenges lie ahead, Soulbond of mine.”

Her words hung in the air, heavy with significance. If Telwyra was here, then the challenges ahead were indeed as grave as I’d feared. Yet, standing before her, a calm settled over me. A belief that, with her at our side, we could face whatever came.

“Then come with me,” I said, deciding. “Join me at the homestead. Meet my family.”

Telwyra nodded, a gentle smile curling her lips. Together, we walked back towards the house. As we did so, Telwyra walked beside me in an easy silence.

The air was stark and fresh, the early morning light lending a crisp clarity to the world around us. The homestead, with its sturdy, L-shaped silhouette, stood as a symbol and a fortress of the life I had built here with Diane, Celeste, Leigh, and Yeska. It was a simple, yet profoundly fulfilling existence, built on the foundations of trust, friendship, and shared purpose.

I wondered what would change if Telwyra was to join us here — how the other women would react to her presence.

I glanced over at Telwyra, studying her profile for a moment before speaking. “This place,” I began, feeling a need to tell her of us, “this homestead — it’s more than just a house and some land to us.”

She turned her emerald gaze to meet mine, curiosity glinting in their depths. “You seem a man with a profound connection to his land,” she mused. “What do these lands mean to you?”

I smiled, gesturing expansively at the vista before us. “This is where I’ve found a sense of belonging, a purpose that goes beyond anything I’d known before. Building a life here, with my family... it’s given my existence a whole new meaning.”

Telwyra nodded thoughtfully, her eyes scanning our surroundings with an observant grace. “I can sense that, David. The bonds that tie you all together, they’re incredibly strong. This place, it’s... special.”

As we approached the house, Diane stepped out onto the porch, arms crossed against the morning chill. Celeste, Leigh, and Yeska followed close behind, their expressions a curious mix of surprise and anticipation upon seeing Telwyra.

I took a deep breath, preparing for the introductions. “Everyone, I’d like you to meet Telwyra. She’s my Soulbond.”

Diane’s eyes widened, a flicker of awe passing through them. “A Soulbond? Truly, David? That’s... incredible.” She stepped forward, extending a hand to Telwyra. “Welcome, Telwyra. We’re honored to have you here.”

Telwyra clasped Diane’s hand, a warm smile gracing her features. “The honor is mine, Diane. I look forward to getting to know all of you.”

I raised an eyebrow as I looked at Diane. “You… you know what a Soulbond is?”

Diane chuckled as she took over Lucas from me, giving him a kiss on his tiny head before looking up at me. “Yes, of course! It is a rare thing, but many of the greatest heroes of Tannoris had one!”

I blinked, mulling over the words, a little surprised at how easy the women were taking it. As I did so, Celeste stepped forward, her gaze locked on Telwyra, brimming with curiosity. “The tales speak of Soulbonds as powerful allies, connected deeply to their chosen. Your presence here, Telwyra, it’s a sign of the challenges to come, isn’t it?”

Telwyra inclined her head in affirmation. “Indeed, my elven sister,” she said. “But it’s also a sign of the strength you all possess. If there is unison, the trials can be overcome.”

Yeska approached, her feline features softening into a smile. “We’re grateful for your presence, Telwyra. Your wisdom and strength will be invaluable.”

“Wait,” I said with a chuckle. “You all know what a Soulbond is?”

Diane, Celeste, and Yeska — each of them born Tannorian — looked at me with surprise. “Of course we do, David,” Yeska said. “It is a famous concept. I always expected fate had something interesting in store for you, and this only serves to confirm it.”

“Indeed,” Celeste agreed. “I am not surprised, either. The portents are here.”

Diane chuckled, seeing the surprise in my expression, and Lucas gave a happy prattle when he heard his mother express her mirth. Then, she walked over to me and kissed me on the cheek. “My love,” she said, “do not be surprised. Tannoris and Earth are still different in many ways.”

I grinned and shook my head, giving her a pat on the bum, before I looked over at Leigh. She, at least, seemed as flabbergasted as I was. But then, she shrugged it off with her usual positivity and bounded forward with an exuberant grin. “Well, I am thrilled to have you here, Telwyra! Reckon it’ll be fun to have another pair o’ hands — and antlers — around!”

Laughter rippled through the group at Leigh’s enthusiastic declaration, the tension of the moment easing. Telwyra chuckled, her emerald eyes sparkling with mirth. “I’ll do my best to aid you all.”

As we all made our way inside, the girls each formally introduced themselves. After that, conversation flowed easily, filled with questions and insights. Diane and Celeste busied themselves preparing hot drinks for everyone, the simple act of hospitality drawing us all closer together.

“So, Telwyra,” Diane began, handing her a steaming mug, “what exactly can a Soulbond do? How will your abilities complement David’s?”

Telwyra took a sip, savoring the warmth before answering. “As a Soulbond, I share a deep connection with David. My strengths become his, and vice versa. In battle, I can lend my magic, my knowledge of ancient techniques. But more than that, I provide my aid — unconditionally and to the full extent of my power as a Healer.”

Celeste leaned forward, her eyes alight with interest. “Fascinating. And this connection, it’s unbreakable?”

Telwyra nodded. “It is. Once formed, a Soulbond lasts a lifetime.” She turned to me, her gaze soft with understanding. “It’s a partnership, in every sense of the word.”

I met her eyes, feeling the weight of that bond, the responsibility and the privilege of it. “I’m honored, Telwyra. Truly.”

Leigh, sprawled on the couch, grinned mischievously. “So, does a Soulbond have to do what the other says?” she asked, a mischievous note to her voice. “And if so, who’s whose Soulbond exactly? ‘Cause if David’s your Soulbond, and that means David’s gotta do whatever you say, I have some suggestions...”

“I bet you do,” I quipped back at her, and she playfully stuck out her tongue.

The room erupted into laughter, Telwyra shaking her head with an amused smile. “No, Leigh, it doesn’t quite work that way. A Soulbond is a partnership of equals, built on trust and respect.”

During the following hours, the conversation continued, filled with shared stories and laughter. Telwyra fit seamlessly into the fabric of our homestead life, her presence adding a new dimension to our family dynamic. It was surprising how easy it was, especially looking back on the somewhat rocky start between Yeska and Diane.

It also went to show there were aspects of Tannorian culture and history at play here that I — despite my expanding pool of knowledge about Tannoris — could not yet quite place. But I knew now with the experience that came with my new life to let things flow and enjoy the moment. If everyone was getting along, I wouldn’t question why.

“You know,” I said during a lull in the conversation, looking around at the faces of my loved ones, “with Telwyra here, I feel like something big is headed our way.”

Smiles faded around the table, and a little more weight pressed in on our conversation.

“Father,” Yeska hummed.

“That is the name of the dragon, is it not?” Telwyra asked.

I nodded. “Yes, the one who swore vengeance after we destroyed his spawn at Hrothgar’s Hope on our quest to save Clara, Karjela, and Branik. He has prepared for a long time, I believe, but his minions are here now.”

Telwyra gave a profound nod. “It is why I am here,” she said, then gave me a warm look. “Take solace in that, my Soulbond. Fate has seen fit to bestow you with our bond in the face of this challenge. There are great forces on our side, and we have been given the means to emerge victorious. All we must do is apply our strength.”

I nodded. “I think so too,” I agreed. “We’ll have to do it together.”

Diane reached over, squeezing my hand. “Always, David. We’re a family, no matter what comes our way.”

Celeste raised her mug in a toast. “To family, and to the strength we find in each other.”

“Hear, hear!” Leigh cheered, raising her own mug enthusiastically.

As the sun began to dip lower, casting long shadows across the room, I couldn’t help but feel grateful for this moment, for these incredible people who had become my family. Telwyra’s arrival marked a new chapter in our lives, one filled with uncertainties, but also with immense hope.

Whatever challenges lay ahead, I knew we would face them together, united by the unbreakable bonds of love, loyalty, and now, the mystical connection of a Soulbond. With Telwyra at our side, we were stronger than ever, ready to embrace whatever destiny had in store.


Chapter 2

Driving the Jeep to New Springfield in the crisp silence of the next morning, I allowed my thoughts to wander over recent events.

The discovery of Telwyra, my Soulbond, brought with it a mix of awe and an unshakable sense of foreboding. Her presence, while comforting, also signified impending challenges that loomed over us, stretching their shadows far beyond what we had initially anticipated.

As I navigated the familiar route, the Jeep’s steady hum provided a soothing constant amidst the whirlwind of my thoughts. The rolling hills and forest of the outskirts of New Springfield finally gave way to the city walls where the guards allowed me entry. I drove down the familiar lanes and streets until I came to the Coalition Headquarters.

The sight of the majestic building, with its grand stairs and polished marble floors, never failed to impress, but today, I was more anxious than I had ever been when coming here. There was a weight on today’s meeting. Originally, we had set it up just to talk through the final stages of my grandparents moving to the homestead. But now, we’d have to discuss a few weightier matters as well.

I parked the Jeep and made my way inside, greeted by the familiar blend of field agents in their worn gear and officials in their crisp suits. The bustling lobby seemed to encapsulate the Coalition’s broad reach, It was a reminder of the many lives that became intertwined due to the decisions made within these walls.

Caldwell was waiting for me near the reception desk, his impeccable suit somehow managing to make him stand out even in the midst of such grandeur. His steel-colored eyes bore a smile as he approached me, his hand extended in greeting.

“David,” he said, his voice carrying a blend of warmth and solemnity as he clasped my hand firmly. “I’m glad you could make it on such short notice. Please, do me the pleasure of walking with me.”

“Good to see you too, Caldwell,” I said before gesturing him to lead the way.

I matched Caldwell’s brisk pace as he guided us towards a quieter corner of the lobby. The din of the crowd faded into the background as we found a measure of privacy amidst the towering marble pillars.

“I have good news,” Caldwell began, turning to face me. “The arrangements for your grandparents’ teleportation are set. They’ll arrive in two days, and we’ve also arranged for the transportation of their possessions to the homestead.”

I felt a wave of relief wash over me at his words, the tension in my shoulders easing slightly. “Thank you, Caldwell,” I replied. “It means a lot, knowing you’ve taken care of this. With everything else going on, it’s one less worry on my mind.”

Caldwell nodded, his expression softening for a moment. “It’s the least I could do, David. Family is important, especially in times like these.” He paused, his gaze sharpening as he shifted the conversation. “Now,” he began with a smile, “you and I have known each other for a while. For my part, I consider you a friend. And I can tell something is on your mind. Will you share it?”

I chuckled. “You’re not wrong,” I said. I took a deep breath, collecting my thoughts as I recounted the arrival of Telwyra. I tried to capture the awe and the instinctive bond that had formed between us, the way her presence seemed to fill a void I hadn’t even known existed.

“It’s hard to put into words,” I admitted, my voice taking on a reverent tone. “When she appeared, it was like... like a missing piece of my soul had finally fallen into place. The connection between us, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”

Caldwell listened intently, his brow furrowed in thought as I spoke. When I finished, he nodded slowly, his expression grave.

“Telwyra,” he murmured, as if testing the weight of her name on his tongue. “A Soulbond. It’s clear then, we’re heading into more trying times than we initially thought. The appearance of a Soulbond at this juncture is no small matter, David.”

I nodded, the gravity of his statement sinking in. “What do you think it means for us?” I asked, searching his face for any insight he might offer. “For the challenges ahead?”

Caldwell sighed, his shoulders seeming to carry the weight of his words. “It means,” he said, his voice firm with resolve, “that whatever is coming our way, it’s bigger than we’ve anticipated. I was supposed to head to Washington this week, to assist some of the sea elves with their merrow problem — those sea ogres have been plaguing the largely Tannorian islands that formed off the coast since the Upheaval. But I shall cancel the trip. I need to stay here, in New Springfield. I have a feeling we’re going to need all hands on deck.”

His decision underscored the seriousness of our situation, and I felt a mix of gratitude and apprehension at his words. “I understand,” I said, my voice solemn. “Thank you, Caldwell. For being here, for standing with us.”

Caldwell placed a hand on my shoulder, his grip firm and reassuring. “We’ll face this together, David,” he said, his steel-colored eyes holding mine. “The Coalition, your family, your friends — we’re all in this with you. Never forget that.”

As we bid each other goodbye, I left the Coalition headquarters feeling a mix of reassurance and heightened alertness. Caldwell’s commitment to our cause, his willingness to forgo other duties to stand with us, reminded me of the alliances we’d formed — alliances that would prove critical in the times ahead.

Driving back from New Springfield, the landscape seemed to carry a different weight, and I found myself in an even more contemplative mood than I had been on the way in.

But as I parked the Jeep back at the homestead, the sight of my cozy house bathed in the soft glow of the morning light brought a simple, grounding comfort. The chimney smoke curled lazily into the sky, a beacon of normalcy amidst the turbulent times.

I sat there in the vehicle a moment, my hands still gripping the steering wheel as I allowed myself a moment of quiet reflection. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on my shoulders, the knowledge that the fate of so many rested in our hands.

But as I looked out at the homestead, at the life we had built here, I felt a renewed sense of determination. We were ready, or as ready as one could be, for whatever lay ahead. With Telwyra at my side, with the support of the Coalition and the unwavering love of my family, we would face the coming storm.


Chapter 3

As I stepped into the familiar warmth of our homestead, the tensions of the day seemed to melt away in the presence of my family. Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra were gathered around the hearth, playing with Lucas, their faces illuminated by the dancing flames. The sight of them, united and waiting, filled me with a sense of belonging that I had never known before.

They welcomed me back with kisses and offers of comfort, and some of the day’s tension faded as I sat down with them. I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts before I spoke.

“I met with Caldwell today,” I began, my voice steady despite the emotions swirling within me. “Like us, he believes that your coming, Telwyra, is a sign of more trying times ahead. He will cancel a trip he had planned in case something happens, and he has assured us the Frontier Division’s full support.”

Telwyra nodded. “Good,” she said. “You will need your allies in days to come.”

The other girls hummed agreement as well, before Yeska placed a soft hand on mine and smiled at me. “It burdens you, we can all see it.”

I nodded. “I want to protect us all. And I hope that I can.”

“You will,” Celeste said, and Diane and Leigh and Telwyra nodded in agreement. Then, Leigh pressed close to me, her eternal optimism and bubbly energy emerging.

“So,” she hummed. “I reckon it wasn’t all serious talk with Caldwell! How’s the grandparents’ move comin’ along? I’m cravin’ snickerdoodles.”

I laughed at that. “The arrangements have been made,” I said. “My grandparents will be arriving in two days, teleporting directly to New Springfield with all of their belongings. Caldwell’s people will help them move.”

Diane was the first to react, rising from her seat to wrap me in a warm embrace. “That’s wonderful news, David,” she said softly, her sapphire eyes shining with excitement. “We’ll make sure everything is perfect for their arrival.”

Celeste nodded, her expression thoughtful. “There’s still some work to be done,” she mused, her mind already racing with plans and considerations. “We’ll need to prepare their new home, stock the pantry, and ensure that every detail is attended to.”

Leigh bounced on her heels, her energy infectious. “I can’t wait to show ‘em around!” she exclaimed, her baby blue eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “They’re gonna love it here, I just know it.”

Yeska and Telwyra exchanged a glance, their expressions a mix of anticipation and understanding. “I feel this is a significant moment for your family,” Telwyra said, her melodic voice filled with wisdom. “The blending of your past and present, David. It’s a time of growth and change.”

I nodded, letting her words sink in. “You’re right, Telwyra,” I agreed. “This is a pivotal point in our lives, a chance to expand our notion of family and embrace the new while honoring the old.”

Yeska smiled, her feline features soft with empathy. “Your grandparents… Do they know about… Us?”

I reached out, taking her hand in mine. “They are open-minded, Yeska,” I assured her, my voice filled with conviction. “And when they see the love and acceptance that you have brought into our lives, they will embrace you as family, just as we have.”

Telwyra smiled, her emerald eyes glinting with warmth. “They sound like wise people,” she said, her voice a soothing balm. “What does the form or composition of a love between man and woman matter? If it is sincere and pure, then there are no limits to how it may look.”

I smiled at her, seeing something of the fascination in her eyes as she was getting to know me and my wives. “I agree,” I said. “And I believe my grandparents look at things that way, too.”

Diane nodded. “David, your grandparents are bringing a lifetime of memories and experiences with them,” she said, her words measured and thoughtful. “It’s our job to make sure they feel at home here, to help them see that this is the start of a new chapter, filled with love and possibility.”

I felt a swell of emotion rising in my chest, a mix of gratitude and love for these incredible women who had become my world. “You’re right,” I said. “We’ll make sure they get a proper Wilson welcome.”

Leigh grinned, her enthusiasm undiminished. “So, what’s the plan?” she asked, rubbing her hands together in anticipation. “How do we make sure everything is perfect for their arrival?”

And so, we began to plan, our voices mingling in a lively discussion of tasks and preparations. The house was done and furnished, ready for them to move in and give their beloved belongings a place of their own. But we wanted to go beyond that — to make it festive. After all, my grandparents’ arrival was more than just a reunion; it was a celebration of a future together — a future we might have to fight to keep safe.

And so, we set to work, our hearts filled with excitement and purpose. The homestead bustled with activity as we prepared for the arrival of my grandparents. There would be delicious food, good drinks, and a warm fire. We wanted clean linen for their bed, and everything needed to look as cozy and homey as it could.
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The two days passed swiftly. We made a trip to Gladdenfield Outpost to get some supplies we needed — and drop off with Randal at the general store whatever needed selling — and we spent the time getting the house in order.

On the day they would arrive, we all drove down to New Springfield together. Waiting in New Springfield for my grandparents had a surreal quality to it. There we were, my family and I — all seven of us, counting Telwyra — positioned near the portal room, surrounded by the stony architecture of the Coalition headquarters. Caldwell stood by us. Judging by his broad smile, he took a lot of pleasure in facilitating this reunion for us.

Lucas, snug in Diane’s arms, observed everything around him with wide-eyed wonder. His gaze flitted from the tall elven mages chanting by the portal to Celeste’s gentle, reassuring smiles.

“Look at him, taking it all in,” Diane cooed, bouncing Lucas gently. “I think he’s going to be a curious one, always eager to learn.”

Celeste chuckled softly. “Just like his father.” She shot me a warm smile. “David’s thirst for knowledge has served us well. It’s a wonderful trait to pass on.”

Diane nodded, her sapphire eyes shining with pride as she gazed down at our son. “He’s going to grow up surrounded by so much love and wisdom. I can’t wait to see the man he becomes. Your grandparents will love him, too.”

Leigh rubbed her hands together. “Oooh, when will they get here? I love a good family reunion! I hope I won’t cry!”

Yeska placed a comforting hand on Leigh’s shoulder. “I look forward to seeing them as well! And crying is fine.”

Leigh leaned into Yeska’s touch, drawing strength from her calm certainty. “You’re right, Yeska,” she agreed.

A soft smile played on Yeska’s lips. “Perfection is found in the authenticity of our love, not in the absence of tears.”

“Well said,” Celeste agreed.

Telwyra, nearing us but giving space, seemed to watch the portal with a blend of curiosity and an ancient, silent knowing. Her emerald eyes held a depth that spoke of lifetimes of experience.

As Caldwell checked his watch and nodded to an elven mage, the portal came to life in a shimmering display of magic that caused a hush to fall over the bustling headquarters. The mages’ chants intensified, their hands moving in complex gestures.

My heart raced with unexpected nerves as the moment of my grandparents’ arrival drew near. Diane, sensing my tension, leaned close and whispered, “It’ll be fine, love. They’re going to be so proud of the life you’ve built here and what you’ve done for them.”

Her voice was steady — reliable, like she’d always been. I drew comfort from her unwavering support, feeling my nerves settle.

Then, with a flash of purple light, my grandparents stepped through.

Grandpa Albert, ever the sturdy oak, glanced around with a mix of surprise and keen interest. Beside him, Grandma, wearing her signature floral apron over a simple dress, smiled warmly — her eyes briefly closing as if in silent thanks for a safe journey.

“David!” Grandpa boomed, striding over with arms open. His embrace was like coming home after a long journey, his back pats reassuring in their familiarity. “Look at you, boy! So happy to see ya again!”

Grandma followed, her hug for me softer but no less meaningful. “Oh, David, it’s so wonderful to see you.” Her eyes, bright and observant, found each member of my chosen family in turn. “And here is your beautiful family. Well, isn’t this something?”

Then, she gave a happy yelp as she headed over to Diane, hugged her daughter-in-law, and took Lucas in her arms. My heart warmed at the sight.

Caldwell stepped forward, offering a hand in greeting to Grandpa.

“Welcome to New Springfield,” he began, his tone formal yet warm. “It’s an honor to have you here again.”

Grandpa Albert shook Caldwell’s hand firmly. “Nice to see ya again, Caldwell. We appreciate all you’ve done to help us get here safely.”

Grandma nodded, her smile gracious. “Yes, thank you. It means the world to us to be reunited with our grandson and his new family.”

Caldwell inclined his head. “Of course. It is my pleasure to bring you all together.”

As my grandparents listened, nodding thoughtfully at Caldwell’s words, I knew the moment had come to introduce Yeska and Telwyra. I took a breath, choosing my words with care.

“Grandma, Grandpa, there are two special people I want you to meet.” I gestured to Yeska and Telwyra. “This is my girlfriend, Yeska. You met her briefly last time, but she lives with us now and has become part of my Elven Marriage. And this is Telwyra, my Soulbond, who recently joined us.”

Grandpa Albert, ever direct, inspected Yeska closely before offering a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Yeska. Welcome to the family.” He winked at me. “You weren’t kiddin’ about that Elven Marriage of yours! Well, I’m happy addin’ this one ain’t so complicated as it was with Celeste and all those potpourri-tastin’ cookies!”

We all laughed at that, remembering the tense night when I had introduced Waelin, Celeste’s uncle and caretaker, to my grandparents. In accordance with elven rituals, they had baked goods for one another, and it wasn’t until Grandpa — with his heart on his sleeve as always — had exclaimed that Waelin’s cookies tasted like potpourri that we had all shared our first laugh together and the tension had eased.

Yeska met his directness with a graceful nod, her understanding smile bridging cultures and species with ease. “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Wilson. Your grandson has spoken of you both with great love and respect. I’m honored to be welcomed into your family.”

With Telwyra, it was Grandma who spoke first, her curiosity overcoming any hesitancy as she shifted Lucas in her arms. “Never heard of Soulbonds back home,” she confessed, her eyes alight with interest. “But it sounds very important. Pleased to meet you, darling!”

Telwyra’s response was graceful, her voice soothing like a calm river. “It’s a rare and special bond, Mrs. Wilson. One that I’m grateful to share with David. His strength of character and depth of love drew me to him.”

Grandma smiled, her eyes shining with appreciation. “Well, if you’re a reflection of our David’s heart, then I know you must be truly remarkable, Telwyra.”

Over the lunch that followed — all arranged by Caldwell — the conversation continued with an ease that filled me with warmth. Stories were shared, laughter echoed, and we caught up with each other’s lives, my grandparents sharing a few memories of the old days.

“...and then, would you believe it, David comes tearing out of the barn, covered head to toe in mud, with the biggest grin you ever did see!” Grandpa Albert regaled, his eyes twinkling with mirth.

Leigh leaned forward, her baby blue eyes wide with delight. “Oh, I can just picture it! I bet he was a handful growing up.”

Grandma chuckled, nodding. “That he was, but always with a heart of gold. Even when he was getting into mischief, you could see the goodness shining through.”

I felt my cheeks warm at the childhood tale, but the love and pride in my grandparents’ voices filled me with a deep sense of belonging.

Celeste smiled warmly, “It’s clear that David’s strength of character was nurtured by your love and guidance. We’re all grateful for the man he’s become.”

Grandpa Albert’s gaze softened as he looked at me. “He’s always made us proud, and seeing the family he’s built here, the love that surrounds him... well, it just confirms what we’ve always known. Our David is a special one.”

As lunch drew to a close and the final stories were shared, I marveled at the bridges being built, the connections forged. Caldwell watched on, a smile playing at his lips — a silent acknowledgment of the moment’s significance.

It was Grandpa Albert who encapsulated it all perfectly. Raising his glass, he toasted, “To new friends, new beginnings, and family — wherever and however you find them.”

The echoes of our chorus of agreement followed us as we prepared for the journey back to the homestead, a journey that would mark the start of a new chapter.


Chapter 4

As our little caravan approached the homestead, nestled on the banks of the Silverthread River, I found my heart beating with a mix of anticipation and pride. The humble beginnings of spring had dusted the landscape with the tender greens and yellows of new growth, a welcome change from the starkness of winter.

My grandparents stepped out of the black Frontier Division SUV with wide eyes. Grandpa Albert whistled softly, taking in the sturdy oak log structures that I had built alongside Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and the enigmatic presence of Telwyra.

“Well, I’ll be,” he said, his weathered face creasing into a smile. “You’ve built yourself quite the spread here, David.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, the weight of it familiar and comforting. “Mighty impressive, son. Mighty impressive.”

Grandma’s gaze was drawn to the smaller of the two houses, her hands clasped to her chest. “And that darling cottage there, that’s to be our new home?”

I nodded, a swell of pride rising in my chest. “That’s right, Grandma. We built it just for you and Grandpa. Come on, let us show you around.”

As we stepped inside, their reactions were everything I’d hoped for. Grandma’s soft gasp and Grandpa Albert’s low whistle of approval filled me with a warm sense of accomplishment.

“Oh my,” Grandma breathed, her eyes shining. “It’s just lovely. The warmth just wraps around you like a hug.”

Diane stepped forward; her smile radiant. “We wanted it to feel welcoming from the moment you walked in. Leigh picked out those cozy throws and pillows for the reading nook by the window there.”

Leigh bounced on her toes, her baby blue eyes sparkling. “I figured it’d be the perfect spot to curl up with a good book and a cup of tea. Just like you used to do back home, right Grandma?”

Grandma chuckled, running a hand over the soft fabric. “Oh, sweetheart,” she said, tears now coming as she hugged her daughter-in-law. “Oh, this is just perfect.”

Celeste gestured to the bookshelves lining the wall. “And we built those shelves ourselves. Wanted to make sure you had plenty of space for your collection, Grandpa Albert.”

Grandpa settled into the armchair like an old master, a contented sigh escaping him as he sank into the cushions. “Oh, this’ll do nicely. I can see many an afternoon spent right here, lost in a good story.”

I led them into the kitchen next, Diane at my side. “We designed the layout with you in mind, Grandma. Everything’s within easy reach, not too much stretching or bending required.”

Grandma ran her fingers over the countertops, her touch reverent. “You thought of everything, didn’t you? It’s like you read my mind’s eye of what the perfect home should look like. And it’s so calm and rustic!”

Diane squeezed her shoulder gently. “We just wanted it to be perfect for you.”

As we moved into the dining area, Celeste’s chandelier drew their gazes, the light dancing across their faces.

“Celeste made that,” I said, pride evident in my voice. “She wanted every meal to be enjoyed under something beautiful.”

Grandma’s eyes were misty. “It’s exquisite. You girls... You’ve put so much love into this place.”

My grandparents spent a while longer fully appreciating the magnitude of the work we had done. I was happy to see how they praised my women and how they praised me, their gratitude great. And as we took in every detail of the house, sturdy men employed by the Frontier Division came in with my grandparents’ belongings and put them wherever my grandparents wanted them.

Getting everything in the right place took the remainder of the day, with lots of work to spare. But my grandparents said they would unpack themselves and at their own pace — they didn’t need any help with that. “Those boxes contain a lifetime of memories,” Grandpa said, shooting Grandma a wink in a way that made me hope I’d still wink at my women like that when I was his age. “Your grandmother and I will be unpackin’ those by ourselves.”

Dinner that evening was a lively affair, the conversations flowing as easily as the wine. Grandpa regaled us with more stories of my childhood antics, much to Leigh and Yeska’s delight.

But before he could start inflating the stories — Grandpa had a knack for that, especially when he was trying to impress — Grandma swatted at his arm playfully. “Albert Wilson, don’t go filling their heads with too much nonsense now.”

Telwyra smiled softly. “It’s wonderful to hear these stories, to see the roots from which David grew. Your love for him shines through in every word.”

Grandma’s face softened, her hand reaching for Telwyra’s. “Thank you, dear. That means more than you know.”

As the evening wound down, we settled around the fireplace, the crackling flames casting a warm glow over the room. Holding Lucas again — the two of them were nigh inseparable — Grandma looked around, her expression thoughtful.

“You know,” she said softly, “I think we’ll be feeling right at home here with all of you.”

Grandpa nodded, his arm around her shoulders. “Reckon we will! Feels like we were meant to be right here, with family.” He followed up by making a face at little Lucas, who giggled, but I knew he did it to conceal that he was breaking up a little.

I smiled warmly at them. “I’m so glad you’re here. Both of you.”

Diane leaned into me. “We’re very grateful to have you here, to have you be a part of Lucas’s life as he grows. You will have so much to teach and to show him.”

Grandma’s eyes twinkled as she looked at Lucas, dozing off in her arms. “Oh, I plan to spoil that boy rotten. That’s what great-grandmas are for, after all.”

As the night grew late, my grandparents helped put little Lucas to bed. After that, they retreated to their new home for the first night. We exchanged goodnights, and I could tell my women were tired as well. It had been a long day, after all. Still, as everyone headed off to bed, I found myself lingering a moment longer by the dying fire, Telwyra at my side.

“Your grandparents,” she said softly, “they are remarkable individuals. Their love for you, for this family, it’s a powerful thing.”

“With my parents gone, they’ve always been my anchor,” I said. “Having them here, it feels like everything’s fallen into place.”

Telwyra placed a hand on my shoulder, her touch soothing. “This merging of your past and present, it’s a beautiful thing to witness. The bonds of family transcend blood and species. They are forged in the fire of love and strengthened by the tests of time.”

I looked at her, at this enigmatic being. “And what will your part in it all be?” I asked.

She smiled, her emerald eyes reflecting the dying embers. “To be a part of it would be enough for me, David. Like you, I simply feel joy at being near you. You are like a sun to me — I bask in your warmth.”

The words touched me, deeply, and I raised a hand to slowly caress her cheek. She felt soft — oh, so soft! – and I desired more. But I knew not to hasten things. There was much left for us to discover and to figure out, and we would take our time, even if a threat loomed.

As we climbed the stairs to our respective rooms, the soft sounds of slumber already emanating from behind closed doors, I felt a sense of completeness wash over me.

Nestled among my women, I drifted off to sleep that night with a smile on my face and a heart full of gratitude, eager for the dawn and the new day it would bring.


Chapter 5

The sun had just begun to peek over the horizon as I stepped out onto the porch, a steaming mug of coffee cradled in my hands. The crisp morning air filled my lungs, carrying with it the earthy scent of the garden and the gentle babbling of the nearby Silverthread River.

As I leaned against the railing, savoring the quiet moment, the door creaked open behind me. Diane emerged, her raven hair still mussed from sleep, a soft smile on her lips. “Morning, love,” she murmured, pressing a gentle kiss to my cheek before settling beside me. “Lucas is up, but Yeska offered to get him.”

I wrapped my arm around her waist, pulling her close. “Morning, beautiful. Sleep well?”

She nodded, nestling into my embrace. “Better than I have in ages. There’s just something about having everyone here, under one roof. It feels...”

“Like home,” I finished, understanding the sentiment completely.

We stood there for a moment, simply enjoying the peace of the early hour and each other’s presence. The sounds of the homestead slowly coming to life reached our ears — the clatter of pots and pans from the kitchen, the soft murmur of voices from upstairs, the happy gurgling of Lucas as Yeska made cooing sounds for his entertainment.

“Sounds like Grandma’s already at home in the kitchen,” I chuckled, taking a sip of my coffee.

Diane grinned, her sapphire eyes sparkling with mirth. “I have a feeling she and Celeste are going to get along famously. Two culinary queens in one kitchen? We’re in for a treat.”

“Leigh will be in heaven!” I joked.

As if on cue, Celeste’s melodic singing floated out through the open window, with Grandma humming along. While my grandparents had a kitchen of their own, I had no doubt we’d be enjoying our meals mainly at our house. The scent of baking bread and sizzling bacon soon followed, making my stomach rumble in anticipation.

“Come on,” Diane said, tugging at my hand. “Let’s go see what trouble they’re getting into.”

We made our way inside, the warmth of the hearth and the chatter of our family enveloping us like a cozy blanket. In the kitchen, Grandma and Celeste were indeed in full culinary mode, aprons donned and flour dusting their hands.

“Morning, you two,” Grandma greeted, her face creased in a broad smile. “Hope you’re hungry. Celeste and I are whipping up a feast fit for kings!”

Celeste looked up from the stove, her emerald eyes dancing with joy. “Your grandmother is a wealth of knowledge, David. I’ve learned three new recipes in the last hour alone!”

I laughed, snagging a piece of bacon from the plate on the counter. “Careful, Grandma. You’ll make me obsolete in the kitchen.”

Grandma swatted at my hand playfully. “Nonsense. There’s always room for more cooks in this kitchen. Now, set the table, would you? The others will be down soon.”

I mock-saluted, grinning. “Yes, ma’am.”

As I gathered plates and utensils, the sound of footsteps on the stairs announced the arrival of the rest of the family. Yeska entered the kitchen with little Lucas on her hip.

“There’s my favorite little man!” Diane cooed, scooping Lucas into her arms and peppering his face with kisses. The baby giggled, his tiny hands reaching for his mother’s face. Next, he saw me and gave a happy burp.

Laughing, I walked over and kissed him on his plump baby cheek.

Yeska chuckled, settling into a chair at the table. “The little tyke’s been up for hours. We’ve been having a grand old time, haven’t we, Lucas?”

A moment later, Grandpa Albert entered the kitchen, chipper as could be. He rose early — I didn’t get it from a stranger — and he looked like he’d been getting to know the homestead better. “Mornin’, sleepyheads!” he exclaimed before heading over to the kitchen and took a dramatic whiff of the baking bread. “That’s some good buns!” he said, “and I ain’t talkin’ ‘bout the bread!” He shot Grandma an exaggerated wink.

“Albert!” she reprimanded him, waving a spoon in his direction, although she couldn’t conceal the smile on her lips.

We all laughed, including Leigh, who had just bounded into the room, her baby blue eyes wide as she took in the spread on the table. “Holy moly, look at all this food! Grandma, Celeste, you’ve outdone yourselves!”

Telwyra entered last. She placed a gentle hand on the table as she looked at the spread with a broad smile, her emerald eyes shining with gratitude. “This is wonderful!” She shot Grandma a warm look. “What a treat you have made for us!”

Grandma patted Telwyra’s hand, her expression one of pure affection. “It’s my joy, dear. Now, everyone sit. It’s time to eat!”

As we gathered around the table, passing plates and sharing stories, I couldn’t help but marvel at the scene before me. My grandparents, so easily integrated into the fabric of our homestead life. Telwyra, her ancient wisdom and gentle spirit adding a new depth to our family dynamic. And at the center of it all, the unbreakable bonds of love and acceptance that held us all together.

“You know,” Grandpa began, “when David first asked us to come live here, I didn’t quite know what to expect. But sittin’ here now, surrounded by y’all... Well, I can already say comin’ here is the best decision we ever done made.”

Grandma nodded, her eyes misty. “It’s true. You’ve all welcomed us with such open arms, made us feel like we belong. I can’t thank you enough for that.”

Diane reached across the table, clasping Grandma’s hand in hers. “You do belong. You both do. This is your home now, too.”

As the meal wound down and the dishes were cleared away, we settled into the comfortable rhythm of the day. Grandpa and Celeste tended to the garden, their laughter carrying on the breeze as they worked side by side. Grandma and Diane took turns cuddling with Lucas, the baby’s giggles a constant soundtrack to the morning.

Leigh and Yeska set about their daily chores, their easy banter and playful jabs filling the homestead with a lighthearted energy. And Telwyra, ever the observant presence, moved between them all, offering a helping hand where needed as she — like my grandparents — slowly grew accustomed to and familiar with the way we did things around here.

As for me, I found myself content to simply bask in the glow of it all in between my own chores. This was the life I had built, the family I had chosen.

Later that day, as the sun began its descent and the homestead was bathed in the golden light of late afternoon, I found Diane on the porch once more. She leaned against the railing, her gaze distant and thoughtful.

I wrapped my arms around her from behind, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Penny for your thoughts?”

She leaned back into my embrace, a soft sigh escaping her lips. “I was just thinking about how far we’ve come. How much our lives have changed in such a short time.”

I nodded, resting my chin on her shoulder. “It’s been a wild ride, that’s for sure. But I wouldn’t change a single moment of it.”

She turned in my arms, her sapphire eyes locking with mine. “Me neither. This life, this family... It’s everything I’ve ever wanted, David. Everything and more.”

I kissed her then, soft and slow, pouring all the love and gratitude I felt into that single gesture. When we parted, foreheads resting against each other, I whispered, “I love you, Diane. More than I ever thought possible.”

She smiled, her hand coming up to caress my cheek. “I love you too, David. Always and forever.”

As we stood there, wrapped in each other’s embrace, the sounds of our family’s laughter and chatter drifting out from inside the homestead, I felt a sense of pure, unadulterated contentment wash over me.

The future stretched out before us, a canvas waiting to be painted with the colors of our shared dreams and aspirations. And with each brushstroke, each new memory made and challenge overcome, we would continue to grow, to thrive, to build a legacy that would endure for generations to come.

For now, though, we had this moment. This perfect, shining slice of time where all was right in our world. And as the sun dipped below the horizon and the stars began to wink into existence above, I knew that there was nowhere else I would rather be than right here, surrounded by the people I loved most in this world.

Our homestead, our haven, our little piece of paradise amidst the wilds of this new frontier. It was a thing truly worth protecting, and I knew that — in the coming days — we would have to do just that.


Chapter 6

The early afternoon sun cast a warm glow over the homestead as I led my grandparents around the perimeter, pointing out the various summons — from storm elementals to domesticants — that helped keep our little slice of paradise safe and thriving. The air held a crisp promise of spring, winter’s chill finally loosening its grip.

Grandma’s eyes widened with wonder as a storm elemental drifted close, like a miniature thunderstorm rolling past. “Well, I’ll be,” she murmured, her voice laced with awe. “Isn’t that a sight.”

Grandpa Albert, ever the stoic presence, nodded approvingly. “Mighty impressive, Davey. These fellas sure do look like they mean business.” Despite his gruff exterior, I caught the glimmer of amazement in his eyes.

Diane, her hand warm in mine, chimed in with her gentle explanations of the domesticants’ roles. “They’re such a blessing,” she said, watching as one of the beings carefully tended to the chickens. “From helping with the animals to keeping the gardens in tip-top shape, they really do it all.”

Grandma turned to her. “I loved the one David gave us,” she said.

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “I’ll have to summon him again.” I had dismissed him once everything had been packed up at my grandparents’ old home — it simply saved some space. With a few motions, I quickly summoned it again, bound it to me as a familiar, and gave it the command to always heed my grandparents’ commands.

As I did so, both my grandparents and Diane looked on with admiration and wonder. These little displays of my abilities as a Frontier Summoner were normal for me — and for Diane as well, to an extent — but they still baffled my grandparents.

“Amazing!” Grandpa just exclaimed as the little guy manifested, peeking curiously at its new masters. Laughing, we all continued our walk.

A moment later, we heard Celeste and Yeska’s laughter mingling with the soft clucking of the chickens. Leigh’s voice carried over to us, her tone playful. “Hey Grandma!” she called out. “How about a chicken race! Bet I can make ‘em run faster than you can! What do you say, want to make it a little competition?”

Grandma’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Oh, you’re on, missy! But don’t think you can beat me that easily. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.”

Grandpa Albert chuckled, shaking his head. “Better watch out, Leigh. Grandma’s a force to be reckoned with when she sets her mind to something. She’s been known to make me run when I get her all riled up!”

The laughter that followed filled the air, a joyous symphony that made my heart swell with contentment. A moment later, each of the competitors chose their favorite chicken from the coop. Then, with seed as their only ammunition, they had to goad the chickens to get to the finish line.

Of course, it all devolved into chaos, with Grandma chasing chickens around the property, Leigh getting disqualified for using her Beastmaster skills, and Grandpa accidentally tipping over a bag of seed, which led to a feeding frenzy in the coop. We laughed until we cried, and then we laughed some more.

In between bouts of laughter, watching my grandparents interact with my family filled me with warmth and a sense of completion. And as the day began to wind down, we finally gathered around the dinner table, where we continued the laughing and talking while enjoying the hearty stew Grandma had insisted on preparing. The table became a stage for sharing the day’s adventures, laughter punctuating every tale.

“I’m telling you,” Grandma said between spoonfuls, “those domesticants are a godsend in the vegetable garden Leigh set up for us. With their help, we’ll have the biggest, juiciest tomatoes this side of the Silverthread!”

Grandpa chuckled, reaching for a slice of freshly baked bread. “Just don’t go working them too hard. We want allies, not overworked magical farmhands. They might revolt!”

Leigh grinned, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “I don’t know, Grandpa. I think Grandma’s got the right idea. With an army of domesticants at her beck and call, Grandma could cultivate the finest seeds. Maybe then she’ll finally win a chicken race!”

Grandpa burst out laughing at that.

“Oh, hush, you,” Grandma admonished playfully, swatting at Leigh’s arm. “I’ll show you a chicken race, missy!”

As the laughter settled, Grandpa turned his attention to Lucas, scooping the giggling baby up from Diane’s lap. “And how’s my favorite little man doing today? Been keepin’ everyone on their toes, I bet.”

Lucas cooed happily, his tiny hands reaching up to pat Grandpa’s weathered cheeks. The sight of them together, generations intertwined, old wisdom meeting new life, filled me with profound joy.

I chuckled and shook my head. “He’s been busy, alright! I think he’s starting to get his teeth!”

Diane leaned into me, her head resting on my shoulder as we watched the scene unfold. “This is so great, isn’t it?” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “Having them here, seeing Lucas with his great-grandparents... I’m so happy to see this.”

I pressed a kiss to her temple, my heart too full for words. She was right. This moment, this perfect slice of time where love and laughter reigned supreme, was a gift beyond measure.

As the evening wore on and the dishes were cleared away, we settled into the cozy warmth of the living room, the blaze crackling merrily in the hearth.

“Grandpa, tell us about when you first met Grandma,” Celeste exclaimed excitedly.

“Yes, please do,” chimed in Yeska, her eyes shining with curiosity. “I’m in the mood for a romantic tale!”

“Ha! Romantic!” Grandma scoffed playfully.

“Hush now, woman!” Grandpa said, chuckling. “They’re askin’ me!” Then, Grandpa’s eyes sparkled as he began to recount the tale of how he met Grandma. “Well, I met your Grandma in church. It wasn’t very strange; we all met each other in church back then. And I thought to myself, ‘now there’s a woman whose naggin’ I’d like to wake up to for the rest of my days.’”

“Albert!” Grandma admonished him as Leigh broke out laughing.

He gave a roguish grin. “I was just jokin’, of course. Why, your Grandma wasn’t just the finest woman in Kentucky, she was the finest in the whole world. I had to box in a couple of ears to get rid o’ the competition, ‘specially old Ted whose daddy ran the auto shop. He thought he was a mighty fine catch in his Mustang!”

“It’s only ever been you in my heart, Albert, and you know it,” Grandma said.

“That is so sweet,” Telwyra hummed.

“Awww!” Leigh cooed, crawling up against me. The other women made similar sounds, and I smiled warmly at the tale.

“Anyways,” Grandpa continued. “I soon found myself working tirelessly at the factory to save up for an engagement ring. I asked her to marry me after her daddy gave me his permission, but I swear I would’ve asked her without his permission if I needed to. Ain’t no woman finer, and I wouldn’t have thought twice about elopin’ if I had to.”

Grandma gave him a warm smile and blew him a kiss. Leigh chimed in from her spot on the rug next to Lucas, “And there goes Grandpa, as smooth as ever! I bet you’ll take after him, Lucas!”

We all laughed along with her, including baby Lucas who squealed happily. Grandma beamed at Grandpa and continued the story, “But from that first encounter, stealing looks across the pews, we knew we were meant to be together.”

As they shared their memories, Celeste and Yeska listened with rapt attention, their questions sparking new tales and memories, as well as explanations about some of the Earth customs they didn’t understand so well. Soon enough, we found ourselves discussing the differences between Earth and Tannoris, all in an amiable way. Telwyra had many questions as well, and she often broke out in delighted and amazed laughter as my grandparents explained something that was normal to us but strange to them.

And through it all, I sat back and marveled at the completeness of this all. The homestead, our little haven in this wild frontier, had never felt more whole, more alive with the essence of all that truly mattered.

As the night grew late and sleepy yawns began to punctuate the conversation, we slowly made our way to our respective rooms, hearts and bellies full. I made my way upstairs, the wooden steps creaking beneath my feet, a comforting sound that spoke of home and hearth.

Once in the bedroom, I was joined in the large bed by my women, and our tiredness made way for a last rush of energy as we lost ourselves in the delights of each other’s bodies. After that, I drifted off, lulled to sleep by the soft, even breathing of my women.


Chapter 7

The next day was supposed to be one for work. The alchemy lab’s warm glow danced across the carefully arranged vials and jars as I meticulously measured out the ingredients for the healing potions. The silence that enveloped the room was a comforting presence, allowing for deep concentration and precise work.

After yesterday, which had been a very relaxing — if somewhat unproductive — day, I had resolved to dedicate some time to alchemy so we could restock on potions. In all the hominess and delights, I did not forget that a significant threat might soon visit us.

I had only just begun sorting my ingredients when Leigh’s voice pierced through the tranquil air like a thunderclap, shattering the focused calm.

“David!” Her tone was urgent, tinged with an undercurrent of concern that immediately set my nerves on edge.

With a practiced motion, I set aside my tools and wiped my hands on my apron, my brow furrowing as I stepped out into the bright sunlight, rifle in hand. The scene that greeted me was one of controlled chaos. A battered and weary dwarven patrol stood huddled under Leigh and Telwyra’s care, their armor dented and faces etched with exhaustion.

“What’s going on!” I called out, making my way over to the scene. “Who are you?”

The leader, a stout dwarf with a beard that resembled wrought iron, stepped forward. “Durgan Ironfist, at your service,” he introduced himself, his voice rough with fatigue. “We’ve come bearin’ some troubling news, I’m afraid.”

I nodded, my unease growing with each passing second. “Well, go ahead.”

“We ran into goblins and kobolds,” Durgan said. “Not far from here. We had to give combat, aye, and now we’re set to warnin’ the homesteaders that be livin’ nearby!”

As Durgan spoke, Diane and Celeste emerged from the house, drawn by the commotion. Their expressions quickly shifted from curiosity to concern as they joined our gathered crowd.

“The creatures were unusually aggressive,” Durgan explained, his brow furrowed. “It’s as if they were driven by some unseen force, their tactics more coordinated than we’ve ever seen before, aye.”

Yeska and my grandparents followed soon after, completing our impromptu assembly. I could see the apprehension mingling with interest on my grandparents’ faces, a reminder of how far removed they were from the dangers we often faced.

Durgan’s eyes darkened as he continued his tale. “We tracked the goblins and kobolds to a Dungeon nearby.”

“A Dungeon? Near here?” I asked, frown marring my face. “We’ve never found a Dungeon nearby, have we, girls?” I glanced especially at Diane and Leigh, who ranged out the most, and both shook their heads.

“Aye,” Durgan said. “That I believe. It be a new Dungeon for sure, hidden deep within the wilderness. Even as we watched, a whole new group of kobolds and goblins came out. We dwarves are not built for stealth, and they spotted us.”

“How many were there?” I asked.

“Four score? Hard to say, but we barely made it out alive,” Durgan admitted, his voice grave. “The Dungeon’s influence is spreadin’, and I fear for the safety of yer homestead and the surrounding settlements. Therefore, me and me lads are alertin’ the homesteaders. We’ve sent a runner to Gladdenfield Outpost and New Springfield.”

A heavy silence descended upon us as the implications of Durgan’s words sank in. I could feel the weight of responsibility pressing down on my shoulders, the need for action becoming increasingly clear.

I exchanged a loaded glance with Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra. In that moment, a wordless understanding passed between us — we knew what had to be done.

“We need to investigate this Dungeon,” I declared, my voice steady with determination. “We have to assess the threat it poses and find a way to neutralize it.”

Diane nodded, her sapphire eyes hardening with resolve. “Agreed. We can’t let this danger go unchecked.”

Celeste stepped forward, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. “We’ll face this together, as we always have.”

Leigh’s grin held an edge of anticipation. “Time to show those monsters what happens when they mess with our home!”

Durgan frowned. “That is mighty brave of ye! But there was not a chance for us to gauge the Dungeon’s level. We are all level four to five, aye, but I do not know if the Dungeon will be a greater challenge than ye can handle.”

I clasped Durgan’s shoulder firmly. “We are of higher level than you are, Durgan. You did well to come here. Alert the other homesteaders, then return to Gladdenfield. Inform them of what you’ve discovered and rest. We’ll handle this, and we’ll send word when it is done. We’ll probably come ourselves. And if the Dungeon is too dangerous for us, we’ll just scout it. We’re trained adventurers, all.”

With a solemn nod, Durgan and his patrol took their leave after giving us the best directions to the Dungeon that they could muster. Luckily, one of their number was a Scout, and he had an excellent memory of the way there. As they left, their steps were heavy with exhaustion, but their spirits buoyed by our promise to face the Dungeon head-on.

As we turned back to the homestead, the air crackled with a newfound sense of urgency. Each of us moved with purpose, gathering the necessary supplies and weapons for the expedition ahead.

Grandma’s worried gaze followed our preparations. “Are you sure about this, David? It sounds terribly dangerous.”

I met her concern with a reassuring smile. “We’ve faced worse, Grandma. And we have each other. That’s always been our greatest strength. Even if the Dungeon is above our level, we have a unique set of skills that will allow us to retreat and get reinforcements. My summons can hold back an enemy host, and Diane can make sure we disappear among the trees, and they will never find us. We need to know more about this place — take it out if we can.”

Grandpa’s weathered hand clasped mine, his grip firm. “Just come back safe, y’hear? All of you.”

Telwyra’s voice cut through the tension, her emerald eyes glowing with an otherworldly light. “I have skills that may ease your minds,” she revealed. “My healing abilities are powerful, and I can accompany you and make sure no wound is left untreated.”

A collective nod passed through our group, the knowledge of Telwyra’s abilities a welcome light amidst the gathering darkness. We had always lacked a healer in our party, and now we had one.

“We will set out at once,” I declared. “The day is still young. And if that dwarven Scout spoke true, it won’t be more than a few hours’ walk.”

Half an hour later, with our preparations complete and our resolve unshakeable, we stood united at the edge of the homestead. The larroling and Fuzzyfur, our ever-faithful companions, flanked us, their presence a tangible reminder of the bonds that held us together.

I knelt before Lucas, cradled in my grandmother’s arms. “Be good for your great-grandparents, little man,” I whispered, pressing a gentle kiss to his forehead. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

Rising to my feet, I met the gazes of my family, the love and determination reflected in their eyes a mirror of my own. “Together?” I asked, my voice steady.

“Together,” they chorused, their voices ringing with unwavering conviction.

As we set forth from the homestead, the late morning sun cast its rays upon us like a blessing, illuminating our path and warming our backs. We were out on an adventure again, this time to protect our own.


Chapter 8

As we stood at the entrance of the Dungeon, the light of our flashlight danced across the ancient stone walls, casting eerie shadows that seemed to writhe with a life of their own. The air was thick and musty, laden with the scent of decay and the unmistakable tang of danger. The arched doorway loomed before us, its surface etched with arcane symbols and dire warnings that whispered of the horrors that lay within.

I turned to face my companions, the determined set of their jaws and the steely glint in their eyes a mirror of my own resolve. “Remember,” I said, my voice low and steady, “we stay together, no matter what. Even when Diane is ahead scouting, I don’t want to be out of earshot of her. Watch each other’s backs, and trust in the strength of our bond.”

Diane nodded, her sapphire eyes glinting in the torchlight. “We’ve faced worse than this,” she reminded us, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. “And we’ve always come out stronger for it.”

Celeste stepped forward, her gaze sweeping over the group. “Let us be careful still,” she declared, her voice ringing with conviction. “Who knows what darkness lurks within?”

With those words, we stepped across the threshold and into the waiting darkness of the Dungeon. The shadows seemed to swallow us whole, the flickering light of our flashlight barely penetrating the oppressive gloom. The narrow passageway stretched out before us, its walls slick with moisture and glistening with an unhealthy sheen.

Our footsteps echoed off the stone, the sound unnaturally loud in the eerie silence. I could feel the tension in the air, the prickling sense of unseen eyes watching our every move. Beside me, Leigh’s larroling companion growled softly, its hackles raised and its eyes gleaming with a feral light.

Suddenly, Diane held up a hand, her body tensing. “Hold,” she whispered, her voice no louder than a breath. “There’s something ahead.”

We froze, our hearts pounding in our chests as we strained to hear over the sound of our own ragged breathing. And then, from the darkness ahead, came the unmistakable sound of shuffling footsteps and the guttural snarls of goblins.

“Brace yourselves,” I hissed, my grip tightening on my weapon. “Something’s coming.”

No sooner had the words left my lips than the goblins burst from the shadows ahead, their misshapen forms marked by the sickly green glow of their eyes. They came at us in a wave, their crude weapons raised, and their mouths twisted in feral snarls.

The battle was joined in a clash of steel and a storm of magic. I took a knee, my muzzle flashing as I dropped the first of the goblins with a round in its center mass. Beside me, Celeste danced into the fray, her sword a blur of motion as she cut down our foes with deadly precision.

Leigh’s larroling companion sprang into action, its powerful jaws snapping and tearing at the goblins that dared to come too close. Fuzzyfur, too, was a whirlwind of claws and teeth, his lithe form darting in and out of the shadows as he harried our enemies.

With the melee combatants taking the lead, I called upon my Aura of Protection, feeling the familiar surge of magic as a shimmering shield of energy enveloped my companions. The goblins’ blows glanced harmlessly off Celeste and the larroling, their frustrated howls filling the air as they redoubled their efforts to attack.

Telwyra’s voice rose above the din, her words infused with the power of her fae magic. A wave of healing energy washed over us, knitting together what few wounds Celeste and the larroling had incurred and renewing our strength. Even as the goblins pressed their attack, we stood firm, our resolve unshakable.

With a swift incantation, I summoned forth a guardian to defend Celeste’s flank, but by then, most of the goblins had already fallen. Just as suddenly as it had begun, the battle was over. The last of the goblins fell, their lifeless bodies littering the stone floor. We stood amidst the carnage, our chests heaving and weapons dripping with blood.

“Is everyone alright?” I asked, my gaze sweeping over my companions as I lowered my rifle, making sure it was pointed at the ground and my finger was off the trigger.

Diane nodded, wiping a smear of blood from her cheek. “We’re all still standing,” she confirmed, her voice steady despite the adrenaline still coursing through our veins.

Leigh let out a breathless laugh, her eyes shining with the thrill of battle. “That was a close one,” she admitted, her grin fierce and unapologetic. “They came out of nowhere, but we took the initiative.”

I couldn’t help but return her smile, feeling the weight of our victory settle over me like a mantle. “We did,” I agreed, my voice ringing with pride. “But we can’t let our guard down. There might still be a long way to go.”

With those words, we pressed onward, our senses on high alert. The Dungeon’s twisting passageways seemed to go on forever, each turn revealing a deeper path into the bowels of the earth.

At last, we came to a threshold of a vast chamber, its walls lined with flickering torches and its floor strewn with the bones of long-dead adventurers.
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As we stepped into the vast chamber, an eerie silence enveloped us, broken only by the soft crackling of the torches lining the walls. Bones on the floor, barely visible in the flickering torchlight, offered a grim reminder of the dangers that lurked within.

But it was the sight at the far end of the chamber that drew our attention, an anomaly amidst the crude encampments and scattered remains. A portal, pulsing with an otherworldly hue, stood like a beacon of mystery and peril. It was very similar to the portal in the Coalition Headquarters in New Springfield.

I took a cautious step forward, my gaze fixed on the portal’s intricate design. It hummed with a discordant frequency. The closer I looked, the more apparent its arcane complexity became, an unsettling hint that the forces at play were more than crude goblins.

Yeska moved to my side, her keen eyes analyzing the portal’s structure. “This is no ordinary gateway,” she murmured, her voice low and urgent. “It’s a one-way portal, designed for a specific purpose, and this is its exit.”

I nodded, a sense of unease settling in the pit of my stomach. “And the purpose?” I wondered aloud, my mind racing with possibilities.

Celeste knelt beside the portal’s base, her fingers tracing the crude lines and symbols etched into the stone. “These drawings and sigils,” she said, her brow furrowed in concentration, “they hint at other portals, a network of sorts.”

The realization hit me like a physical blow, the pieces falling into place with sickening clarity. “Then that’s how Father’s forces bypassed the defenses at Ironfast,” I breathed, my voice trembling with a mix of anger and dread. “A hidden network of portals, allowing them to appear behind the lines of Lord Vartlebeck’s scouts and the mountain hold of Ironfast at will. We need to take these out.”

Diane placed a comforting hand on my shoulder, her touch a grounding presence amidst the growing tension. “We’ll stop them, David,” she assured me, her sapphire eyes filled with determination. “One portal at a time.”

I drew strength from her words, from the unwavering support of my companions. Scanning the chamber once more, my gaze fell upon a statue in the corner — an imposing effigy of Father, a fearsome black dragon, cast in the flickering torchlight that seemed to grant it a twisted semblance of life.

Before it was a low, stone table, covered with crude maps and scrawlings. Telwyra saw them at the same time as I did and headed over to study them. She only needed a moment. “These maps are crude and of kobold make,” she said, “but there is no mistaking what they depict… This is a map of the portal network.”

“Good find!” I said. “That’ll set us up to strike at Father’s forces. Gather them up.”

The women nodded agreement, their resolve strong.

“We’ll destroy this portal,” I declared next, my voice steady with resolve. “It’s our most immediate threat. But those maps,” I gestured to the scattered parchments, “they might aid our efforts to unravel this network. We’ll need to investigate further.”

Leigh stepped forward, her larroling companion at her side. “Let’s wreck us a portal, then,” she said, her eyes glinting with fierce determination. “Smash it to bits and send a message to those bastards.”

“I know just the guy,” I said with a grin before summoning Aquana’s avatar with a focused burst of mana. The watery form surged toward the portal, its power amplified by my own resolve. With a sound like the crashing of waves, the avatar collided with the portal’s framework, the arcane energy sputtering and dimming under the onslaught.

With one final, resolute shove, the portal crumbled, its structure destabilized beyond repair. A collective sigh of relief passed through our group; the immediate threat neutralized.

“One down,” Celeste said, her voice grim with determination. “But many more to go, if these maps are any indication.”

I knelt beside the scattered parchments, carefully helping her roll up each piece to tuck them away. “We’ll need to study these further,” I said, my mind already racing with the implications. “Every portal is a threat, I’m afraid.”

Diane’s gaze drifted to the statue of Father, her expression hardening. “And what of this?” she asked, her voice edged with disgust. “The goblins and kobolds clearly worship it.”

Leigh’s larroling growled, its hackles raised as it sensed the statue’s malevolent aura. “I say we topple it,” she declared, her grip tightening on her weapon. “Send a message that their ‘Father’ won’t protect them from us.”

A murmur of agreement passed through our group, and with a collective effort, we heaved against the statue, our muscles straining with the exertion. The stone groaned and shifted, resisting our efforts for a heart-stopping moment before finally succumbing to our combined strength.

With a resounding crash, the statue of Father toppled from its pedestal, shattering against the chamber floor in a spray of broken stone and dust. The sound echoed through the chamber, a defiant proclamation of our victory, however small.

As the dust settled, we stood amidst the debris, our chests heaving with exertion and our minds heavy with the knowledge of the trials ahead. The portal lay in ruins, the statue reduced to rubble, but the true battle had only just begun.

“We have our work cut out for us,” I said. “But together, we’ll unravel this network and protect our home, no matter the cost.”
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As we rifled through the remains of the portal, its once pulsing energy now silent and extinguished, the weight of our plight pressed upon my shoulders. We needed to get all the information we could from this Dungeon.

Telwyra knelt beside me, her hand brushing against mine as she carefully examined a shard of the shattered structure. Her brow furrowed in deep concentration, green eyes intently studying the intricate carvings.

“These symbols,” she said, her melodic voice tinged with concern. “They’re unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.” Her delicate finger traced the cryptic patterns etched into the fragment. “This wasn’t just a mere passage for those vile creatures; it was a beacon, a rallying point.” She met my gaze, a flicker of unease passing through her expression. “I fear Father is gathering an army.”

Celeste joined us, her elegant fingers deftly tracing the surface of a piece of parchment that she carried to us. “These maps,” she said, her voice grave and measured, “they detail not only this immediate area but all the lands surrounding the Silverthread River. It seems forces are gathering to surround Gladdenfield Outpost and New Springfield. We have a serious problem on our hands.”

Leigh stood nearby with her arms crossed. “Well, at least now we know exactly what we’re up against,” she remarked, a half-smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “And you know what they say — knowin’ is half the battle, right?”

I nodded, absorbing the wisdom and insights of my beloved companions. “You’re absolutely right,” I agreed, rising to my feet and brushing the ancient dust from my hands. I met each of their gazes in turn, my voice steady and resolute. “We’re going to send word to Gladdenfield and Caldwell about this. They need to know the threat.”

As we made our way out of the dungeon and into the warm embrace of the setting sun, the air around us felt lighter, as if a great weight had been lifted from our shoulders despite the gravity of what surely lay ahead. Our steps were purposeful and unified, guiding us back to the safety and comfort of home under the growing cover of the night sky.

Upon arriving at the homestead, the welcoming sight of glowing lights in the windows filled our hearts with relief and gratitude. My grandparents, having been dutifully informed of our safe return by the ever-vigilant summons that patrolled our property, greeted us at the door, their aged faces etched with a mixture of relief and curiosity. Grandma held Lucas, and the first thing I did was kiss my boy.

“Everyone safe?” Grandpa inquired, his wizened eyes carefully scanning each of us for any signs of injury or distress, concern evident in his every feature.

“Yes, we are,” I confirmed, ushering everyone inside with a gentle guiding hand. “And there is much we need to discuss.” My tone conveyed the seriousness of our findings, a silent promise that all would be revealed in due time.

Gathered around the dinner table, laden with a simple meal lovingly prepared by my grandparents’ skilled hands, we recounted every detail of our perilous adventure. From the fierce skirmish with the savage goblins to the shocking discovery of the arcane portal and its subsequent destruction, no aspect was left untouched as we laid bare the extent of our findings.

I shared our findings with my grandparents, but here it was clear that they came from safer places. The depth of the threat was difficult for them to fathom, but they understood its significance and the need to deal with it. When dinner was finished, I found my mind drifting, and I excused myself for a moment, needing some time to contemplate the significance of recent events.


Chapter 9

As I stood at the edge of the porch, lost in thought, the soft hues of twilight painted the sky above our homestead. The crisp evening air carried the promise of a peaceful night, yet my mind swirled with the weight of the day’s revelations and the significance of the presence of Telwyra. The threat of Father was closer now, and we were getting into the thick of it.

From within the house, the warm glow of laughter and conversation spilled out, contrasting with the contemplative silence that enveloped me. It was in this moment of introspection that Telwyra joined me, her footsteps soft against the weathered wood of the porch.

“You seem deep in thought, my Soulbond,” she said, her melodic voice gently piercing through my reverie. Her emerald eyes, filled with a depth that never failed to captivate me, searched my face with a mix of curiosity and understanding.

I turned to face her, a small smile tugging at the corners of my lips. “Just trying to process everything that happened,” I admitted, my gaze meeting hers. “The Dungeon, the goblins, and the revelations about our bond... It’s a lot to take in.”

Telwyra nodded, her expression softening with empathy. “These are indeed challenging times,” she agreed, stepping closer to me. “But they also bring us closer together, forging a connection that goes beyond mere companionship.”

Her words, hinting at the profound nature of our Soulbond, stirred a warmth within my chest. “I find myself wanting to know more about Soulbonds in Tannoris,” I confessed, my voice tinged with curiosity. “The way you and the others speak of them... It’s clear they hold great significance among the denizens of Tannoris.”

A gentle smile graced Telwyra’s lips as she placed a hand on my arm, her touch light yet comforting. “In Tannoris, Soulbonds are revered as sacred connections, blessed by the very essence of magic itself,” she explained. “They are not about control or dominance, but rather a union that strengthens both individuals, allowing them to face life’s challenges with a shared resilience and an unbreakable bond.”

I listened intently, captivated by her words. “It sounds both incredibly profound and intimate,” I admitted. As I spoke, our hands touched of their own accord, and there was comfort in the touch.

Telwyra’s fingers laced with mine, her touch warm and reassuring. “It can be daunting,” she acknowledged, her thumb gently caressing the back of my hand. “But it is also immensely rewarding. To share a bond that encompasses both spirit and strength, to know and be known so completely... It is a rare and precious gift.”

Emboldened by her openness and the enchanting atmosphere of the night, I found myself suggesting, “Say, why don’t we take a walk down by the Silverthread River? The moonlight might provide the perfect backdrop to talk more about this. Besides, the river reflects the stars beautifully once they come out, and it looks like a clear sky tonight.”

Telwyra’s eyes sparkled with delight at the idea. “I would love that,” she agreed, her smile radiant in the fading light.

Hand in hand, we made our way towards the river, the gentle murmur of the flowing water joining the symphony of nocturnal sounds. Under the silver glow of the moon, we found ourselves settling by the riverbank. There, the shimmering water cast a magical light upon us.

In this moment of tranquility, with Telwyra by my side, a sense of peace returned to me, pushing away some of the concerns I had been mulling over. Already, she gave me solace.

“Tell me, Telwyra,” I said, my gaze locked with hers, “what do you feel when you think about our bond?”

She reached up, her fingers gently tracing the contours of my face. “I feel a connection that transcends the physical realm,” she said, her voice soft and filled with emotion. “A sense of belonging, of completeness, that I have never known before. With you, David, I feel as though I have found a missing piece of my soul.”

Her words, so raw and heartfelt, resonated deep within me. I leaned into her touch, my hand coming up to cradle her cheek. “I feel it too,” I confessed, my voice barely above a whisper. “This bond between us... It feels like it has been there all my life, but I only just now realized it.”

Telwyra’s eyes shone with a mixture of affection and understanding. “It is a bond that will only grow stronger with time,” she promised, her lips curving into a gentle smile.

As the stars came out, the gentle breeze carried with it the whispers of the night, a soothing balm to my mind, which bore many burdens of late.

“David,” Telwyra began, her melodic voice barely above a whisper, “I sense a weight upon your heart, a burden that you carry.”

I turned to face her, a wistful smile tugging at the corners of my lips. “That obvious, huh?” I joked, my gaze meeting hers. “It’s just... with everything that’s happened, I feel the weight of the safety of others on my shoulders — not just my own family, but the people of Gladdenfield Outpost and New Springfield as well… Perhaps even more.”

Telwyra’s expression softened, a flicker of understanding dancing in her eyes. She reached out, her hand gently resting on my arm, a gesture of comfort and connection. “I cannot take away your worries, my Soulbond,” she said, her voice taking on a reverent tone, “but yours is a path we walk together, and I would provide you comfort with my love if I may.”

Intrigued by her words, I found myself leaning closer, drawn in by the promise of revelation. “What do you mean?” I asked, my brow furrowing with curiosity.

Telwyra’s lips curved into an enigmatic smile, her gaze holding mine with an intensity that sent a shiver down my spine. “There are depths to our connection, David, that we have yet to explore,” she explained. “Facets of our bond that, when embraced, will bring us closer than ever before.”

I swallowed hard, my heart racing at the implications of her words. “Are you saying...?” I trailed off.

Telwyra nodded, her eyes sparkling. “Yes, David,” she confirmed, her hand sliding down my arm to intertwine her fingers with mine. “When the time is right, when we are both ready, our Soulbond will evolve, transcending the boundaries of the physical realm and uniting us in ways we have yet to imagine. We will both draw deep comfort from it… and pleasure, it is true.”

Her words hung in the air between us, a promise laden with both anticipation and uncertainty. I felt a warmth spreading through my chest, a longing to explore the depths of our connection, to unravel the mysteries that lay ahead.

“I want that,” I whispered, my voice thick with emotion. “To know you, to be known by you, in every way possible.”

Telwyra’s smile widened, her eyes shining with a mix of joy and understanding. “As do I, my Soulbond,” she whispered, her free hand coming up to caress my cheek.

I felt the temptation to lean in and kiss her then, but I wanted to talk to my other women first. By their reception of Telwyra, I expected they would not mind — likely even stimulate — the deepening of our Soulbond. But in our Elven Marriage, communication was vital, and I would not make such steps based on assumptions.

I drew in a deep breath. “Thank you, Telwyra,” I said, my forehead resting against hers. “For being here, for being my Soulbond. I would love nothing more than to deepen our bond, but you will understand that I will have to talk to the others. If you are to be their sister, then openness and honesty are vital.”

Telwyra’s smile was soft, her eyes filled with a warmth that seemed to chase away the shadows of uncertainty. “There is nothing I would rather be than your lover and their sister, David,” she whispered. “I will await the outcome with my heart beating for all of you.”

With that, I leaned in and embraced her, feeling her warm and soft body against mine. A delicious, wild scent made its way to my nostrils, which flared with desire and lust, but I was a man of control.

As we sat there, wrapped in each other’s embrace, the world around us seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of us, our hearts beating in sync, our souls intertwined in a dance of destiny. The future lay before us, with myriad possibilities waiting to be unraveled, and though the path ahead was shrouded in mystery, I knew that Telwyra would be by my side.

And so, under the watchful gaze of the stars, Telwyra and I allowed ourselves to be lost in the magic of the moment, our Soulbond a shimmering thread that bound us together, a promise of the adventures yet to come.


Chapter 10

The next morning found me outside early, walking the perimeter of the homestead while the others were yet to awaken.

Yesterday’s conversation with Telwyra weighed on me, and as I did my early patrol, Fuzzyfur and one of the storm elementals by my side, I pondered how I could best speak to my women about the deepening of the Soulbond.

I resolved that it would be best to have such conversations one-on-one. While my women were honest and open, the discussion of such a delicate topic in a group might be a little too much. I wanted each of them to give careful consideration, and even the faintest possibility of peer pressure either way was to be avoided.

Once I had made up my mind, I drew a deep breath and found some calm, waking up to the world around me. The soft rustling of leaves in the gentle breeze and the distant chirping of birds created a serene sort of background music. With each step, my resolve strengthened, and I sensed the significance of the revelations I was about to share with the women who had become the very foundation of my life.

I found Diane first. She was in the kitchen, her hands deftly kneading dough for the day’s bread, the cutest stain of flour on her cheek. She looked up as I entered, her sapphire eyes filled with a mix of curiosity and concern. “David,” she said softly, wiping her hands on her apron, “what’s on your mind? I can see something’s troubling you.”

I smiled and took her by the hand. “Diane,” I began, “there’s something I need to tell you about Telwyra and our Soulbond.”

Diane’s brow furrowed, her expression growing serious. She gestured for me to sit at the table, taking a seat across from me. “I’m listening,” she said, her tone gentle yet unwavering.

I reached across the table, taking her hand in mine again. “Telwyra and I... our Soulbond,” I explained, “it’s a connection that goes beyond the physical, a union of our very essences.”

She beamed a smile. “Yes!” she hummed, her eyes full of love. “It’s very special. I always knew something about you was special. I knew it the moment you walked into the Wild Outrider for the first time with Caldwell. I could tell right away that you were different, even if you were so green back then.” She chuckled. “You didn’t even have a Class, but you carried yourself with more confidence and silent strength than the braggart adventurers that frequent the Wild Outrider.”

I chuckled and squeezed her hand. “Thank you, my love.” I kept my eyes locked on her as I continued. “I need you to know that the Soulbond doesn’t change how I feel about you, about any of you,” I assured her, my voice fierce with conviction. “You are my heart, my home. Telwyra’s bond is different, but it doesn’t diminish the love I have for you.”

Diane nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “I know. And I trust you, David,” she said softly, her thumb caressing the back of my hand. “If this Soulbond is a part of who you are, then I lovingly accept it, just as I accept every facet of you.”

Relief washed over me, a weight lifting from my shoulders. “Thank you, Diane,” I murmured, bringing her hand to my lips and pressing a gentle kiss to her knuckles. “Your support means everything to me.”

“You are my true love, David,” she said. “The father of my child. Ours is a Soulbond in its own way.”

I smiled, touched by her words. “Telwyra told me the bond can be strengthened, and that it can be physical as well. How do you feel about that?”

She smiled. “Do you desire her?”

“I do.”

“Then I will embrace her as a sister,” she said.

Once again, the ease of her acceptance almost made me flinch, and she laughed, seeing my response. She gave me a playful poke as she shot me a naughty look. “My love, even after all this time you still forget that I am a child of Tannoris. The Elven Marriage is common to my kind, and the Soulbond is holy. No wife of Tannorian stock would oppose this. And besides, Telwyra is sweet and kind and caring — she is a healer. Having her around can only benefit us all.”

I grinned and squeezed her hand. “I guess I do forget that from time to time,” I admitted. “But I am happy you accept her. Seeing how things went with Yeska at the beginning…”

She laughed and waved it away. “Don’t you bring that up again, David Wilson!” she said. “I told you: pregnant foxkin are a little different. She and I made up! It’s all water under the bridge.”

I grinned and rose, pulling her to her feet before I enclosed her in a tight embrace. “Thank you, my love,” I said, kissing her on her plump lips.

We shared a moment like that, she in her apron with a flour stain on her cheek, kissing in the familiar coziness of our kitchen. Finally, I pulled back, looking into her loving blue eyes.

“Go on,” she said softly, “go talk to the others. I doubt they will think differently, but it is good that you speak to us of these things before you make your decisions. It shows us you respect and trust us, and it only strengthens the bonds.”

With that, I gave her a pat on her shapely bottom. With Diane’s understanding and acceptance bolstering my resolve, I sought out Celeste in the fledgling orchard.
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I found Celeste pruning a young apple sapling, her movements graceful and precise. As I approached, she turned to face me, her emerald eyes filled with warmth and wisdom.

“My love,” she said, smiling warmly. “How do you like the orchard so far?”

“Beautiful,” I said, looking around at the tender saplings she had planted. It was her little project, something she wanted dearly, and I had encouraged her.

“Thank you, my love,” she said, nimbly rising and pressing her delicious body against mine as she gave me a kiss. “Ah, but there is something on your mind, is there not?” She gave me a little wink. “I can tell, you know?”

I chuckled at how familiar my women were with me and how well they knew me. “Well,” I began, my voice steady, bolstered by Diane’s assurances, “I have something important to share with you about Telwyra.”

Celeste set down her pruning shears, giving me her full attention. “I’m here to listen, David,” she said, her voice soft and encouraging.

I took a deep breath, the words spilling from my lips in a rush. “As you know, Telwyra and I share a Soulbond, a connection that transcends the physical realm,” I explained, my gaze searching her face for any sign of reaction.

“Indeed,” she agreed. “It’s a bond that is revered among the elves, a union of souls. A rare and precious gift, my dearest. Have you consummated it yet?”

I blinked. “Consummated?”

“Yes,” she said, a little surprised in her turn. “You are supposed to… you know…”

Again, the difference between Tannorian women and women of Earth baffled me. “I… Well, I wanted to speak to you first about it… To all of you.”

She clasped her hands together, a wet sheen over her beautiful eyes. “Oh, David,” she hummed, “how gallant! You are so different from the oafish men of Tannoris! How thoughtful!”

I laughed, relief washing over me at her acceptance. “Well, it’s just how a husband and wife should treat one another, I think.”

She winked and wagged her finger. “Ah, you’d say that, but not many men of Tannoris would agree… especially elves. It is a good thing there aren’t too many of them. Pompous thilaef ar-hanun… Well anyway, thank you, my love, for asking me. She has my approval, and I would only encourage her joining our marriage.”

“Thank you, my sweet,” I said. “But even if it is obvious to Tannorians, I need you to know — by saying so explicitly — that this Soulbond doesn’t change my love for you, for our family. You are in my heart, Celeste, now and always.”

Celeste stepped closer, her hand coming up to caress my cheek. “I know, David,” she said, her smile gentle and filled with love. “Your heart is vast, and there is room for all of us within it. Telwyra’s bond is a part of you, and I embrace it as I embrace every part of you.”

I leaned into her touch, my own hand covering hers. “Thank you, Celeste,” I whispered, my forehead resting against hers. “Your wisdom and understanding are among the things I so love about you.”

With Celeste’s blessing, I made my way to the banks of the Silverthread, where Leigh was setting up to do some fishing.


Chapter 11

As Leigh and I settled by the tranquil waters of the Silverthread River, I couldn’t shake off the serenity that enveloped us. It was as if the gentle flow of the river and the soft humming of life around us conspired to create a bubble of peace, momentarily distancing us from the complexities of our lives.

I looked over at Leigh, her baby blue eyes filled with their characteristic sparkle as she gazed out at the river. I wondered if she would take it as well as Diane and Celeste did. After all, Leigh was not of Tannoris. She was a red-blooded Earth woman. But then again, she wasn’t a very typical Earth woman.

Taking a deep breath, I began, “Leigh, I spoke to Diane and Celeste about Telwyra, about the Soulbond we share.”

Leigh turned to face me, her expression curious and open. “Oh? Do tell, David! What did our lovely ladies have to say about this intriguin’ development?” She leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees as she gave me her full attention. I could see she was toying with me a little by the mischievous twinkle in her eyes and the generous glance she offered down her ample cleavage.

I knew at once that she understood what this was about, but she was going to make me work for it a little. I was fine with that, of course.

“Diane and Celeste were incredibly supportive,” I said. “They see the value Telwyra brings, not only with her healing abilities but as part of our family.”

Leigh let out a delighted laugh, the sound echoing across the river. “Well, of course they were! Who wouldn’t want a Soulbond healer in the family?” She grinned, mischief dancing in her eyes as she licked her lips and placed a soft hand on my inner thigh. “And how did they feel about little ‘ole David wanting to bang the ever-loving crap out of his Soulbond?”

I doubled over laughing, unable to control myself. She was something alright and she was as shrewd as a mountain lion. She saw right through me.

“Think I didn’t notice them glances you stole?” she hummed, continuing to tease me. “Why, I’d have to be blind as a mole to not see that!”

I raised my hands in surrender. “Alright, alright! I admit it.”

She licked her lips. “Well, I’m fine with you havin’ a taste of her, baby. She seems right sweet.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “You’re not wrong there, Leigh. But seriously,” I added, my tone growing more earnest, “it’s not just going to be a one-time thing. I want to know if you’re okay with her joining us.”

Leigh’s expression softened, and she reached out to take my hand in hers. “David,” she said, her voice filled with warmth and sincerity, “anythin’ that brings more love and happiness into our lives is a blessin’. Pure and simple.” She gave my hand a gentle squeeze, her eyes locking with mine. “And Telwyra? She’s more than welcome to join our crazy lil’ family.”

I felt a surge of gratitude at her words, and I returned the squeeze, our hands intertwined. “Thank you, Leigh. Your support means the world to me.”

Leigh’s smile widened, and she bumped her shoulder against mine playfully. “Plus, an extra mommy for this little one,” she said, patting her belly — still flat and soft — with her free hand, “definitely won’t go amiss. I reckon it means I can sleep in from time to time!”

I couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled up from my chest, and soon, Leigh joined in, our mirth mingling with the gentle rustling of the leaves and the soft babbling of the river. As our laughter subsided, I found myself gazing at Leigh with open admiration.

“Leigh,” I said, my voice filled with warmth, “you have this incredible way of making everything feel alright. Your spirit, your joy... it’s infectious.”

Leigh’s cheeks flushed slightly at the compliment, but her grin never wavered. “Well, someone’s gotta keep things lively around here!” she quipped, giving me a playful wink. Then, her expression grew more reflective as she turned her gaze back to the river. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way, David. I love you. You’re my man — the only one for me.”

I nodded, letting those truths comfort me. We sat there for a moment longer, basking in the warmth of the moment and the strength of our bond. Eventually, Leigh rose to her feet, tugging me up with her. “Come on,” she said, looping her arm through mine, “I got some fishin’ to do, and I reckon you ain’t talked to Yeska yet. She’s in the alchemy lab.”

I smiled and nodded before wrapping her in my arms and placing a kiss on her forehead. “You’re right,” I said. “I’ll go find her.”

She kissed me on the cheek and shooed me off. I took another moment to admire her pretty behind in her tight pants as she bent over to pick up the rod, then I headed toward the alchemy laboratory.
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I found Yeska was deep into her task, organizing the stock of ingredients and potions. The room was filled with the gentle clinking of bottles and the subtle fragrance of herbs and potions. I watched her for a moment, admiring the careful way she handled each item, her slender fingers deftly arranging the vials and jars with practiced ease.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped forward, my footsteps echoing softly against the stone floor. “Yeska,” I started, my voice barely above a whisper, “can I talk to you for a moment?”

She paused in her task, turning to face me with a gentle smile. “Of course, David,” she replied, her green eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that spoke of her focus. “What is on your mind, my love?”

“It’s about Telwyra,” I said. “As you know, she is my Soulbond. I wanted to talk to you about that — about what it means for the family… and for us.”

Yeska tilted her head to one side, her expression softening with understanding. “A Soulbond is a rare and precious thing,” she said, setting down the vial she had been examining and leaning back against the lab table. “It’s a bond that transcends the physical realm, connecting two souls on a level that is both profound and… well, intimate, I suppose.”

I nodded, feeling a sense of relief at her words. “Exactly,” I said, taking a step closer to her. “And that’s why I wanted to talk to you about it. Telwyra’s arrival into our life... it’s a big change. I want to make sure you understand and are comfortable with it.”

Yeska pushed off from the table, closing the distance between us. “Oh, David,” she said softly, her hand coming up to rest on my cheek, “Your heart is big enough for all of us. The magic that Telwyra brings, the knowledge and the ancient spells... it intrigues me. It could strengthen us, provide a new layer of protection for the homestead. And she is a soft and gentle soul, full of caring and devotion. How could I say no to a woman like that in your life?”

I leaned into her touch, feeling the warmth of her skin against mine. “Yeska, that means so much to me, hearing you say that,” I said, my eyes searching hers. “Your place in my life, in our family... it’s irreplaceable. Your curiosity, your spirit, it’s vital to who we are, to the essence of our homestead.”

She smiled then, a genuine, soft smile that reached her eyes and made my heart skip a beat. “I’m excited to learn from Telwyra, to see how our magic can intertwine,” she said, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. “And if she can provide some pleasure… Well, all the better.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her playful tone, the sound filling the room and momentarily pushing aside the weight of our recent discoveries. “I have no doubt you two will get along famously,” I said, reaching up to tuck a stray lock of hair back into its bun, giving her fuzzy ear a scratch on the way back.

“Oh, we will,” Yeska assured me. “The deerkin are interesting. They were rare even on Tannoris, and I would love to learn all I can.”

“Thank you, Yeska,” I said. “Truly.”

She smiled then, a radiant smile that lit up her entire face. “You don’t have to thank me, David,” she whispered, her fingers lacing with mine. “You are my love, and I want to see you happy. Being with your Soulbond is an undeniable component of that happiness, like Thauma Root pulp in a mana potion.” She shot me a wink.

I grinned and nodded, happy that she understood. With Yeska by my side, with all of my loves supporting me, I knew we could face anything that came our way. It was a great relief to know all my women welcomed Telwyra, and it would only make us stronger.

Still, I wouldn’t rush things. We needed our time to acclimatize. And even though the threat of Father was looming, I understood that taking our time to grow accustomed to the Soulbond was vital. In magic and love, it never paid to rush things.


Chapter 12

The morning light shone through the kitchen windows, touching the wooden table with soft fingers as we gathered for breakfast. Spring was making its presence felt, bringing a freshness to the air that seeped into the very walls of the homestead.

Celeste was at the stove, flipping pancakes with practiced ease. She glanced over her shoulder, a warm smile on her face. “Alright, everyone, get ready for a pancake feast! Elven style! I hope you brought your appetites.”

Diane chuckled as she watched the domesticants set the table, arranging plates and cutlery while zooming about. “With the way these smell, Celeste,” she said, “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

Leigh bounced around the kitchen, fetching syrup and butter, her laughter filling the room, too eager to wait for the domesticants. “Pancakes, pancakes, oh how I love thee!” she sang, her voice carrying a tune that existed only in her exuberant mind.

Yeska, quietly assisting Celeste, couldn’t resist stealing a berry or two from the bowl set aside for the pancakes. Celeste playfully swatted at her hand, a grin tugging at her lips. “Yeska, you little sneak! Save some for the pancakes, won’t you?”

Yeska’s cat-like grin was unrepentant. “But they’re just so tempting, Celeste. How can I resist?”

Telwyra observed the scene with an amused and gentle smile, as if she was watching a heartwarming play unfold before her as she rocked Lucas on her knee. “Elven pancakes,” she hummed, her mind obviously going back a ways. “Ah, it’s been a while!”

Grandpa, seated by the window, tore his gaze away from the swaying trees outside. “Can’t wait to try some!” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Hope they’re better than elven cookies!”

Grandma nodded in agreement, although it was obvious she struggled with not being in the kitchen. Celeste had shooed her away four times already, insisting that Grandma would sit and relax while Celeste and Yeska served up the pancakes.

As we settled around the table, the comforting aroma of breakfast enveloped us, mingling with the warm conversations that flowed like a gentle stream.

I cleared my throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “I’m going on the trip to Gladdenfield we discussed,” I began, spearing a pancake with my fork. Everyone looked up with interest. “I want to check on the town after that dwarven patrol came by here two days ago — see if everyone’s alright. I also need to send a report and a copy of those maps to Caldwell at New Springfield.”

“That’s an excellent idea, David,” Celeste said. “They will be able to scout those portal locations.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And I also want to pay a visit to Ulain the Diviner. Darny told me he is due to return to Gladdenfield come spring. Seeing as it’s spring now, I was thinking it might be a good time for us to pay a visit, see if he has any insights regarding my Bloodline.”

Diane paused, her fork hovering over her plate. “His perspective regarding your Bloodline could be invaluable. We should definitely see if he’s returned yet.”

Yeska, her eyes alight with curiosity, chimed in, “A visit to the diviner could be crucial. I’m really, really curious to learn more about the goings of Taelath and unveil the mystery of your Bloodline, David.”

Leigh, about to drown her pancakes in syrup, looked up with interest. “Plus, it’d be great to get out for a bit, catch up with some friendly faces.”

Telwyra set her teacup down, her expression thoughtful. “A journey undertaken with purpose often reveals much,” she said, her gaze meeting mine with a depth of understanding. “I have a sense this trip will be quite enlightening.”

As the women shared their excitement for the trip, I found my thoughts drifting to another important reason for our Gladdenfield visit. It was the perfect opportunity to see Grimfast and commission two more rings of shimmerstone. One for Yeska and one for Telwyra.

I was going to ask them to marry me.

“It’s settled then,” I said, returning my focus to the here and now. I looked at Grandpa and Grandma. “May we leave Lucas in your care today while we make the trip?”

“Of course,” Grandma said. “Why, it’d be our pleasure.”

“For sure,” Grandpa chimed in. “You young’uns mosey along now, and we’ll have a fun day with Lucas. It’s looking to be sunny, so we can spread a blanket on some grass and play with him.”

“Aww, that sounds fun!” Diane hummed, “Now I want to stay here!”

I laughed. “Better you come with us, my love. We will need your sharp mind.”

She smiled and shot me a wink. “Very well, charmer.”

After we had finished the pancakes, we made ourselves ready for the trip. I wrote my letter to Caldwell containing a detailed account of what we had seen at the Dungeon, and the girls all helped to make copies of the crude maps we had found.

With everything in order, we set out for Gladdenfield, and I felt almost giddy with anticipation to finally learn more about my Bloodline. I hoped that Ulain would be there.
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As we stepped into the familiar enclosure of Gladdenfield, the wooden palisades stood as stalwart guardians, separating the untamed frontier from the tales and legends that danced around the crackling campfires. Those walls had been raised and reinforced under my leadership, and the patrols around the town had increased. I was proud to see that Gladdenfield was doing all within its power to get ready for the storm.

After we parked the Jeep, we headed over to the Wild Outrider. With its welcoming light spilling out onto the dirt road, it was a familiar haunt of ours. As we crossed the threshold, the comforting creak of the floorboards beneath our feet and the mingling scents of ale, wood smoke, and the lingering sweetness of the previous night’s revelry enveloped us like a well-worn, comforting cloak.

Darny stood behind the counter, regaling patrons with his endless supply of tales. When we entered, his eyes immediately found us, his face splitting into a wide, welcoming grin as he waved us over to the bar.

“Well, well, well, if it ain’t my friend David and his lovely companions!” Darny boomed, his voice carrying over the gentle hum of conversation in the tavern.

I grinned and waved in return, receiving many a respectful nod from the present patrons. Darny set down the glass he had been meticulously polishing, giving us his full attention. “What brings you fine folks to my humble establishment?”

I approached the bar, the others fanning out behind me, each of them absorbing the warm, inviting atmosphere of the Wild Outrider. With a careful motion, I retrieved the letter and the maps from the inner pocket of my coat, placing them gently on the polished, wooden surface of the bar.

“We need a bit of help, Darny,” I said, my tone serious yet friendly. “These documents need to reach Caldwell in New Springfield as quickly as possible. Can you help us out?”

Darny’s gaze flickered over the items before him. With a firm nod, he met my eyes. “Say no more, David. I know just the person for the job. They’re as swift as the wind and as discreet as a shadow. Your documents will be in Caldwell’s hands before you know it.”

The unspoken trust between us, forged through countless interactions and shared experiences, hung in the air, needing no verbal affirmation. A smile tugged at the corners of my lips as I nodded gratefully and shook his hand. “You’re a true friend, Darny. Thank you.”

Leigh, her eyes sparkling with mirth, chimed in. “Darny, you’re a real lifesaver! What would we do without you?”

Darny let out a hearty laugh, his mustache quivering with amusement. “Ah, Leigh, you flatter me! I’m just doing my part to keep the gears of this frontier town turnin’ smoothly.” He then focused his gaze on me again. “Anything else I can help you with, my friend?”

“Was there any word from the dwarven patrol that returned about two days ago?”

“Aye, there was,” he said, his expression turning more grim. “Sour business, that! We doubled the patrols, and Mayor Wilhelm is doing all he can to keep the town in readiness. We’re even stockpilin’ for a siege!”

I nodded. “Good. It pays to be prepared. We knocked that Dungeon out, but there are more around. That is why I’m sending word to Caldwell.”

He gave a determined nod. “Seems things are growing more perilous out there, eh?”

I nodded, then leaned in a little to make sure not everyone would overhear us. “I was also wondering if Ulain has returned to Gladdenfield. We have some important matters to discuss with him.”

Darny’s face lit up, his eyes twinkling with a knowing glint. “Ah, the Diviner! Yes, he arrived a couple of days ago, as a matter of fact. He’s been staying right here, in one of the rooms upstairs. Funny thing is, he mentioned he was expecting some company. I have a feeling he was talking about you folks,” he added with a conspiratorial wink.

I chuckled. “He must’ve seen it coming, then. Would it be possible for us to wait for Ulain in the meeting room? It would give us a chance to gather our thoughts and prepare for the discussion ahead.”

Darny nodded, gesturing towards the stairway leading to the upper levels of the tavern. “Of course, of course! The meeting room is all yours. Make yourselves comfortable, and I’ll let Ulain know you’re here as soon as he’s available.”

We expressed our thanks once more, and with a final wave to Darny, we made our way up the stairs and into the meeting room. The space was simple yet inviting, with comfortable furnishings and the soft, warm glow of sconce lamps casting a gentle light on the walls.

As we settled in, I found myself momentarily lost in thought, considering when I had best visit Grimfast to order the rings. It had to be a surprise for my women, so I’d need to leave them for a bit. Perhaps now was the best time?

“I need to run a quick errand in town,” I said. “But you girls wait here for Ulain. I will be back shortly.”

Diane picked up on my distraction. With a playful gleam in her eye, she leaned forward, her voice taking on a teasing tone. “And where are you off to, then, hmm? Don’t tell me you’re planning on embarking on a solo adventure without us!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, shaking my head as I met her gaze. “No solo adventures, I promise. Just a quick errand I need to take care of. I won’t be gone long.”

Leigh, never one to miss an opportunity for banter, chimed in, her curiosity piqued. “An errand, huh? Knowin’ you, you’ll come back with another girl for this blossoming family of ours!”

Laughter rippled through the room. I held up my hands in mock surrender, a grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. “Not today, Leigh. Scout’s honor. It’s just something I need to take care of. I’ll be back before you know it.”

Celeste, her emerald eyes shining with understanding, gave me a gentle nod. “We’ll be here waiting for you, David.”

I nodded and, with a final smile and a wave, I stepped out of the meeting room, leaving the Wild Outrider to head into the bustling heart of Gladdenfield.

The sounds of life around me — the laughter of children, the chatter of townsfolk, the distant neighing of horses — kept the streets humming. As I made my way through the town, my mind focused on the visit to Grimfast that lay ahead, I sensed a fluttering in my stomach, knowing I was about to procure something needed to evolve my relationships even further.


Chapter 13

With my girls’ teasing jests still making me smile, I headed toward Grimfast’s workshop, the errand I’d kept vague now pressing on my thoughts.

Grimfast’s place was not far, tucked in a corner of Gladdenfield where the clamor of the marketplace softened to a distant hum. The door to his workshop was ajar, revealing the glow of forge fire and the rhythmic sound of metal being worked. Pushing the door open, the familiar scent of molten metals and the earthiness of the stone floor wrapped around me.

“Grimfast,” I called out, stepping inside.

“David!” The hefty dwarf appeared from behind a tall workbench, an apron covered in smudges.

He set down his tools, wiping his hands on his apron as he approached me with a broad grin. “What brings ye to my humble shop today, lad? Got another adventure planned that requires some of my finest work?”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Certainly a kind of adventure, Grimfast, and at least as important.” I leaned against the workbench, meeting his curious gaze. “I need two more rings of shimmerstone, similar to the ones you crafted before, and with a personal touch for the women who are to receive them, Yeska and Telwyra.”

Grimfast’s bushy eyebrows shot up, a knowing twinkle in his eye. “Ah, I see! Expandin’ the family, are we? Well, ye’ve come to the right place, my friend. Tell me more about these special ladies of yours.”

I couldn’t help but smile as I described Yeska and Telwyra, their unique qualities and the symbols I had in mind for their rings. “For Yeska,” I started, “a ring that is rich and present. But it needs to hold an air of mystery as well; she loves arcane secrets.”

Grimfast nodded, sketching as I spoke, his thick fingers surprisingly nimble on the parchment. “ Aye, I can see it now. Shimmerstone can be a mysterious stone, indeed. You’ll find I can come up with a good thing for yer lass!”

“And for Telwyra,” I continued, “something close to nature, symbolizing her grace and strength. She’s got this gentle wisdom about her, a calmness that anchors us all.”

Grimfast finished his sketches, showing them to me for approval. The designs captured perfectly what I had envisioned, personal symbols that spoke volumes of the women they were meant for. “Ye’ve got a keen eye for detail, David. These rings will be a sure sign of the love ye have for these women.”

I couldn’t help but feel a surge of excitement as I looked at the sketches. “They’re perfect, Grimfast. Absolutely perfect.”

The dwarf grinned, a hint of pride in his voice. “It’ll take me a few days to craft these beauties,” he said, his accent thickening with enthusiasm. “But ye’ll have ‘em, crafted to perfection. I’ll pour my heart and soul into every touch, me lad!”

I clasped his shoulder, my gratitude evident in my smile. “I can’t thank you enough, Grimfast. I’m looking forward to seeing the results.”

Grimfast waved off my thanks with a hearty laugh. “Ah, think nothing of it, lad. It’s an honor to be a part of yer journey, to create something that’ll symbolize the love ye share with yer women.”

With a final handshake and a promise to return once the rings were ready, I left Grimfast’s workshop, the clatter and warmth of his forge behind me. The cool air of Gladdenfield greeted me once more as I made my way back to the Wild Outrider, my heart full and my mind already imagining the joy the rings would bring.

As I stepped back into the meeting room, the women greeted me with curious looks, their speculative glances a silent question. Yeska, in particular, seemed to size me up, her cat-like eyes narrowing as if trying to unravel the mystery of my errand with a single glance.

“So,” she hummed, a playful smirk tugging at her lips, “are you going to keep us in suspense forever, or are you planning on sharing the details of your little solo adventure?”

Leigh chimed in, wrapping an arm around my waist with a playful squeeze. “Yeah, David, spill the beans! What sort of mischief have you been up to while we’ve been waitin’ here patiently like good girls?”

I laughed, holding up my hands in mock surrender. “Ladies, ladies! You know I can’t reveal all my secrets at once. Where’s the fun in that?”

Diane leaned in, her sapphire eyes sparkling with mirth. “Oh, come on, David. You can’t leave us hanging like this! At least give us a hint, a tiny little clue?”

I tapped my chin, pretending to mull over her request. “Alright, alright. I suppose I can give you one small hint.” I paused for dramatic effect, enjoying the way they all leaned in, hanging on my every word. “Let’s just say that it’s round.”

A chorus of “awws” and “oohhs” filled the room, followed by a barrage of questions and speculations.

“Something round? Oh, David, what would it be!?” Celeste gushed, her hand over her heart.

“I hope it’s pancakes!” Leigh joked, earning a laugh from the others.

Telwyra’s emerald eyes shone with warmth as she regarded — something in her eyes told me she had a suspicion. “I expect it shall be a significant thing,” she said, then giggled. “But we shall see!”

Diane nudged Leigh, a knowing grin on her face. “He was up to something sweet. Our David’s always got a trick or two up his sleeve.”

Leigh just shook her head, a smile playing on her lips. “Alright, alright, I’ll admit it. You’ve got us all curious now, David. But don’t think you’re off the hook just yet. We’ll be watchin’ you like hawks until the big reveal.”

I just laughed, pulling them all into a group hug, ignoring all pleas for more information. “Sorry ladies, but that’s all you’re getting from me for now. You’ll just have to trust that it’ll be worth the wait.”

Their laughter filled the room, a comforting melody that eased the lingering tension from my thoughts. Just then, Darny entered, his usual booming presence a welcome interruption.

“Ah, David, your diviner friend Ulain will be joining you shortly,” he announced, a broad grin on his face. “Best get ready, eh? I shall bring you all something to drink.”


Chapter 14

An expectant hush fell over our group as Ulain made his entrance. Tall and lithe, he moved with a fluid grace that seemed to flow from some deeper wellspring. His eyes, a striking blue, held both the sharpness of a scholar’s intellect and the deep wells of mystical knowledge.

Eschewing ceremony, Ulain settled into the chair left vacant for him, his gaze immediately fixing on me with an intensity that was almost palpable.

“Welcome,” I said, “I am…”

“David Wilson,” Ulain said. “In the lovely company of his wives — or soon-to-be-wives.”

This comment made Yeska and Telwyra blush a little, and Ulain looked at me with a twinkle in his eyes like he knew exactly what I had just been doing at Grimfast’s. I laughed and nodded. “Well, I can see there’s little I need to tell you!”

He gave a good-natured laugh. “Well, being a diviner has some advantages, but I have not seen all of our meeting here today. I do not know what answers you seek, but my magic has imparted on me some knowledge that our meeting here today is of import. Normally, I would not yet have returned to Gladdenfield — I usually arrive around the time when my services are required for Aquana’s Festival. But the fates drove me to come earlier this time, and I am keen to find out why.”

I nodded, pouring him, my women, and myself a goblet of the sparkling honeyed wine that Darny had set out for us. “Well, I suppose we’ll jump straight into it, then,” I said.

“Nothing will please me more,” Ulain replied. “I have rarely felt such a fated weight on a meeting.”

“My women and I recently discovered that I am of the Bloodline of Taelath, the fabled golden dragon,” I began.

At this, Ulain gasped and leaned in, his eyes wide. He almost knocked over his goblet. “Indeed?” he said. “And you of Earth, unless my eyes deceive me?”

“I am,” I confirmed.

“This is… This is most interesting. The lost Bloodline of Taelath appearing after all this time. And not in one of Tannoris’s people. Please, go on!”

I related to him the tale of our discovery after delving into the dwarven archives, the words tumbling out in an urgent stream. It was as if a floodgate had opened, the need to understand, to unravel the skeins of history and destiny that had become entwined with my path, overriding all else.

Throughout my recitation, Ulain remained utterly focused, those keen eyes never wavering, absorbing each detail like a sponge. When I finally fell silent, he leaned forward, steepling his fingers.

“You carry a significant burden, David,” he said, his voice soft yet laced with a piercing clarity. “The Bloodline of Taelath is not a trifling matter. It’s a mark of history, a river of time connecting past and present.”

His words hung in the air, their gravity seeming to press down on the room. My companions and I exchanged glances heavy with implication, the weight of what was unfolding settling over us like a mantle.

“I shall cast my spell and see what there is to be seen,” he said. “If a change comes over me, worry not! That is the nature of the Diviner’s power.”

We watched with rising anticipation as Ulain sat back in his chair and began a soft chanting. If this was a spell, it was a very intricate one — very much unlike the swift combat magic that I, Yeska, or Telwyra commanded. We exchanged a few excited looks as Ulain continued his mumbling in Elven, and I once again resolved to learn that language once there would be a little more time for me to engage in such side projects.

Then, suddenly and without further warning, a change came over Ulain. His eyes drifted shut, his posture going rigid as if he’d been suddenly locked in place. When he spoke again, his voice had altered, resonating with an ancient cadence that seemed to echo from ages past.

“Taelath, the Golden Dragon, stood as the beacon of hope against Ustru’s darkness,” he intoned, the words flowing forth in a mesmerizing stream. “After vanquishing the foul dragon Ustru and his accursed minions, there was… dissent among the Three Golden Dragons — Taelath and his brothers…”

We exchanged a look as Ulain fell silent for a moment. Then, the elf gasped and winced. I almost rose from my chair to aid him, but Yeska’s hand on my arm stopped me short.

“It is part of the divining spell,” she hummed softly. “The Diviner knows what he is doing. Give him time, my love.”

And with that, as if on cue, Ulain began speaking again. “Taelath knew they had defeated the body of Ustru, but that the spirit of that black dragon would persist in its wretched Bloodline. And… Ah, the others… They did not believe Taelath. They thought their victory complete.”

Again, Ulain winced, and his voice took on a sorrowful note. “How dreadful,” he muttered. “Words were spoken, deeds were done, and the bond betwixt the Three Golden Dragons was severed evermore… Never would they see one another again!”

My heart banged in my chest, somehow feeling a part of Taelath’s sorrow.

“Ah, and Taelath stood alone but victorious. He knew then that to stop Ustru was to find the black dragon’s spawn. And so, he ventured into the haunts of Ustru and slew many of the goblins and kobolds that had once served Ustru and had now hidden. And in his pursuit to eradicate the remnants of Ustru’s minions, he fell… a trap. A trap most foul!” With those words, Ulain’s fist slammed on the table so hard he might’ve broken a bone.

Again, I jumped to my feet, but Telwyra spoke softly. “Worry not, my Soulbond,” she whispered, “no wounds will be incurred here that I cannot heal. Leave the Diviner in his trance.”

“A trap,” Ulain moaned. “Such a cunning deception, for Ustru had made it so that any who sought his spawn would be transported by a path unforeseen, a leyline leading… to Earth. Oh, the great grief of the Second Age! So, Taelath was lost to us! Now, we know… Now we know!”

“Ustru banished Taelath to Earth?” I muttered. “Why not set a trap to destroy him?”

Ulain moaned, then drew in breath. “Ah, but Taelath cannot be destroyed by anything but the fire of a black dragon. No sword, no trick, no trap… And so, having no more black dragonfire after his death, Ustru set a trap to banish him. Ah… Ah, but what did Taelath see? Before he was banished… What did he see?”

I was at the edge my seat. An excited murmuring passed through my women.

“An egg!” Ulain shouted, slamming his fist on the table again. “Thrice-cursed spawn of the black dragon. There was an egg! For Taelath spoke true: Ustru’s Bloodline persisted! It persists to this day.”

“Father,” I said. It was not a question.

“Father!” Ulain shrieked in confirmation, sweeping his hand in a spasmic jerk. His goblet went flying, and that seemed to calm him in his trance somehow.

Celeste was about to hop to her feet to clean it, but I gestured for her to sit and called forth a domesticant in the same breath, making it clean the spilled wine.

“And so, Taelath knew of the persistence of Ustru’s spawn,” Ulain said, his voice weaker and obviously tired. “The shadow of threat looming over us still. And Ustru’s scheme was most foul. For on Earth, a dragon’s immortality and power no longer existed, and the dragon of great might was forced to live in accordance with the rules of Earth… He became… He became a man…”

“My ancestor,” I muttered.

“Indeed,” Ulain whispered. “He sowed the seeds of his Bloodline amongst the denizens of Earth, a countermeasure against the darkness, a hope for Tannoris and Earth alike. And in the short life that...” He trailed off, his jaw hanging slack.

I swallowed. “Wh-what?” I muttered, the word almost like a blasphemy.

“We... we understand it now,” Ulain managed at last, his voice roughened but once more his own. His eyes opened and rested on me, wide with revelation.

“What is it?” I asked.

“David, your lineage, the Bloodline of Taelath, it’s a torch carried across generations, a beacon against the night that Ustru’s children would bring upon us. And Taelath, he…” Ulain shook his head.

“He what?” I asked.

“To allow his Bloodline to return to Tannoris, Taelath saw only one option — only one thing he could achieve in his now-mortal form before it would expire. He applied the magics of Earth — magics of the aligning stars and dimensions, ancient ken of limited power compared to the magics of Tannoris — and he… he…”

“He brought about the Upheaval,” I finished.

Ulain swallowed and nodded gravely. “To save Tannoris… To bring back the only Bloodline that could destroy Ustru fell spawn, Taelath brought about the Upheaval…”
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Ulain’s words hung in the air, their gravity seeming to press down on the room. My companions and I exchanged glances heavy with implication, the weight of what was unfolding settling over us like a mantle.

Diane reached for my hand under the table, her fingers lacing through mine in a silent gesture of support. “What exactly does this mean for David?” she asked, her voice steady despite the undercurrent of concern. “How will this Bloodline impact his path, our path?”

Ulain’s gaze shifted to Diane, a flicker of empathy softening his features. “It means that David is more than just an individual. He is a conduit for a legacy that stretches back to the dawn of our realm’s history. The choices he makes, the battles he fights, they will ripple out, shaping not just his own destiny, but the fate of countless others. He is, quite literally, the only one who can defeat Father, Ustru’s descendant, who slumbered for centuries and is now awake. If left unchecked, that black dragon shall overthrow our world and rule it.”

Leigh leaned forward, her vibrant eyes fixed on Ulain. “So, what you’re saying is, our David here is like some kind of chosen one? A hero straight out of the legends?”

A faint smile tugged at Ulain’s lips. “In a manner of speaking, yes. But it’s more than that. David’s Bloodline is a tool, a weapon forged in the fires of an ancient war. It’s a power that demands great responsibility and an iron will to face the threat of our age.”

A heavy silence descended, each of us grappling with the enormity of what Ulain was suggesting. It was Yeska who broke the stillness, her voice soft but filled with a fierce determination. “If that’s the price of this legacy, then we shall confront Father together. David won’t stand alone, not as long as we draw breath.”

Telwyra nodded, her emerald eyes shimmering with ancient wisdom. “Yeska is right. Our Soulbond, I am certain it was awakened for this purpose. It’s a bond of destiny, a joining of paths that were meant to intertwine.”

“You may very well be right, woman of the deerkin,” Ulain said, his voice tired. “It is an encouraging thought that fate has brought you your companions, David. It is good that you have allies and friends. You will need them.”

I felt a swell of emotion rising in my chest. “I... I don’t know what to say,” I managed, my voice rough with feeling.

“That’s kind of a first, though,” Leigh said, and with that, some levity returned as I laughed and gave her a playful poke. The other women joined in, and some of the tension fell away. I was grateful for it. I could always count on Leigh to make me laugh. Even Ulain smiled, although it was clear the spell had worn him out.

Finally, I took a deep breath and looked at those gathered around me. “In all seriousness,” I began, “I will do everything in my power to be worthy of this legacy.”

Ulain nodded, a look of approval softening his features. “You are blessed, David,” he said at last, his tone warm with sincerity. “To have such love, such unwavering support, it’s a rare and precious thing. Hold fast to it, for it will be your greatest strength in the trials to come.”


Chapter 15

Shortly after we had returned to the homestead, evening descended. Our living room, normally a space of vibrant activity, was now silent. The coffee table at the center, stripped of its usual clutter, held a single flickering candle, its gentle light casting a warm glow upon our gathered faces. I sat on the couch, looking into the light as I contemplated the day’s revelations.

Diane joined me. She carried a tray with mugs of steaming tea, her movements measured and purposeful. Setting one mug before me, she took her seat, her eyes reflecting the dancing candlelight. The others followed suit, each finding their place within the circle — Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and Telwyra. As they settled, a sense of shared purpose seemed to envelop the room.

Coming back from Gladdenfield, we had shared the news with my grandparents. It was all, however, a little over their heads. They understood, however, that it was a significant matter, and they had offered to keep Lucas with them for dinner while we would talk and process what had happened. I had accepted their offer, knowing we needed to talk.

I cleared my throat, breaking the contemplative silence. “I believe it’s crucial that we discuss the revelations Ulain shared with us,” I began, my voice steady despite the gravity of the topic. “About the Bloodline of Taelath, the Upheaval, and its preordained purpose.” I met each of their gazes in turn, seeking to gauge their reactions.

Diane reached across the table, her hand finding mine in a reassuring squeeze. “It’s a lot to take in,” she admitted, her brow furrowed in contemplation. “The idea that your lineage, David, was a deliberate part of Taelath’s grand design to combat Father...” Her voice trailed off as the implications hung heavy in the air.

Leigh leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees, her eyes alight with a fierce determination. “But think about the power that gives you,” she asserted. “We’re not just fightin’ for our home, for our family. We’re part of a legacy, a battle that’s been waged for centuries. And you can stop this threat. It’s written in the stars, baby!”

Celeste, her fingers absently tracing the rim of her mug, voiced her thoughts. “Leigh is right. The Upheaval brought such devastating chaos, but it also forged connections between worlds that were once unimaginable.” She paused, considering her next words carefully. “In a way, amidst all the turmoil, it was a pivotal moment of convergence, holding the potential for future unity.” Her voice held a note of reverence for the intricacy of Taelath’s vision.

Yeska nodded. “David, your heritage is the most valuable thing there is in this battle against Father. Taelath was wise and sacrificed much — perhaps even things that were not his to sacrifice — but the cards have been dealt, and we must play them.”

Telwyra, her emerald eyes shimmering in the candlelight, spoke last. “Our shared destiny, interwoven with the fate of both Tannoris and Earth, is a profound responsibility.” She fixed her gaze upon me. “Yet, it is also an immense honor. Our bond, our unity, is our greatest strength in the face of the challenges ahead.”

“If we truly wish to honor Taelath’s legacy,” Yeska mused, “we must find a way to Father and confront him.”

I sat up and nodded. “I think that’s the next step, too. And that is exactly why I wrote another letter to Caldwell and handed it to Darny before we left. Caldwell needs to know the truth of my Bloodline, and he needs to mobilize. We will wait until he receives our missive. I invited him to come here as soon as possible so we could discuss strategies.”

“Well done,” Yeska agreed, giving a nod. “We will need our allies now more than ever.”

“And,” I added, “we should make use of the time.” I smiled softly at each of my women in turn. “I can’t help but feel that now is a quiet before the storm. Once we have pushed our allies into action and convinced them of the urgency, things will move fast. Let’s try to enjoy the coming day or two — I expect Caldwell will be here soon as he promised he wouldn’t leave New Springfield — and the more strength we will have when the time of confrontation comes.”

Telwyra reached over and squeezed my hand, as did Diane. “You are right,” Diane said. “We should remind ourselves of what we will fight to protect.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Leigh put in.

And with that, we settled into a more comfortable discussion of the future. Ideas and strategies mingling as we theorized and spoke. With every word, every sentence, I felt more grounded, slowly beginning to embrace my fate, my Bloodline. A resolve, tempered by the revelations of Taelath’s sacrifice and vision, solidified among us.

When at last the candle had burned down to a flickering stub, casting dancing shadows upon the walls, we rose from our seats and retreated to our room. Telwyra did not join us yet, but I had a feeling that she would soon. For now, I surrendered to the soft touches of my women — familiar and grounding — and pleasure soon came.


Chapter 16

The morning sun had just begun to filter through the branches of the trees surrounding our homestead, casting patterns of light across the awakening earth.

I stepped out onto the porch, coffee in hand, and was greeted by the mingled scents of damp soil and the river’s fresh aroma — the scents of spring. In the distance, a storm elemental patrolled the land, and I caught a glimpse of Fuzzyfur darting between the tree trunks.

Despite the threat that loomed, there was a calm here. I resolved to not let it lull me, but I would enjoy what time we had before Caldwell would come. And it was a fine day too — another one of those spring days that felt like a respite, a gentle pause in the rhythm of busier times.

Leigh and Celeste had already made their way to the garden plots, their voices carrying on the morning air as they discussed the plans for the day. The sight of them, so at ease in each other’s company and so deeply engrossed in the work at hand, brought a smile to my face.

“Morning, you two!” I called out as I approached them, the dew-laden grass brushing against my boots.

Leigh looked up from where she was marking out lines in the soil, her face breaking into a broad grin. “Well, look who decided to join us!” She winked playfully. “Just in time to help us decide where to plant the seeds for the Magebread flowers, David. The season begins afresh!”

Celeste stood up, brushing rich, dark soil from her hands. “And don’t forget the Thauma Root and Wispsilk leaves,” she added, her smile tinged with warmth as she gestured to the carefully arranged seedlings. “They’re essential for your alchemy, after all. We want to make sure they have the perfect spot.”

As we huddled together, discussing the arrangement of the magical and mundane crops, Diane joined us, little Lucas cradled in her arms. Both mother and son watched the proceedings with interest.

“Yeska, do you want to join us as well?” Diane called over her shoulder, her gaze finding Yeska who stood on the porch, a half step away from entering. “We could use your expertise on the magical plants!” While Yeska had two left hands when it came to most of the work on the homestead, she had an ever-expanding cache of knowledge and was more than earning her keep by sharing it.

“Yes, in a moment,” Yeska replied, her tone light and tinged with curiosity. She seemed content to observe for now, her keen eyes tracing the outlines of the garden with a thoughtful air.

As we considered the options, our conversation veered towards the uses of the magical plants in cooking and alchemy. And while we knelt in the rich soil, our hands working in tandem, Celeste shared a recipe that involved the delicate petals of Magebread flowers.

“You see, if you infuse the petals in honey and then use that to sweeten a berry tart, it adds this subtle, enchanting flavor that just dances on your tongue!” She grinned, clearly lost in the memory of the taste. “The elves consider it a delicacy.”

As we all worked and talked, my grandparents joined us, drawn by the merriment. Their expressions were curious, tinged with a hint of nostalgia. No doubt, they recalled their younger selves doing similar work.

“What are you all up to then?” Grandpa asked, a twinkle in his eye as he surveyed the scene. “Looks like quite the operation you’ve got going here!”

“We’re planning the garden, Grandpa,” I explained, gesturing to the carefully marked out plots. “Thinking about which magical plants to grow alongside the season’s peas, lettuce, broccoli, and carrots. Want to make sure we have a good balance.”

Grandma’s face lit up with interest, her hands clasped together in delight. “Oh, let me tell you, growing your own food brings a kind of satisfaction you can’t find anywhere else.” Her gaze swept over the garden plots, a touch of wistfulness crossing her features. “Back home, we had quite the vegetable patch ourselves. There’s nothing quite like eating something you’ve nurtured from seed to harvest. But magical plants! Now, there is something new even to me!”

The morning slipped away as we worked together, marking out sections and preparing the soil. Every now and then, I caught Diane exchanging happy glances with me, her face glowing with contentment as Yeska finally came down to join us, kneeling beside Celeste and offering her insights.

Telwyra, observing from a slight distance, eventually moved closer, her curiosity about our earthly agricultural practices evident in the tilt of her head and the brightness of her eyes. “I would be honored to learn more about alchemy and how these plants are used,” she said, her voice holding a note of excitement as she gently touched a Magebread flower petal. “Perhaps later, you could show me, David? I’m eager to understand more about this aspect of your world.”

“Of course,” I agreed readily, warmed by her eagerness to integrate further into our lives. “I’d be happy to give you a crash course in Alchemy 101!” I grinned, already looking forward to sharing my knowledge with her.

As the morning edged towards noon, and our work in the garden came to a natural pause, we all headed inside, drawn by the promise of warmth and a midday meal. The kitchen was soon filled with the clatter of dishes and the hum of conversation as we worked together to prepare a stew and fresh bread to dip in it.

My grandparents chatted animatedly about the plants they were excited to grow, expressing gratitude for the chance to be involved in the homestead’s activities.

“You know,” Grandma mused as she stirred the bubbling pot, “I never thought I’d be planting magical herbs alongside good old-fashioned vegetables. Life sure does take some unexpected turns!”

Grandpa chuckled, nodding in agreement. “Aye, it’s been quite the education, hasn’t it? Who would’ve thought we’d be learnin’ about stuff like Thauma Roots and Wispsilk at our age? But I’ll tell you what, it keeps things interestin’!”

Sitting by the fire later, with Diane and Lucas nestled beside me and the others gathered around, I experienced the peace that only this place could give me. Despite the immense revelations and the challenging path that lay ahead, moments like these — simple, rooted in the earth and the cycles of life — offered comfort.

Yeska, cradling a mug of tea, smiled softly as she looked around at our cozy gathering. “Working in the garden today,” she began, “well, it was a nice change of pace. I’m not sure what lies ahead, but there is value in this return to who we are.”

“Yes,” Grandma agreed, looking around at our faces with warmth in her eyes, “I believe it is why folks who lived out in the country used to be happier. That is, before the Upheaval came and made ranching and farming an occupation for those with Classes alone.”

Grandpa nodded, his gaze softened by affection as he reached over to pat my hand. “Yeah, that’s true. And I, for one, am happy to be out here again.”

“So am I,” I said with a chuckle. “It might have its dangers, but this is the life for me.”

Silence settled on our little group as we all reflected on the truth of that statement. But soon, lunch was finished. The domesticants cleaned up after us, and we quickly set out again.
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Once outside, I took a moment to survey our homestead, allowing my gaze to wander over the familiar landscape. The gentle rustling of leaves and the distant chirping of birds filled the air with a serene song, a reminder of the tranquility we had found here.

“Diane,” I called back into the house, my voice carrying easily through the open doorway. “Any thoughts on what we should tackle next?”

She emerged a moment later, Lucas bouncing happily in her arms, his tiny hands reaching out towards the light. Diane’s sapphire eyes reflected a warm glow as she smiled at me. “Well, I was thinking we could make the living room a bit more child-friendly,” she suggested, bouncing Lucas gently. “Our little man here is getting more curious by the day, and it would be nice to have a space where he can play safely but still be part of our gatherings.”

I nodded in agreement, setting my mug down on the porch railing. “That sounds like a perfect start,” I said, my mind already turning over ideas. “We could rearrange the furniture a bit, maybe add a gated play area that blends seamlessly with the rest of the room. What do you think, buddy?” I cooed at Lucas, who gurgled happily in response.

As we discussed the layout, Yeska joined us, her feline ears perking up with interest. “While we’re at it, we might consider building a new bookshelf,” she chimed in, her tail swishing languidly behind her. “Our collection of Tannorian lore and alchemical texts is growing, and a dedicated space would do wonders for organization.”

“Great idea, Yeska,” I replied, shooting her an appreciative grin. “It’s true, our collection is becoming quite the shared treasure among us. A proper home for all that knowledge would be perfect.”

Celeste drifted over, intrigued by our impromptu planning session. “Ooh, I’d love to contribute by weaving new curtains,” she offered. “A touch of elven aesthetic could truly transform the space, don’t you think? I’ve been experimenting with some new patterns that would look simply divine.”

I smiled, touched by her enthusiasm. “Absolutely, Celeste. Your sense of design always brings such a lightness and warmth to our home. I can’t wait to see what you create.”

Leigh piped up with her usual zest. “And let’s not forget about improvin’ our storage solutions! There’s gotta be a better way to organize our ingredients and potions. I swear, sometimes it feels like they’re multiplyin’ on their own, like rabbits in spring!”

Laughing, I nodded in agreement. “You’re right, Leigh. A bit of reorganization could save us all a lot of time and hassle. Plus, it’ll make it easier to find what we need when we’re in the middle of brewing up a storm.”

With a plan taking shape, I decided to start outside, focusing on repairs that had been put off during the colder months with the aid of my duergar. The chicken coop needed some mending, and sections of the fence could use a bit of reinforcement.

As we got to work, the rhythm of the day took over. Telwyra, interested in our lives here, came to assist and handed me tools with an efficiency that spoke of her adaptability, each pass accompanied by light-hearted banter that made the labor feel less like work and more like another layer of our growing relationship.

“You know, David,” she joked as we straightened a section of the fence, “I never thought I’d find myself helping you and a duergar repair chicken coops. But I must say, there’s something quite satisfying about it.”

I chuckled, driving in a nail with a few firm taps of the hammer. “Well, consider it an essential skill for homestead living, Telwyra.” I grinned at her. “And I’m enjoying it too. It’s not every day I get to boast about having such a lovely and talented deerkin as my handyman... woman... handydeerkin?”

She gave a good-natured laugh, the sound blending with the ambient melody of our peaceful surroundings. “Handydeerkin it is, then!” she declared with a playful curtsy.

I paused, hammer in hand, enchanted by the way she looked in the fresh spring light. It was as if this season was made just for her. I met her gaze with a warm smile, relishing the moment as we got back to work.

Together, we continued our tasks, the work interspersed with laughter and shared stories. I regaled her with tales of my early adventures in homesteading. She, in turn, told of the spirit realm in which she resided before I summoned her. With passion, she described the enchanted forests and the mischievous sprites that inhabited them.

The morning unfolded with a graceful ease, each task bringing us a step closer to weaving Telwyra more fully into our lives at the homestead, into the heart of our family. As we worked side by side, I marveled at the way she seemed to fit in so seamlessly. It was as if she had always been meant to be here, a vital part of our little world.

Finally, with our tasks for the day complete, we joined hands, looking around at the improvements we had made. It was a simple morning’s work, yet it had been rewarding.

“You know,” I said, giving Telwyra’s hand a gentle squeeze, “days like these, working side by side with you, with my family... I’m hoping we can return to all this, and that we never lose it.”

She leaned into me. “I couldn’t agree more, my Soulbond. This sense of belonging, of being part of something so precious... it’s a gift beyond measure.”


Chapter 17

After lunch, the sun broke through the clouds, bathing our homestead in a warm, welcoming light that invigorated us all. I turned to Yeska and Telwyra with a smile. “So, what do you two say we take a look at those plots we’ve set aside for the Magebread flowers, Thauma Root, and Wispsilk leaves? We can sow the seeds.”

Yeska’s cat ears perked up, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. “Oh, I’ve been dying to get a closer look at how they are sown! Lead the way, David!”

Telwyra nodded, a serene smile on her face. “It would be interesting to learn more about the magical plants you intend to plant here. I’m sure there’s much wisdom to be gained.”

The earth that awaited us was freshly turned — work we had done during the morning. Now, it waited patiently for the seeds that would soon nestle into its rich depths. I crouched down, letting my fingers trail through the damp soil. “See here,” I began, “the Magebread flowers have a particular fondness for the morning light. They’re quite the early risers, you could say!”

Yeska crouched down beside me, her notebook already in hand. “I read that in my books!” she confirmed. “So, I suppose they need a spot with just the right amount of gradually increasing sunlight?”

I nodded, a grin tugging at my lips. “Exactly! It’s like they’re stretching and yawning, waking up slowly with the sun. This plot here should be perfect for their morning constitutionals.”

Telwyra, meanwhile, was examining the soil with a thoughtful expression. “The earth here, it’s very rich. The way it nurtures life, the potential it holds... it’s quite remarkable. You have chosen a fine spot for your homestead!”

“We have Caldwell to thank for that,” I said, “he arranged it all for us.”

We moved to the next plot, and I gestured to the shaded area. “Now, the Thauma Root, on the other hand, is a bit of a shy one. Too much sun and it gets all flustered, loses some of its potency. It’s happiest in the cool embrace of partial shade.”

Yeska nodded, my experience once again aligning with her knowledge. “Oh, and it must take root in soil that is overly watered, I recall!”

I grinned and nodded. “Exactly.”

Telwyra chuckled softly, her emerald eyes warm with affection. “It seems there’s an art to this, a delicate balance of nurturing each plant according to its unique needs.”

I stood up, brushing the soil from my hands. “You’re absolutely right, Telwyra. It’s about understanding what each plant needs to thrive and then providing that with care and attention. In a way, it’s not so different from what we do for each other.”

As we prepared to plant the first seeds, Yeska piped up, “You know, I never thought I’d find myself with dirt under my nails, planting magical crops on Earth of all places! Life sure takes some interesting twists and turns, doesn’t it?”

I laughed, handing her a bundle of Wispsilk seeds. “It certainly does! But I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have by my side, getting their hands dirty and exploring the wonders of magical agriculture!”

Telwyra accepted her own packet of seeds, a serene smile on her face. “The work of nature always calmed me,” she happily hummed, almost to herself.

We settled into a comfortable rhythm, planting each seed with care and precision. The sun warmed our backs as we worked, and the easy banter flowed between us, punctuated by Yeska’s excited observations and Telwyra’s thoughtful musings.

As the last seed was nestled into its bed, we stepped back, surveying our work with a sense of satisfaction. The plots looked much the same as they had before, but there was a sense of promise in the air, a feeling of potential just waiting to unfurl.

I draped an arm around Yeska and Telwyra’s shoulders, pulling them close. “Thank you both for helping today. It was fun to plant the first magical seeds of the season.”

Yeska leaned into the embrace, her smile soft and contented. “I look forward to seeing these little guys grow!”

Telwyra rested her head on my shoulder, her voice a gentle murmur. “So do I.”

As we made our way back to the house, late afternoon began. It would soon be time for dinner. It had been a simple afternoon, filled with the humble tasks of planting and tending, and I hoped we would end it as grounding and carefree as we had started it.
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With the afternoon at its end, we gathered in the living room, the heart of our homestead, to end the day. Diane was meticulously folding a soft knit blanket, her slender fingers smoothing out each crease with care.

I watched her for a moment, admiring the gentle grace of her movements. “Hey, everyone,” I called out, drawing the attention of my beloved family. “What do you say to a game night? A little friendly competition to unwind after a day well spent?”

Diane looked up, a spark of excitement in her sapphire eyes. “Oh, David, that’s a wonderful idea! It’s been far too long since we’ve had a proper game night.”

Yeska, her ears twitching at the mention of a game, poked her head around the corner. “Did someone say game night?” she asked, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. “Count me in!”

Celeste emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Sounds lovely! What sort of game shall we play?” she asked, her melodic voice filled with curiosity.

“We’re thinking of playing ‘Guardians of Glendor,’” I explained, watching as Leigh’s eyes lit up with competitive fire. “Remember, Celeste? You told me you used to play it with your uncle Waelin. And Yeska, you’re familiar with it too, right?”

Yeska nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, absolutely! It’s a classic Tannorian strategy game of elven make. I haven’t played in ages, but I’m sure it’ll come back to me in no time.”

Leigh rubbed her hands together, a playful glint in her eye. “Alright y’all, prepare to be amazed by my secret strategies! You won’t even know what hit you!”

Grandpa and Grandma, intrigued by the prospect of learning a new game, settled into their cozy armchairs. “A game from another world, you say?” Grandpa mused, stroking his chin. “This ought to be interesting! You youngsters will have to go easy on us, though. Can’t have you runnin’ circles ‘round your elders!”

Grandma chuckled, patting Grandpa’s hand affectionately. “Oh, hush now, dear. I’m sure we’ll catch on quick enough. And who knows? Maybe we’ll even give these whippersnappers a run for their money!”

As Celeste and Yeska set up the game board, the intricate landscape of Glendor unfolded before us. It was a strategy game that took place in a world of lush forests, towering mountains, and shimmering rivers — not unlike Tannoris itself.

“Alright, listen up, everyone,” Yeska announced, her tail swishing with excitement. “The goal is to protect the Glendorian crystals from the invading forces. Each player has a guardian piece that they can move strategically across the board. The key is to anticipate your opponent’s moves and outmaneuver them.”

Diane studied the board intently, her brow furrowed in concentration. “So, if I place my guardian here,” she mused, carefully positioning her piece, “it should provide a strong defense for the crystals, right?”

Yeska nodded approvingly. “That’s a smart move, Diane! But keep an eye out for the invading mages. They have a habit of popping up when you least expect them.”

Telwyra watched the proceedings with rapt attention, her emerald eyes shining with curiosity. “Fascinating,” she remarked, folding her hands in her lap.

I beckoned her over. “Come join in!” I said.

Soon enough, we were all deeply drawn into the game. If I had to draw comparisons, it was a little like Battleship, but cooperative. Enemies simply appeared by drawing a card from the enemy deck, then rolling dice to determine where on the board they manifested. Monster cards appeared at the edges, while mages could teleport in and appear anywhere on the board.

Every turn, the monsters moved a certain number of hexes in the direction of the crystals, with some moving in a straight line and others more errant. The player then had to defeat them in combat or by using acquired resources from victories or from their holdings to raise defenses.

However, in true Tannorian fashion and elven love of tragedy, it was impossible to actually win. In the end, the monsters always overwhelmed the crystals, and the winner among the human players was actually the one who had lasted the longest. Since we loved happy endings, we had tweaked it a little, and Celeste and Diane had made some extra cards for monster bosses to manifest later in the game. If we defeated those, we won. Maybe not the spirit of the elven game, but we weren’t that much into lamentable tragedy.

As the game progressed, the room filled with laughter, playful banter, and the occasional good-natured groan of defeat. Leigh, true to her word, employed bold and unpredictable tactics, keeping us all on our toes. Celeste, with her quiet determination, made calculated moves that often caught us by surprise. She was truly an expert at Glendor.

“Ha! Take that, you sneaky mage!” Leigh exclaimed, triumphantly slamming her guardian piece down on the board. “Thought you could slip past me, did ya? Not on my watch!”

Celeste chuckled, shaking her head in amusement. “Impressive move, Leigh. But don’t get too cocky. The game’s not over yet.”

Diane, who had been quietly observing and strategizing, suddenly made a move that had everyone gasping in surprise. She’d been hoarding resources, and she suddenly deployed her master plan of raising fortresses in four of the passes leading to the crystals, effectively making it extremely hard for the monsters and mages to attack us.

“Well, would you look at that!” Grandpa exclaimed, clapping his hands in delight. “Our Diane’s a natural strategist! Who would’ve thought?”

Diane ducked her head, a pleased smile tugging at her lips. “I suppose all those hours spent organizing the homestead’s inventory paid off in more ways than one.”

As the evening wore on, we played on, each of us living through moments of glory and downfall. The room was filled with laughter and the soft glow of the fireplace, and we forgot all about our troubles for a while.

During a lull in the game, after my guardian had been defeated by a mage who spawned right next to me, I stood up and stretched, and I was a little surprised to see how dark it already was. Somewhere during the game, Grandpa — who had not lasted more than a few rounds — had put Lucas to bed. And we had played well past our usual dinner time.

“Time to eat!” I said. “If we play any longer it might be breakfast rather than dinner! I’ll go fix us something.”

“I’ll help,” Telwyra offered. She was a skillful player for a novice, but she’d had poor luck and suffered a stasis enchantment which had exposed her to a giant. Lumbering, slow, and extremely predictable, giant cards were easy to handle — you just avoided them and let them smash themselves against the fortifications. However, due to the stasis enchantment, she had been unable to flee.

Together, Telwyra and I made our way to the kitchen, intent on preparing a light supper to round out the evening. We moved in easy harmony, laughing and chatting as we assembled sandwiches and brewed a pot of tea.

We carried the trays of sandwiches and steaming mugs of tea back to the living room, where everyone was engaged in lively conversation, recounting the highlights of our game night. Apparently, things had come to a conclusion during our absence.

“...and then Yeska swooped in with her guardian, completely destroying the dragon boss!” Leigh was saying, her hands gesturing animatedly. “I thought we were goners, but she outfoxed ‘em at the last second!”

Yeska grinned, her tail swishing with satisfaction. “It was a good game! And if you hadn’t kept those ogres busy, Leigh, I would never have been able to take on the dragon!”

As we settled in, munching on our food and sipping our drinks, we continued talking about the game. Grandpa, his eyes twinkling with mirth, leaned back in his armchair and surveyed the room with the quiet satisfaction I knew so well. He was enjoying it all in silence, and the sight of him like that made me very happy.

Grandma reached over and took his hand, her smile soft and knowing. She knew her husband’s moments of silent enjoyment well after so many years of blissful marriage, and I could only hope it would be the same with me and my women.


Chapter 18

The next morning, I was outside, immersed in the garden’s quiet growth, as the shrill chirp of a domesticant caused me to look up sharply. I turned, spotting an SUV pulling up. It was one of the sleek black vehicles that the Frontier Division employed, and I knew at once what it meant.

Caldwell had come.

I brushed the dirt from my hands, a sense of unease settling in my stomach as I watched Caldwell step out first. His suit was impeccable as always — not a wrinkle to be seen despite the long journey.

Waelin followed him closely. The elf’s grave demeanor hung heavily around him, his shoulders slightly hunched as he looked around. The significance of their arrival wasn’t lost on me. Their presence here, at this early hour, meant urgency.

“Welcome!” I called out, rising from my work. They headed over to me, leaving the SUV parked on the road.

“David,” Caldwell greeted, his voice smooth and controlled as he offered me his hand, his grip firm and purposeful. “There’s much we need to discuss.”

I nodded, a thousand questions racing through my mind as I led them into the house. The warm chatter of my women and the curious gaze of Lucas greeted us as we entered, their voices trailing off as they sensed the seriousness of the moment.

Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra huddled around. They greeted Caldwell with their usual friendliness, and Celeste hugged her uncle, something that made the elf always appear slightly awkward, but in a heartwarming way. Still, their expressions wore curiosity and concern; they knew as well as I did that this was an urgent visit.

“We received your message,” Caldwell began, his steel-colored eyes settling on me as he spoke. “And it’s brought us here with news you need to hear.”

Waelin, standing beside him, exhaled softly, the worry lines on his face deepening as he prepared to speak. “The portal you encountered in the Dungeon,” he announced, his voice full of anxious concern. “It’s indicative of a broader shift in the magical energies surrounding us. We have done a thorough scrying of the area, and we know now that many instances of teleportation magic are active across our section of the Frontier.”

“Father is making moves,” Caldwell added. “Perhaps sooner than we anticipated.” He took a deep breath, his gaze intense as he looked at each of us in turn. “This isn’t just a random fluctuation,” he said, his words measured and deliberate. “We believe it’s a sign that Father is moving against us, gathering his forces, preparing for a confrontation.”

The room went silent, each of us processing the gravity of Caldwell’s statement. My mind raced with strategies, with the need to protect what we had built here. I needed to keep my family safe from the encroaching darkness, but my thoughts went to Gladdenfield Outpost as well.

“We must call a meeting with our allies,” I said, my voice steady despite the tumult of emotions within me. “Mayor Wilhelm, Lord Vartlebeck, representatives from the Frontier Division — we need everyone on the same page, working together to counter this threat.”

Caldwell nodded. “I’ll send messages immediately,” he said. “The meeting should be held as soon as possible. I believe the earliest we can do is Gladdenfield Outpost tomorrow. Lord Vartlebeck will protest the short notice, but he will come. He knows that time is of the essence, and we must move swiftly.”

As Caldwell worked, Waelin’s gaze lingered on me. He stepped closer. “Your role in this, David,” he said, “will be crucial. The Bloodline of Taelath carries a weight that could tip the scales in our favor. It is a power that Father will undoubtedly seek to suppress or control.”

“Indeed,” Caldwell agreed. “While most of your message bodes ill for us all, that particular piece of information gives us hope. If it is as Ulain divined, then your Bloodline might guide us to victory.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “We will need you at the front, David.”

I nodded. “Of course,” I said. I felt some anticipation, some anxiety, but it seemed to me like the puzzle of destiny was laid before my eyes. This was what it had all been leading up to — to the danger of this time. And there was a strength in this gathering, in the shared resolve that pulsed quietly among us.

“Waelin and I will travel on to Gladdenfield immediately,” Caldwell said. “We will prepare things for the meeting. Especially Mayor Wilhelm will need to be managed. I fear the poor man might have a heart attack when he hears that the time of this great battle is almost upon us.”

Despite it all, I chuckled. “I’d say that’s a fair assessment.”

“Poor man,” Leigh said, and the other women agreed with her, making sympathetic sounds. And truth be told, I felt for him too. He’d taken the job back when it was largely ceremonial, and now he found himself leading a community on the verge of war. How he’d managed to keep himself going and dedicated to his job was commendable, especially considering his nature.

“So, we’ll see you in Gladdenfield, then?” I asked.

Caldwell gave a terse nod. “You’d best come supplied and armed, David,” he said. “We have no time to waste, and you might have to set out straightaway after our meeting. If there is anything else you need to do, do it now.”

“Alright,” I said. “Looks like this is really it, isn’t it?”

He forced a smile. “It seems so, my friend. Yet, I find comfort in the feeling that it seems so preordained — from my recruiting you for the Frontier Division to you finding your companions and solidifying your bonds with them.”

I nodded. Like Caldwell, I felt the weight of destiny in play here. But that was no reason to get comfortable.

Caldwell and I shook hands, and he and Waelin told us they needed to make further preparations and would leave right away.

As we said our goodbyes, I realized he was right. My gaze fell on Telwyra. The Soulbond between us seemed almost a palpable thing at the instant our eyes met. There was indeed something I needed to do before we could set out, and I intended to do it tonight.

“Hold up,” I said to Caldwell just as he and Waelin turned to leave. “I need to pick something up in Gladdenfield. I’ll follow you in my Jeep.”


Chapter 19

The drive to Gladdenfield that afternoon felt different. Every turn of the road, every recognizable landmark passed by my window held a new significance, making the journey seem both familiar and entirely new.

I followed Caldwell’s SUV into town, and we both parked near the livery stable. There, we said our goodbyes, and I promised to be in Gladdenfield tomorrow evening, packed and ready for anything. After that, I headed over to Grimfast’s workshop.

The sturdy wooden building appeared ahead, and I saw that Grimfast’s display was fast filling up with baubles. It seemed his earlier disadvantages when he opened the shop had been overcome, thanks in part to our revealing the shimmerstone deposit to him and defeating the troll that guarded it.

A bell chimed as I entered the shop, and Grimfast looked up from his work fitting a jewel to a pendant. He wore one of those funny monocle-like magnifiers.

“David! Good to see ye, lad,” Grimfast bellowed, his broad smile instantly putting me at ease. He gestured for me to come closer to his workbench, where the fruits of his latest labor lay. “Come, come! I’ve finished yer order, I have! Take a look at these beauties.”

I approached, my eyes drawn to the shimmerstone rings that glinted upon the velvet cloth. Grimfast picked up one of them, holding it up to the light so that the stone’s internal glow was fully visible.

“See this? Crafted to resonate with your intentions, David. For Yeska, a design as rich and mysterious as the magical ken she’s so fond of explorin’.”

He pointed out the intricate markings that adorned Yeska’s ring. I leaned in closer, marveling at the delicate engravings. “Grimfast, this is... it’s perfect. She’s going to love it.”

The dwarf’s eyes twinkled with pride as he set Yeska’s ring back down and picked up the second one. “And for Telwyra, a motif that evokes the essence of nature, reflectin’ her grace and the wisdom she carries.”

This design was more organic, flowing like branches entwining, with delicate engravings that seemed to pulse with life. I couldn’t help but reach out, tracing the lines with a finger. “It’s like you’ve captured her very spirit, Grimfast. I’m in awe.”

Grimfast chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound that filled the workshop. “The process, David, involved the forging of the metal and the setting of the stones. But ye cannot place shimmerstone with just any old grubby paw, now! It’s old crafting magic, the kind we dwarves have mastered during long years under the mountains!”

I met his gaze, my gratitude welling up in a wave of emotion. “I can’t thank you enough, Grimfast. I can tell these are masterpieces! The girls will love them!”

We shook hands then, his rough palm warm and strong in my grasp. “It’s an honor, David,” he said, his voice gruff with sincerity. “By craftin’ something for ye and yer lasses, I am a part of your journey. There’s no greater privilege for a craftsman like me. And besides…” He gestured at the shop around him. “I’ve been doin’ fairly well for meself, and I have ye to thank, my friend! As such, no charge as we discussed, lad. I wouldn’t take yer money were I sleepin’ in the street, I were!”

I grinned and shook his hand warmly. “You’re a true friend, Grimfast!”

He patted me on the shoulder. “Go on now, lad! Give yer lasses their baubles! A man with wives like ye has better things to do than stand around and chat with a wee bearded feller like meself, aye! Ha! See ye soon, David!”

I laughed and headed out, waving as I went back into the streets of Gladdenfield, feeling pretty good about my acquisition. With the rings safely tucked away, the marketplace caught my eye. A thought occurred to me: I wanted a small, elegant box to hold these precious gifts. Among the stalls and their colorful displays, I found a craftsman who sold just what I was looking for.

The ones I chose had a smooth, polished surface, the wood dark and warm to the touch. Inside was a soft cushion for the rings. As I held the boxes in my hands, I imagined the moment I would present the rings to Yeska and Telwyra. I could hardly wait.

Back in the Jeep, with the box beside me on the passenger seat, my thoughts were on the women who had become such an integral part of my life. Yeska, with her insatiable curiosity and her love for the arcane mysteries of the world. Telwyra, with her gentle wisdom and her deep connection to the natural world.

They were treasures greater than any ring. And I knew that they would have to join the other women as my wives. And Caldwell had been right — I needed to get my affairs in order. And one of those affairs was very pleasant — initiating Telwyra and deepening our bond. She wanted it, I wanted it, and the other women wanted it too.

As I drove, the afternoon sun waning, I found myself both eager and nervous. Although I would not yet propose to Telwyra, I had an indisputable ‘tonight is the night’ feeling.
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As I arrived back at the homestead, the sun was on its gentle way down, suffusing everything in a soft, golden light.

As if she knew I was coming home from an errand that had something to do with her, Telwyra stood waiting for me on the porch. Her serene smile was a welcome sight after the drive back from Gladdenfield.

As I parked the Jeep and got out, she stood with a grace that seemed effortless. Her emerald eyes sparkled with warmth as I approached.

“Welcome home, my Soulbond,” she said. Her melodic voice bore a note of affection that made my heart swell. She reached out, her slender fingers intertwining with mine as I drew near.

I smiled, the simple touch of her hand a joy of its own. “It’s good to be back,” I said softly, my thumb tracing gentle circles on the back of her hand.

“I came,” she said, “because I felt as though you and I have business that we must finish. Is that not so?”

I smiled and nodded. “Yes,” I said. “Walk with me to the river?”

Telwyra’s smile widened. “Of course, David. I’d like nothing more.”

As we made our way along the familiar path to the river, the world seemed to narrow to just the two of us. Our worries faded into the background, and we enjoyed these sights and sounds so familiar.

“Tell me more about your life in Tannoris,” I said, genuinely curious to know more about the world that had shaped her. “I want to understand your experiences, to see through your eyes.”

Telwyra’s expression softened, a wistful smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Tannoris was a place of wonder,” she began, her voice taking on a dreamlike quality as she spoke. “The forests were alive with magic, the very air humming with ancient power. I spent countless hours exploring the hidden groves, learning the secrets of the plants and the whispers of the wind.”

“It sounds beautiful,” I murmured, my hand tightening around hers. “I get the impression that you didn’t interact with many others there. Is that right?”

“It is so,” she agreed. “We deerkin prefer to keep to our own. I suppose some would say we are skittish. But it is more a profound enjoyment of being alone with nature. More than your other women, you shall find me outside during all seasons, David.”

I couldn’t help but let my mind linger on that… Your other women…

“Do you consider yourself mine?” I asked her, my eyes firm on hers.

“I do, my Soulbond.”

There was such honest conviction in those four words that no truthsayer in the world could’ve doubted them. She did, and she was.

She smiled as she closed her eyes for a moment, breathing deep the spring air. “But I do not lament the loss of Tannoris much,” she said. “This world that is a combination of Earth and Tannoris is very similar. And it has beauty of its own.”

I nodded. “Still, I wish I could have seen Tannoris through your eyes, experienced those moments with you.”

Telwyra turned to face me, her free hand coming up to rest on my cheek. “In a way, you are,” she said softly. “Our Soulbond allows us to share more than just thoughts and feelings. It’s a connection that transcends the boundaries of time and space.”

I leaned into her touch, savoring the warmth of her skin against mine. “You’re right,” I said. It was a simple truth, and I could do nothing but acknowledge it.

As we reached the river’s edge, the gentle babbling of the water and the soft rustling of the leaves created a soothing symphony around us. The clouds drifted past, the only witnesses to this intimate moment.

I turned to face Telwyra, taking both of her hands in mine. “Telwyra,” I began, my heart racing as I searched for the right words. “Our bond, our Soulbond — to me it’s a reflection of what grows between us, the trust and understanding we share.”

Telwyra’s eyes shimmered with emotion, her smile soft and warm. “I feel it too, David,” she said. “The way our hearts beat in sync, the way our souls seem to recognize each other on a fundamental level.”

I smiled at her pure beauty. “I have spoken to the others,” I said.

She placed a slender finger on my lips. “I know, my Soulbond,” she said.

“You know?”

She giggled. “Of course. David, they are accepting of me. They treat me as their sister. Would they do so if they wished to turn me out? Of course not. They have accepted, and I have accepted. Like sisters we shall be.”

For a moment, we stood there, lost in each other’s gaze. And as the first stars came out overhead, I pulled her into my arms, our bodies fitting together like two pieces of a puzzle. Her head rested on my shoulder, and her soft breath tickled my neck.

“I love you, Telwyra,” I said, my lips brushing against her ear.

She lifted her head, her emerald eyes locking with mine. “And I love you, David,” she whispered. “In this life and beyond, I am yours.”
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As Telwyra and I stepped over the threshold of my house, we were greeted by the bright smiles and playful gazes of Diane, Leigh, Celeste, and Yeska. They sat in the living room together, sprawled comfortably on the plush sofas, the crackling fireplace casting a cozy glow over their faces.

Leigh, her eyes sparkling with mischief, was the first to break the comfortable silence. “Well, well, well, look who’s back!” She nudged Diane with her elbow, a conspiratorial grin spreading across her face. “What do you think, Diane? Did these two lovebirds get lost in each other’s eyes under the starry sky?”

Diane’s sapphire eyes twinkled with amusement as she leaned forward. She rested her chin on her hand as she gave me and Telwyra a long, thorough look. “Oh, I don’t know, Leigh. Maybe they were too busy whispering sweet nothings to each other to notice the time passing by.”

Telwyra, a delicate blush coloring her cheeks, glanced at me with a mixture of shyness and affection. I couldn’t help but chuckle, squeezing her hand gently as we made our way to join the others.

“Now, now, ladies,” I said, my tone laced with mock seriousness. “A gentleman never kisses and tells.” I winked at Telwyra, earning a soft giggle from her.

Celeste, her melodic laughter filling the room, shook her head in amusement. “Oh, come on, David. We’re all family here. Surely you can spare a few details?”

I settled onto the sofa, pulling Telwyra down beside me, our fingers still intertwined. “Well, if you must know,” I began, a playful smile tugging at my lips, “Telwyra and I had a lovely evening by the river. We talked, we laughed, and yes, there might have been a kiss or two shared under the stars.”

Yeska, her cat-like eyes gleaming with curiosity, leaned forward, her tail swishing behind her. “Just a kiss or two? Are you sure that’s all that happened?”

I raised an eyebrow, feigning innocence. “Why, Yeska, whatever do you mean? I am a perfect gentleman, after all.”

The room erupted into laughter, the sound bouncing off the walls and filling the space with warmth and joy. Telwyra, her eyes shining with mirth, nestled closer to me, resting her head on my shoulder. But I could see that being center-stage deepened her blush. Still, a little good-natured banter was part of it.

Luckily, Diane saw, too. “Aww!” she said, coming closer to give Telwyra a warm hug. “Sorry, Telwyra! We’ll stop teasing you now!”

“Just a couple of lil’ jokes,” Leigh put in.

“There are a lot of jokes in this house,” Celeste said, grinning at Telwyra. “Most of them from Leigh. Not all of them funny.”

“Psh!” Leigh huffed. “Elves are known for much, but not their sense of humor.”

“High elves, maybe,” Celeste said, wagging her finger. “Us wood elves like to laugh.”

“When everyone else is cryin’, yeah!” Leigh said. “Why, take that Glendor game. Y’ain’t even supposed to win at it! Is that what an elven family evenin’ looks like? ‘Oh look, kids, reckon we all got ate by a dragon! Yay! Have some more potpourri cookies!’”

Celeste broke out laughing. She could handle the jokes well enough. Honestly, to live here, you kinda had to…

“Aaanywaaay,” I intervened, “the girls are saying they’re sorry for teasing you, Telwyra.”

Telwyra giggled at that and covered her mouth, looking up to me as if seeking an answer in my eyes. “It is alright,” she then said to the others. “I feel happy to be part of this.”

“In all seriousness,” I continued, my voice softening as I looked around at the faces of my beloved companions, “I am happy you’ve all been so accepting of Telwyra.”

Diane, her expression soft and understanding, reached out and placed a hand on my knee as she smiled at Telwyra. “She’s one of us,” she said. “And not just because she and you share a Soulbond.”

“Yeah,” Leigh chimed in. “It’s ‘cause she’s a sweetheart.”

“And quite the kisser, I wager,” Yeska put in, her eyes twinkling with mischievous mirth as her tail gave a playful swish.

“Oh ho!” Leigh whooped. “It’s like that, huh? A challenger has appeared.”

Telwyra laughed and held up her hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she protested, holding up her hands in feigned innocence.

Leigh shook her theatrically. “Oh no, sugar, y’ain’t getting’ away now.” She then turned to me, hands placed on her sides. “We need to know who the better kisser is! Come on, David, spill the beans!”

I laughed, shaking my head in amusement. “Leigh, you’re incorrigible. But if you must know,” I paused, looking at each of my women in turn, “I couldn’t possibly choose.”

“Oh no, mister,” Leigh said. “We ain’t havin’ that politically correct nonsense either.”

Celeste licked her lips, her playful gaze darting between her harem sisters. “Perhaps a demonstration is in order, wouldn’t you all say?”

I grinned, liking where this was going. Beside me, Telwyra stirred, a little naughty glimmer in her eyes. “Well, if you insist on settling it…”


Chapter 20

I chuckled as Celeste’s suggestion hung like a ripe fruit, teasing and sweet. “I suppose a competition is the only way we can settle it,” I said, loving the flare of competition that came alive in the eyes of each of my women.

Diane, always the swiftest, took the stage at once. Her fox ears twitched with playful anticipation that matched the glint in her sapphire eyes. She straddled my lap, and the scent of lavender enveloped me as she leaned in close, her lips finding mine with deliberate tenderness that ignited a slow burn within my chest.

Her kiss was a promise whispered in the dark, both delicate and daring, leaving me breathless as she pulled away with a coy smile.

“Oh, look at that try-hard!” Leigh commented as her lips found mine, and we both chuckled.

“Top that!” Diane said, crossing her arms proudly after she made room for the next girl.

Leigh came next, swaying those hips in a way that just killed me. She planted herself firmly on my thighs, her voluptuous body pressing against mine in a way that made my pulse race. She brought her full lips to mine, her kiss a swirl of sweetness and passion, and the scent that hung around her fresh like spring.

“Don’t push your tits up against him like that!” Diane commented. “Cheater!”

“Why, I can use my natural charms, honey,” Leigh drawled as she drew back after giving a little wiggle in my lap that made my cock buck.

Celeste followed, the soft-spoken elven beauty moving with an elegance that belied the hunger in her green eyes. Her amber hair cascaded over her shoulders as she leaned in, her pointy ears brushing against my skin. Full breasts pressed against my chest — ivory perfection, and she squirmed in my lap as she kissed me, making my cock harder still. Her kiss was a work of art, each movement of her lips painting strokes of desire across my senses, leaving me aching for more of her exquisite touch.

“Well, that there kiss is lookin’ like a close competitor,” Leigh admitted.

“My turn!” Yeska purred. Once Celeste had risen, she pounced on me, claiming my lap as her territory with a predatory grace. Her green eyes flashed with challenge, her voluptuous figure pressing insistently against me as her lips captured mine. Her kiss was fierce, commanding, a whirlwind that threatened to sweep me off my feet and into the depths of her untamed passion.

“By the Gods, Yeska,” Diane chuckled. “Kiss him! Don’t eat him!”

She bit her lip as she withdrew, flashing her pointy fangs. “Maybe he’ll eat me if I kiss him well enough.”

We all laughed as she withdrew to make some room for Telwyra, who approached with a shy yet knowing smile. Her emerald-green eyes held a mischievous spark as she settled onto me. The gentle brush of her fuzzy tail sent shivers up my spine, and when her lips met mine, it was a melding of softness and strength, a dance as old as nature itself that left me yearning for the wilds hidden within her.

“Damn, you’re all making this mighty difficult,” I murmured, my voice husky with the arousal that simmered just beneath my skin. “I can’t decide who the winner is.”

The girls exchanged competitive looks, and I felt my arousal rise even more as they playfully narrowed their eyes at one another.

“Well,” Leigh said, “then there’s only one way to settle this, baby.”

In a sudden rush of movement, the girls converged on me, hands reaching to peel away the layers of my clothing.

Laughter spilled from my lips as Diane, Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and Telwyra undressed me. Their hands worked in a competitive dance of playful urgency to divest me of my shirt.

“Careful now, don’t go tearin’ his clothes off like a pack of wild animals,” Leigh teased as she did exactly that herself.

“Watch it yourself!” Yeska fired back, her catkin instincts on full display as she playfully batted at Leigh’s hand to take her place by my side. Her bosom pressed against my arm, offering a softness that contrasted with the feisty glint in her eyes. “I’m gonna win this competition.”

Diane’s laughter joined the fray, her fox ears twitching atop her head as she leaned in. “We have to be thorough, don’t we?” she purred, slipping off one of my socks with an exaggerated flourish. “Leaving anything on would be unfair.”

Celeste bit her lip as she bumped a protesting Yeska to the side and deftly undid the buttons of my shirt. “Why rush perfection?” she murmured.

I chuckled, pleased to see them compete a little like this. My garments fell away piece by piece, leaving me in a state of half-dress. By then, Leigh had mounted me to press herself up to me, her clothes disheveled in the playful melee, one breast freed of her flimsy tank top.

“Cheater!” Diane teased again, giving her harem sister a playful poke as she tugged at my pants and boxers.

“Let me show you all how to claim victory,” Telwyra announced once I was fully naked, my hard cock twitching with eagerness. With a gentle shove, she displaced Leigh from my lap, who gave a little yelp of protest as she tumbled down.

Telwyra stood before me, unfastening the clasp of her garment with a deliberate slowness. As the fabric fell, it revealed her delicious beauty: the sinuous curves of her voluptuous body and a delicate deer tail that swayed with a hypnotic rhythm. She was a vision of wild, untamed allure.

“Watch and learn,” she said with playful confidence as she kept the other eager participants at bay. Her free hand reached for my rock-hard cock. The warm touch of her palm encircled me, her grip firm yet tender — a sensation that coaxed a deep groan from my chest as she began to stroke me.

“Oh no!” Diane yelped, struggling to get closer.

“Cheater!” Yeska accused with a chuckle.

“What a harlot!” Leigh exclaimed, licking her lips at the tasty display.

“Push her off!” Celeste called out. “We can’t let her win.”

But Telwyra kept them at bay for a moment, and I admired how she could maintain the rhythm as she clasped me, pressing her body against mine as the other girls tried to pull her down from my lap.

But finally, Diane and Leigh, with a conspiratorial gleam in their eyes, joined forces against Telwyra. With a playful shove, they unseated the deerkin from my lap. Diane’s fox tail swished merrily as she pinned Telwyra to the ground, her lithe body an embodiment of mischievous strength.

“Gotcha!” she hummed, and my arousal rose even more to see those two delicious girls wrestling.

Then, my eyes fell on Leigh, who was ready to take over.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Leigh hummed at Telwyra as she raised her tank top to let her big breasts bounce free, then hitched up her skirt to reveal her lacey thong. “But now it’s my turn!”

Without further ado, Leigh kneeled before me, pressing my hard cock between her soft breasts, the tip poking out of cleavage and almost hitting her chin.

“Fuck,” I moaned. “Leigh…”

She bit her lip as she began her delicious boobjob. The sensation of her soft, warm skin enveloping me was like being caught in the most divine vice. Her breasts were a pair of luscious, living pillows, squeezing me gently, and each movement sent ripples of pleasure coursing through me.

“I’m gonna make you cum all over these big tits, baby,” Leigh teased, batting her blue eyes at me in mock innocence while working her chest with a practiced rhythm. “And I’ll be the winner.”

“Hey!” Diane yelped, still wrestling with Telwyra. “Traitor!”

Leigh chuckled as she continued her boobjob. But the other girls were not done yet. Yeska and Celeste pounced, their chuckles harmonizing with the creak of the couch as they jostled Leigh aside.

“Gotcha!” Yeska exclaimed.

“Nooo!” Leigh called out, laughing as Celeste — who had a lot of strength in her arms — wrestled her to the ground.

Yeska took over where Leigh had left off, her voluptuous figure a vision of feline grace. She captured me between her large, pillowy breasts, purring with satisfaction as she maintained eye contact, her cat ears twitching as her tail swished behind her.

“Hey!” Celeste called out as she still wrestled with Leigh. “That wasn’t the deal!”

“Watch and learn,” Yeska purred, her voice teasing, her movements deliberate and calculated, kneading me with her bosom as if she were preparing the most decadent of feasts.

I gasped with pleasure and began thrusting my hips in rhythm with her boobjob. I was close, so tantalizingly close, as Yeska worked her magic. But before I could crest that peak, Telwyra, with the agility befitting her deerkin heritage, wriggled free of Diane’s hold. In a swift motion, she nudged Yeska aside and positioned herself on my lap.

I groaned with delight as I felt the wetness of her tight pussy against my throbbing cock. We made eye contact as she reached down and grabbed my manhood, pushing the tip against her warm folds. My hips bucked with a lust of their own to enter her.

“No!” Yeska exclaimed.

“Unfair!” Diane protested with a laugh.

“Seems fair to me,” Telwyra muttered huskily, then moaned as she guided me into the warm, welcoming embrace of her body.

“Oh,” I groaned. “Telwyra!”

My breath hitched as her tight pussy enveloped me, the velvet heat of her core bringing delight and pleasure. The other girls gathered around, their playful protests contrasting with the wide-eyed looks of delight they gave our coupling.

“Looks like the forest queen claims her throne,” Celeste observed, her voice tinged with mirth as she leaned in.

“Let her have her moment,” Leigh chuckled, settling back into the cushions, her gaze fixed on the intimate dance we performed. Her fingers were already dipping to the pink lace of her thong.

“Hmm…” Yeska purred, her tail flicking with excitement. “It does look… very hot.”

The girls hummed their appreciation as Telwyra rose and bounced her round ass down, taking my full length into her pussy. Her deer tail gave a cute little twitch as our skin slapped together, and I was mesmerized by the bounce of her firm breasts.

Slowly, the playful protests of the other girls devolved into moans of appreciation as their deft fingers trailed their own bodies.

The sensation of Telwyra moving on top of me was intoxicating, her rhythmic undulations a sweet torture that I reveled in. Her curvaceous form pressed down on me, and the softness of her breasts brushed against my chest with each motion.

“Hmm… Ride him, Telwyra,” Diane cooed from her vantage point, the sapphire sparkle of her eyes half-veiled by pleasure. She was touching herself, her movements deliberate and slow, matching the rhythm of Telwyra’s dance upon my lap.

Leigh’s face flushed with excitement as she watched us, her fingers tracing circles around the pink peaks of her ample breasts as one hand slipped into her thong. “Oh, darlin’, you’re makin’ him tremble. Keep goin’, don’t stop now.”

Celeste whispered a praise in elvish, her slender fingers dancing over the curves of her body, while Yeska gave her sultry purrs as she arched her back and teased herself. The girls gasped and moaned to the beat of Telwyra slamming down in my lap again and again, giving a cute little gasp every time she came down.

Their chorus of moans and dirty talk was the perfect soundtrack to the lascivious display we shared. As Telwyra’s pace quickened, so did their self-induced caresses, the air becoming thick with the scent of our arousal. One by one, the girls reached their peaks, cries of ecstasy escaping their lips as they convulsed in blissful release.

Yet, I held myself on the precipice, muscles taut and jaw clenched, refusing to surrender to the inevitable climax that Telwyra so skillfully coaxed from deep within me.

As her body shuddered above me and tightened around me, signaling her own orgasm, I couldn’t contain the primal urge any longer. With a possessive growl, I lifted her from me and gently but firmly repositioned her onto hands and knees.

She gave a playful yelp, still trembling from her orgasm as she allowed me to place her on all fours on the couch, her round ass up in the air for me.

“David… Oh,” she moaned. “Yes! Take me!”

My hand found purchase on the smooth surface of her antlers as I positioned myself behind her and guided myself back into the heat of her pussy.

“Fuck, look at that,” Leigh murmured with a giggle that belied her post-orgasmic languor, her eyes wide with admiration. “So hot…”

“Such a primal sight,” Celeste sighed, her voice laced with desire as she continued to watch us.

“Go on, show her!” Diane encouraged, her own breath coming in short gasps as she recovered from her peak.

“Give it to her good,” Yeska urged. “Fuck her raw!”

I groaned with delight as I thrust deep into Telwyra, driven by the raw energy that her lithe, deerkin body offered. My world narrowed to the heat, the sounds, the smells as I pounded Telwyra, grabbing her antlers for purchase. And though my body screamed for release, I would not succumb just yet, not when every moment was a treasure to be savored in my harem’s sensual embrace.

“Yes, David!” Telwyra moaned. “Please give me your seed! Fill me up!”

My self-control shattered like glass under pressure. Her tightness enveloped me, squeezing with a rhythm that matched the frantic beat of my heart. I could feel every velvet ridge inside her, each one a siren call to the storm brewing within.

“Fill her up, David,” Diane called out from the sidelines, her eyes locked on our union.

“Give her your seed, my love!” Yeska added with a mischievous grin, her feline eyes glinting with excitement.

“Yes, give it to her, baby,” Leigh chimed in, her chest heaving as she watched intently, her words dripping with lust. “Cum in her!”

“Make her yours,” Celeste whispered.

The chorus of their sultry encouragements melded into a symphony. My grip on Telwyra’s antlers tightened. Each thrust now was deeper, fueled by the raw desire to claim her as part of my harem.

“Please, David,” Telwyra moaned, her voice breaking with need. “I want your seed... I need it. Breed… Breed me, my love!”

At her words, the dam within me broke. Heat surged through my veins, a tidal wave of pleasure that crashed over me with relentless force. It started at the base of my spine, an electric charge that ignited every nerve ending as it swept upwards. My vision blurred, and I felt every muscle clench in sweet agony before the wave crested and broke.

“Telwyra!” The word was both a cry of ecstasy and a declaration as I released into her, my orgasm pulsating through me in waves that seemed to never end. I filled her with my warm seed, my heat spilling into her depths with the promise of life and connection — marking her as part of me in the most primal way.

I slammed into her again and again, until my seed was spent. By then, my breathing was ragged, my body trembling with the aftershocks as I collapsed beside Telwyra, gently pulling her down with me.

We lay there, panting, our skin slick with the evidence of our shared passion. The room was awash with the soft sounds of our recovery and the tender glow of satisfaction.

“Wow, that was... intense,” Diane murmured, her voice carrying a hint of awe.

“Beautiful,” Leigh agreed, her smile soft around the edges.

“Next time, I’m getting it,” Yeska declared with playful defiance, wagging her tail as if already plotting her strategy.

“No, me!” Celeste insisted, her eyes twinkling with the prospect of more to come.

We all chuckled, the sound mingling with the lingering hum of our desires. We were silent only for a few moments. It was Yeska who perked up first, a mischievous light in her eyes.

“Rematch,” she insisted.

“Yeah!” the other women agreed. “Rematch!”

“Oh boy,” I replied with a chuckle, my heart full, knowing the night was far from over.


Chapter 21

I stirred from my slumber with images of our wild night still on my mind. With the warm bodies next to me, I felt the need to repeat what we had done in great detail.

However, the weight of the impending meeting settled on my chest. Today would be no ordinary day. It was the day of our gathering in Gladdenfield, a pivotal moment that could very well shape the course of our battle against Father.

I sat up, the sheets rustling softly as they pooled around my waist. A restlessness took hold of me at once.

Beside me, Diane’s eyes fluttered open, her gaze still hazy with the remnants of sleep. “Good morning,” she murmured, her voice a gentle caress in the quiet of our room.

The other women stirred as well, gentle moans and sighs as their tangled limbs moved.

“Alright, no lounging around today,” I said. “We should get ready to head over to Gladdenfield.”

I had wanted to make some of the preparations the night before, but… events had left us occupied. And since we had all fallen into blissful sleep afterwards, we’d done nothing yet. Of course, we had plenty of time, but we needed to get moving.

The women murmured agreement, and we all rose relatively quickly. We dressed in silence, the rustle of fabric and the soft clink of buckles the only sounds piercing the stillness. As we made our way downstairs to gather the others, Diane’s hand found mine, her fingers interlacing with my own in a silent gesture of support.

In the living room, we engaged in our preparations. Considering the number of Dungeon runs we’d done, these were pretty much routine preparations to us by now.

Yeska was taking inventory of the potions, her tail swishing absently as she counted them. Leigh was meticulously sharpening the knives we all bore as sidearms, the rhythmic scrape of metal on whetstone accompanied by a jaunty whistling. Telwyra and Celeste were fixing breakfast while simultaneously packing rations. Diane was busy tendering instructions to my grandparents as they fawned over Lucas.

I cleared my throat, drawing their attention. “So, as we all know, we need to head to Gladdenfield today,” I announced. “The meeting with Caldwell, Lord Vartlebeck, Waelin, and Mayor Wilhelm is set for this evening. It’s crucial that we’re all there.”

A flurry of questions and affirmations filled the room, the tension palpable as we discussed our preparations.

“Anything we should bring?” Celeste asked, her brow furrowed in concern. “I mean, besides the usual.”

Diane stepped forward, her expression resolute. “I expect we will be provisioned at the town, if we are to set out immediately, so no need to pack too many provisions.”

I nodded. “Yes, I expect food will be provided. And there’s a chance we won’t have to head out straightaway, but if my gut feeling is right, we’ll need to get to work on those portal Dungeons. And fast.”

Leigh nodded, her grip tightening on the hilt of her blade. “The larroling and Fuzzyfur should come. We’ll need their strength and speed.”

“Let’s pack plenty of ammunition as well,” I added. “For my rifle, Leigh’s revolver, and Diane’s crossbow. And don’t forget the flashlights and camping gear, in case we need them.”

The rest of the morning and early afternoon were spent packing our gear and making sure the homestead was in as good a state as possible for our departure. While the women and I worked, my grandparents took care of Lucas.

As the time of our departure neared, I took my grandparents into the kitchen, holding Lucas myself. “Now, there’s going to be more monsters around these parts until we’ve defeated Father. Are you ready to stay at the homestead alone?” I asked. “We might be away for some time.”

“We are, David,” Grandpa assured me with his firm voice. “I got my old rifle, and we got all them dough-messy… moody… Dominicans…”

“Domesticants,” Grandma corrected him.

“… domesticants runnin’ around. And your storm critters. We’ll be fine, David.”

I nodded. “We’re leaving the Jeep here,” I said. “I’m stocking it with some emergency supplies. What I want you to do, at the first sign of trouble, is take Lucas and drive to New Springfield. Let the summons buy you time to get away.”

“But David,” Grandma began, “wouldn’t it be smarter to head there anyway?”

I shook my head. “By the maps we took from the Dungeon, it’s clear that Father is focusing his efforts on New Springfield and Gladdenfield. A lone homestead tucked away in Springfield Forest is not going to be of much interest. In fact, I prefer having you out here. Who knows what they will hit the towns with? Only head there when there’s danger here, understand?”

“We understand, David,” Grandpa said. “And we agree, too. We’ll do just as you say. I know I’m known to be a bit headstrong…”

“Stubborn,” Grandma interjected.

“Headstrong,” Grandpa reaffirmed. “But this is about your boy. First sign o’ trouble, we’re off to New Springfield.”

I smiled and squeezed his shoulder. “Thanks, Grandpa. And Grandma. I wouldn’t even know what to do without you two.”

Grandpa Albert’s hand rested on my shoulder, his grip firm and reassuring. “Keep safe out there,” he said, his voice gruff with emotion. “And remember, you’re stronger together.”

I nodded, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “We will. I promise.”

A little after noon, we took our leave. Diane cried a little at leaving Lucas behind, and I consoled her. It broke my heart too, but we were doing this to ensure he had a future — he and all the other people living on the frontier.

As we set out for Gladdenfield on foot, Colonel packed with our supplies, the journey was marked by silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. The forest blurred past, and the only sounds were the thud of the larroling’s heavy steps and the whisper of Fuzzyfur’s paws on the soft earth.

It felt like we were heading into danger, and we were.


Chapter 22

Stepping into Mayor Wilhelm’s opulent dining room, the weight of the impending discussion hung in the air. The polished wood floors and rich paintings adorning the walls seemed to fade into the background as our attention focused solely on the gathered assembly.

Caldwell, Lord Vartlebeck, Waelin, and Mayor Wilhelm were already seated around the large, oaken table, their expressions grave and postures tense.

Mayor Wilhelm stood from his high-backed chair as we entered the dining room, a polite smile on his face, although I could tell he was very troubled.

“Ah, welcome, welcome,” he said smoothly, gesturing to the empty seats around the large table. “Please, do make yourselves comfortable.”

I gave a polite nod as we took our places. Caldwell and Lord Vartlebeck were already seated, their postures rigid, any casual pleasantries clearly set aside given the serious nature of our gathering. At the head of the table, Waelin inclined his head in silent greeting, his sharp gaze taking in every detail. He only offered his niece Celeste a warm smile.

Once settled, I cleared my throat. “Thank you for having us, Mayor Wilhelm,” I began. “Allow me to properly introduce Telwyra, my Soulbond and a part of my family.”

I reached out and gently rested my hand on Telwyra’s, hoping the subtle contact would help put her at ease.

At my words, Lord Vartlebeck’s bushy steel-grey eyebrows rose ever so slightly in acknowledgment and respect. The taciturn dwarven lord was tense, I could tell.

Meanwhile, Mayor Wilhelm looked intrigued. “A Soulbond, you say? By Jove, that’s fascinating,” he remarked. Leaning forward in his seat, he focused his attention on Telwyra. “And that family of yours seems to always grow!”

I smiled and nodded. “Thank you,” I said, speaking on Telwyra’s behalf. I could tell she was a little uncomfortable sitting in the spotlights like this, so I decided to move things on. “I’m happy we’re all here to discuss this threat. And it’s good to see we are all taking it seriously.”

Mayor Wilhelm nodded, looking thoughtful. “Quite right, quite right,” he murmured.

“Well then,” I said, addressing the room. “Shall we begin discussing defense strategies for the region?”

The room fell silent as Caldwell cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Well,” he began, his tone somber, “as per David’s excellent report, we’ve gathered evidence of magical pathways.” He nodded at Waelin. “Portals, is that right?”

“Just so,” Waelin said. “Powerful portal magic — of the kind that goblins and kobolds do not practice on their own. The disturbance is more widespread than initially anticipated, but according to the maps David and his women — my niece Celeste among them — procured, the threat seems concentrated around our area, converging especially around Gladdenfield Outpost.”

Caldwell turned his eye to Lord Vartlebeck. “It seems Father is using portal magic to bypass your scouts and patrols.”

Lord Vartlebeck leaned forward, his massive hands splayed on the table. “It does indeed. That is cunning beyond goblins… Additionally, our scouts have reported increased movement of goblin and kobold troops beyond the Shimmerin’ Peaks, aye,” he rumbled, his voice deep and foreboding. “While Father himself has not been sighted, the orchestrated nature of these movements cannot be overlooked, me friends. Those troops are heading north, and we believe — although we have no proof — that they be converging in the northern volcanic plains.”

“So that is where Father is,” I said.

Lord Vartlebeck nodded. “We suspect the same, aye. But we have sent no men there. They would not return.”

Waelin chimed in, his calm demeanor belying the urgency in his words. “The magical pathways suggest a capability to facilitate expansive troop movements. It’s imperative we identify the source and extent of these disturbances.”

“And eliminate them,” I added.

I was met by nods from the others. We all knew what needed to be done. The silence that followed was heavy, pregnant with the gravity of the situation. Tension radiated from each person, the unspoken realization that we were on the brink of a significant conflict.

“That is indeed important,” Caldwell agreed, “but one more fact has come to us — David, we’ve only learned this today.”

I instinctively edged closer to the edge of my seat. My women did the same, and we exchanged a look before we continued.

“One of our patrols returned yesterday reporting a significant number of goblins and kobolds on the march. We cannot say where exactly they came from, although there are several portal Dungeons that would qualify as points of origin, but one thing is certain…” He glanced at Waelin.

The elf swallowed. “By our projections, they are headed for Gladdenfield Outpost.”

“It is an army,” Caldwell said. “And they are coming for Gladdenfield.”
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Caldwell’s revelation hung in the air, thick and heavy, like the atmosphere before a storm breaks. A collective intake of breath filled the room as we all realized what this meant.

“A battle?” Mayor Wilhelm stammered, voicing all our thoughts. “In Gladdenfield? By Jove, for things to come to this!”

“These portals,” Lord Vartlebeck said, his brows furrowed, “they allow Father’s minions to sidestep our defenses, aye?”

“Just so,” Waelin confirmed.

Lord Vartlebeck shook his shaggy head, his gaze falling on the maps spread across the table. “An ingenious and dangerous strategy, indeed. Father outplayed us with that.”

I rubbed my chin. “Well, they are one-way portals, right?” I asked, my eyes on Waelin.

“Just so,” the elf said again. Only this time, a slender eyebrow rose as he wondered where I was going with my line of questioning.

“I’m no expert on portal magic,” I said. “But what if we can make them two-way portals?”

A grin appeared on Caldwell’s lips as he caught on. “Brilliant,” he muttered. “Turn Father’s cunning against him.” His gaze briefly met mine, an unspoken understanding passing between us.

“You would strike at him in his own domain?” Lord Vartlebeck asked.

“Why not?” I said. “He probably doesn’t expect it. It’s where he’ll be more vulnerable. And we all know he isn’t coming through those portals himself. He’ll come only when we’re all dead and Springfield Forest is no more than a smoldering heap of cinders. I say strike at him — now.”

“I like this,” Caldwell said, almost to himself, as he rocked in his chair. Then, he slammed his fist on the table and said, louder this time, “I like this! Waelin! Can it be done?”

Waelin nodded. “It can be done,” he simply said. “But not from here. I cannot tap into the energies of the pathways to create a portal of our own. Nor can I attune one of our existing portals to Father’s pathways. One would need to go to one such portal — an active one, mind you — and reverse it.”

“A shame we destroyed that one near the homestead,” Yeska mused.

“No,” Diane said. “I’m happy we did. Who knows what would have come through? Or what could come through now that we’re gone to threaten our loved ones. It was a direct threat to our home.”

Yeska thought for a moment before she nodded. “You are right.”

“And how would we go about reversing that portal?” I asked. “Do we need to bring Waelin? Or a mage with a portal specialization?”

“Thankfully, no,” Waelin said before anyone else could respond. I almost chuckled — the elf was not one for adventures, it seemed. “I shall work with the dwarven artificer in this town — Grimfrost or Gloomfirst or some such silly dwarven name…”

“Grimfast,” I corrected him. “Nice guy, actually. Don’t know how he is around elves…”

“Indeed.” Waelin muttered, drawing out the word. “In any case, I shall work with him to craft you a staff that can reverse the portal’s pathways. A risky gambit, to be sure, but it shall offer a direct path to Father.”

Then, he seemed to realize that his niece would likely be coming along. “Risky… Of course,” he stammered, “your talents would be best applied in New Springfield. Uh, perhaps even elsewhere? Yes, perhaps you and your wives can coordinate this operation from the headquarters in Boston? I believe…”

Celeste placed her hand on his and smiled softly. “It must be done, Uncle.”

I felt for poor Waelin. Stuffy as he could be, he was family too. But Celeste was right; this needed to be done. And as I considered the plan, my heart raced at the implications, a thousand scenarios playing out in my mind.

“Then,” I finally said, my voice steady despite the weight of my words, “I think we all know it falls to us. My women and I will venture through the portal to Father.” I turned slightly, seeking the gazes of Diane, Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and Telwyra.

In their eyes, I found the same resolve that burned within me. “Together, we possess a combination of skills and powers uniquely suited to this fight,” I continued. “And besides, we are the most high-leveled adventurers in Gladdenfield.”

Caldwell sighed, the lines of his face drawn tight with worry. “David,” he said, his tone a mix of concern and admiration, “you understand the dangers? This isn’t like anything we’ve faced before.”

Lord Vartlebeck grunted his agreement. “It’s a bold plan,” he rumbled, his deep voice filling the room. “Striking at the heart of the enemy... There’s merit to it, but the risks are substantial.”

Mayor Wilhelm wrung his hands, his worry evident in every furrow of his brow. “And what of your safety?” he stammered. “This is an extraordinary risk you’re proposing.”

I met each of their gazes in turn, my resolve solidifying with each passing moment. “Sometimes,” I said quietly, “extraordinary risks are exactly what’s needed. Not just for us, but for everyone threatened by Father.”

Caldwell nodded slowly, conceding the point. “Very well,” he said, his voice heavy. “But Father’s army still marches. Even should you succeed, we cannot assume they will disperse. We must be prepared to meet them in battle.”

He turned to Lord Vartlebeck; his expression somber. “That’s where we come in,” he continued. “An army of volunteers, troops from the Frontier Division, and your company of dwarves, Lord Vartlebeck. We will face Father’s forces head-on while David and his family confront Father himself.”

Lord Vartlebeck’s nod was slow but decisive, his eyes glinting with a fierce determination. “Aye,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “It’ll be a fight the likes of which we haven’t seen in a generation. But we’ll stand firm, for the sake of all we hold dear.”

Mayor Wilhelm cleared his throat. “Gladdenfield Outpost will support this army,” he peeped. “We’ll provide provisions, weapons — whatever you need. We stand together.”

I gave him a nod of sincere respect. Even though it was against his nature, this man overcame his own fears and was willing to stand his ground.

We’d need more like him in the coming days.
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The map lay unfurled across the table, and our eyes were on it, as if it could present solutions on its own. Lord Vartlebeck’s thick fingers traced the route, his movements deliberate and precise.

“The journey to the closest Dungeon will take ye two days,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the quiet room. “The terrain is treacherous, the forest dense. But this,” he tapped the map, “is the safest path we’ve charted.”

I leaned forward, studying the map intently. “We’ve navigated the forest before,” I said, my voice steady despite the tension thrumming through my veins. “We’ll be cautious, but we’ll make it.”

“Two days if we don’t run into any major obstacles,” Diane said, studying the map.

“Like a goblin army,” Leigh joked.

I chuckled along with her and nodded. “Yeah, that would slow us down.”

“Only a trifle,” Yeska quipped.

“Well, I’m glad yer humor remains unaffected,” Lord Vartlebeck rumbled. “Still, I wonder if ye lot’ll get to that Dungeon afore the army strikes Gladdenfield.”

“Likely, it will be around the same time,” Caldwell said. “Which is good, because I will do my best to draw in another company of Coalition soldiers to reinforce us. I believe men might be available from the Jackson-Vicksburg Corridor in Mississippi after pushing back a lizardfolk incursion from the south.” He nodded to himself. “Yes, there’s many a good Ranger and Scout among them. Perfect for this task. They will do fine, especially if their captain, Joseph the Bull, also known as French Joe, leads them.”

“What Caldwell is saying,” Lord Vartlebeck grunted, “is that we’ll manage.”

Caldwell nodded. “With the dwarves of Ironfast at our side, certainly.”

“Our clan Silverheart has always been your ally,” Lord Vartlebeck said, no small measure of pride in his voice. “And we shall fight beside the Coalition once more.”

“We’ll try to move fast,” I said. “Hopefully, if we manage to defeat Father, it will have some kind of demoralizing effect on his minions.”

“Let us hope so,” Telwyra softly said.

Diane’s hand found mine beneath the table, her fingers intertwining with my own. I met her gaze, finding strength in the determination that shone in her eyes. She gave a nod, signaling that she agreed with it all.

Waelin cleared his throat, drawing our attention. “I will get to work with Grimlord,” he began.

“Grimfast,” I corrected him again.

“Yes. The staff is the key to reversing the portal’s energy. Upon reaching the Dungeon’s heart, you must activate it at the portal’s emanating point.” He paused, his gaze sweeping over each of us in turn. “I shall attune it to the specific energies we’re dealing with, but I must warn you — the magic involved is volatile and largely unknown.”

Yeska leaned forward, her keen eyes scrutinizing Waelin. “Will it hold against the strength of the portal?” she asked, her brow furrowed in concentration.

Waelin sighed, a heavy sound that hung in the air. “It shall be as reliable as we can make it,” he said, his words tinged with a hint of uncertainty. “But in matters of unknown magic, there are always risks.”

“We will take that risk,” I declared.

The rest of the meeting was spent poring over every detail of our plan. Most of the discussion revolved around strategy for the armies clashing. Our own mission was about secrecy, traveling light, and moving fast.

Meanwhile, Waelin left to meet with Grimfast, and I told him to explicitly mention my name to my dwarven friend, hoping that would do more to drive home the urgency than Waelin’s stiff recap of the meeting — Grimfast didn’t strike me as someone who would match well with Waelin.

As the meeting drew to a close, the tension in the room was palpable. We stood together, united by a common purpose, yet the weight of what lay ahead hung heavy in the air.

“Tomorrow, then,” Caldwell said, his voice cutting through the silence as the meeting closed. “We’ll be ready.”


Chapter 23

In the dim, chilly light of early morning, our group gathered in the Wild Outrider. Tension hung thick in the air. The cold of an early morning somehow seeped into my bones despite my layers of gear, but maybe it was just the tension. Spring whispered at the edges, but in this moment, everything felt suspended, the earth itself seeming to hold its breath in anticipation.

I glanced around at my companions, each focused on their final preparations. Diane methodically checked her crossbow, her hands steady and sure.

Leigh and Celeste worked together silently, adjusting each other’s backpack straps with practiced efficiency. Leigh caught my eye and gave a small nod, her expression determined. “We’re good to go, David,” she said, her tone belying the anxiety that flickered in her eyes.

Yeska murmured to herself as she double-checked our stock of potions, her tail twitching with nervous energy. “Everything accounted for,” she confirmed.

Telwyra stood slightly apart from the others, her pack neatly organized at her feet. A crease furrowed her brow, betraying her apprehension.

I stepped closer to her, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be alright,” I told her softly. “We’ve prepared for this moment.”

She nodded, attempting a smile that wavered at the edges. “I know,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s just... this is all so new to me, David. I’ve never faced anything like this before.”

I squeezed her shoulder gently, understanding her trepidation. “I know it’s daunting, but you’re not alone, Telwyra. We’ll manage together.”

Just then, Caldwell and Waelin entered through the side door, their presence commanding attention. Caldwell’s gaze swept over our group, assessing our readiness with a critical eye. After a moment, he gave a curt nod of approval. “You’re set, then,” he stated, his tone brooking no argument. “And here is the final component.” He gestured at Waelin, holding a bundle.

The elf stepped forward and unfurled the bundle, revealing a rather plain-looking staff. “Glyphmast and I made this to be practical and simple.”

“Grimfast,” I muttered under my breath, not knowing why I even bothered.

“But it works,” Waelin said. “The wielder must channel their mana, so it will have to be a magic class that does it. David, Yeska, or Telwyra can use it. Channel the mana gently and build up. If you overdo it, a slight headache should rise, warning you not to press too hard. It will work two or three times before its energy expires, so should you fail, you can try again. That was all Grifflast and I could manage in such a short time.”

“I’m sure you got along swimmingly, Uncle,” Celeste muttered, winning a stern look from Waelin.

With a smile, I walked over to Waelin and patted him on the shoulder. “Thank you, Waelin. Give the staff to me, please. I’ll make sure it’s safe.”

I wrapped it back in its cloth, then fastened it to my pack.

“Ready, then?” Caldwell prompted us.

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” I confirmed, my voice sounding more confident than I felt.

“Remember,” Waelin instructed, his eyes boring into mine, “you must activate it at the portal’s heart. Nothing before then will suffice.”

I nodded sharply, my jaw clenching with resolve. “Understood,” I replied.

Caldwell stepped forward, his presence commanding as he addressed us all. “Godspeed, my friends,” he said. “Your mission carries our hope. We must make a stand and end this before it gets any worse.”

Leigh spoke up, her voice carrying a note of steel despite her light tone. “We’re ready to make that stand, Caldwell. Father won’t know what hit him.”

A smile tugged at Caldwell’s lips, a rare display of warmth from the usually stoic man. “I have every confidence in your abilities,” he declared, his gaze meeting each of ours in turn. “You are our best hope.”

He exchanged a loaded glance with Waelin, a silent communication passing between them. With a final nod, they turned to leave.

As they reached the door, Waelin paused, looking back at us over his shoulder. “Stay safe out there,” he said simply, his eyes lingering on Celeste for a moment before he followed Caldwell out into the morning light.

In the sudden quiet of their absence, the weight of the impending mission settled heavily upon us. I looked around at my companions — my family — and felt a fierce surge of love and protectiveness. We had been through so much together already, but this... this was uncharted territory.

I cleared my throat, breaking the thick silence. “It’s time,” I said, my voice sounding loud in the stillness. “We should head out.”

A collective breath was drawn as everyone shouldered their packs and checked their weapons one final time. After that, I led the way to the door, our footsteps heavy on the wooden floorboards. Sunlight spilled into the room as I pushed the door open, casting long shadows behind us. On the threshold, I paused, looking out at the path ahead.

And with those first steps, we were off to the final challenge.


Chapter 24

The morning air carried the chorus of waking birds as we left Gladdenfield, larroling and Fuzzyfur in tow. Despite most of the townsfolk not being aware of the emerging threat, the town felt different to us this time. I saw everything in a different light, knowing that something out there wanted to destroy it all.

The girls felt it too. Each breath hung in the air. The path before us, once so familiar, now felt different. Every step was charged with the weight of our mission, the gravity of what lay ahead.

At my request, Diane took the lead. Applying her skill as a Scout, she led us through the dense forest with an expertise born of countless hours spent exploring these very woods. Her sharp and alert eyes scanned the surroundings for any signs of danger. The rest of us followed close behind, our senses heightened, our nerves on edge.

“Stay close on my trail,” Diane cautioned when she fell back for a moment, her voice low. “The forest feels different today. We can’t afford to let our guard down.”

Leigh nodded, her hand resting on the hilt of her blade. “Ain’t nothin’ gonna catch us by surprise,” she declared.

As we pressed deeper into the forest, the traces of civilization vanished. The trees closed in around us, and there was no trail to follow. The undergrowth grew thicker, each step requiring more effort than the last. Yet Diane never wavered, her instincts guiding her through the maze of foliage.

Leigh’s larroling and Fuzzyfur prowled the perimeter, their keen senses attuned to the slightest movement or sound. Navigating a forest without a trail would have been difficult without Diane’s skill and Leigh’s pets’ watchfulness.

“It’s quiet,” Yeska murmured at some point, her tail flicking nervously. “Even the birds have gone silent.”

Telwyra placed a comforting hand on Yeska’s shoulder. “There are enemies abound, and the creatures of the forest know it as well as we do,” she said softly. “Goblins and kobolds are foes of all gentle things.”

We pressed on, pausing only when necessary to catch our breath and survey our surroundings. During these brief respites, we exchanged glances heavy with unspoken fears and unvoiced hopes. The weight of our task pressed down on us, but we remained firm and resolved.

As the day wore on and the shadows lengthened, fatigue began to set in. Our steps grew heavier, our movements more labored.

“We should find a place to make camp soon,” Diane suggested, her voice tinged with weariness. “We’ll need our strength for another day of marching tomorrow.”

I nodded in agreement. “Let’s scout ahead, see if we can find a suitable spot.”

Together, Diane and I ventured further into the forest, our eyes searching for a clearing or a sheltered area that could serve as our refuge for the night — someplace we would be hard to spot. The light was fading fast, the colors of the forest blurring together in the gathering dusk.

Finally, Diane spotted a small clearing nestled between a cluster of ancient trees. “There,” she said, pointing. “That should do.”

We made our way back to the others, guiding them to the chosen spot. As we set about making camp, a somber silence settled over us. Each of us moved with a sense of purpose, but there was little of the merrymaking that usually accompanied our expeditions.

Leigh and I gathered firewood, our movements mechanical, our eyes on our surroundings. Diane arranged our provisions, her hands steady even as her eyes betrayed her inner turmoil. The crackle of the fire soon filled the clearing, casting a flickering light across our faces.

As we sat around the fire, picking at our evening meal, the conversation was stilted, the silences heavy with unspoken fears. Yet there was a comfort in being together, in sharing this moment of relative peace before the storm that lay ahead.

“Do you think we’re ready for this?” Celeste asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “For what we’re about to face?”

I met her gaze, seeing the uncertainty there. “We are,” I replied, my voice steady despite the doubts that gnawed at me. “We’ve prepared for it. And we have each other. That counts for something.”

Leigh leaned forward, her eyes gleaming in the firelight. “Darn right it does,” she said fiercely. “We’re a team, and we’re gonna face this together. I ain’t scared.” Her words were brave, but the way her gaze quickly flicked to me told me that she wasn’t as resolute as she was acting.

And who could blame her? But she was here with us, and that was what counted.

As the night deepened and the fire burned low, I took the first watch while the girls slept. Sitting alone in the darkness, I let my thoughts wander, my mind churning with the enormity of what lay ahead. The forest seemed to press in around me, the shadows alive with unseen threats.

Yet even in the midst of my fears, I found solace in the presence of my companions. Diane’s quiet strength, Leigh’s fierce loyalty, Celeste’s gentle wisdom, Yeska’s keen intellect, and Telwyra’s unwavering faith — they were my anchors in this storm, my reasons to keep fighting.

As I stared into the embers of the dying fire, I felt a flicker of hope amidst the uncertainty. We had faced challenges before and emerged stronger for it. This would be no different.

With that thought, I soon woke up Leigh, then settled in for the long night. Still, sleep came with difficulty. My senses were alert, and my heart was heavy with the weight of what was to come. Finally, I drifted off into a troubled dream that gave less rest than sleep normally did.
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As the second day of our journey dawned, thin shafts of light pierced the dense canopy of Springfield Forest, their faint warmth bringing solace after a cold night. Diane woke us all up, and we quickly got to work. We ate a quick breakfast, and as we packed up our gear with practiced efficiency, our breaths still misted in the early morning air, mingling with the tendrils of fog that crept along the forest floor.

Diane took the lead once again, her movements fluid and purposeful as she navigated the treacherous terrain. I watched her closely, admiring the way she moved through the undergrowth with a natural grace. Her presence at the head of our group was reassuring; no goblin or kobold would sneak up on us here in Diane’s natural habitat.

As we trekked deeper into the woods, Diane suddenly held up a hand, signaling for us to halt. She crouched down, her brow furrowed as she examined the ground before her. The rest of us gathered around, our hearts pounding in our chests as we strained to see what had caught her attention.

“Look here,” Diane murmured, her voice low and tense. She pointed to a series of disturbed patches of earth. The signs of recent passage were clear to her trained eye, and we saw them too once she pointed them out. “Goblin troop, and a sizable one at that. They passed through not long ago, heading in the direction of Gladdenfield.”

A heavy silence descended upon our group as the implications of her words sank in. Goblins moving in such numbers were not a mere coincidence; they were marching with a purpose, their destination all too clear.

“They’re headed to Gladdenfield,” Yeska said, voicing all our thoughts. “To join the battle.”

I felt a knot of apprehension tighten in my gut as I met Diane’s gaze. “Now we know they’re on the move,” I said, my voice tight with concern. “We should move with extra care and be prepared for anything.”

The others nodded, their expressions a mix of determination and unease. We huddled together, discussing our options in hushed tones as the forest seemed to press in around us, the shadows deepening with each passing moment.

“We should adjust our formation,” Leigh suggested, her hand resting on the hilt of her blade. “Spread out a bit, keep an eye on our flanks. If they’re out there, we don’t want to be caught off guard.”

“Agreed,” Celeste chimed in, her usually melodic voice tinged with a note of steel. “We’ll need to be extra vigilant from here on out.”

With a plan in place, we set off once more, our senses heightened and our weapons at the ready. Diane resumed her position at the front, her keen eyes scanning the dense foliage for any signs of danger. The rest of us fanned out behind her, our steps careful and measured as we picked our way through the treacherous undergrowth.

As the day wore on, the tension among us grew. Yet, likely due to our heightened state of alertness, we encountered no goblins. Only once did we hear the shrill cries and laughter of such a troop, and although the forest distorted the sounds, they could not have been very distant.

By the time the light began to fade, casting long shadows across the forest floor, exhaustion had settled deep into our bones. The constant state of vigilance, coupled with the grueling pace of our trek, had taken its toll on all of us.

I called for a halt, my eyes scanning our surroundings for a suitable place to make camp. Diane joined me, and together we selected a defensible position, a small clearing nestled against and partially under a large rock outcropping. The edge of the clearing was formed by a cluster of ancient trees, and their gnarled roots provided natural barriers against potential intruders.

As the others began to set up camp, Celeste stepped forward, her gaze resolute. “I’ll take first watch this time,” she volunteered, her voice steady and clear. “My senses are sharp, and I can keep an eye out for any signs of trouble.”

I nodded my appreciation, knowing that her keen elven senses would be invaluable in the growing darkness. The rest of us settled in, the familiar routine of setting up camp providing a small measure of comfort amidst the pervading unease. As we worked, we made sure to camouflage the edges of the camp with dry branches and leaves.

The crackle of the campfire soon filled the air, casting a warm glow over our weary faces. Shielded from view by the rock outcropping, the fire was a welcome solace. We gathered around its flickering light, seeking each other’s presence as the night closed in around us.

Dinner was a somber affair, each of us lost in our own thoughts as we picked at our rations. The weight of the impending confrontation hung heavy in the air. It was a presence that seemed to drain the warmth from the fire itself.

Yet, even in the midst of our shared apprehension, there was a quiet strength that bound us together. We were more than just a group of adventurers on a mission; the bonds that ran between us were stronger than blood, and no one thought of defeat or surrender.

The night wore on, the silence broken only by the occasional pop of the dying fire and the distant calls of nocturnal creatures. Celeste took first watch, and I relieved her when she woke me up a few hours later. I took my turn standing vigil over the others as they snatched what little rest they could. After that, I woke Leigh up, and had another fitful slumber.

The morning light came harsh, and we stirred from our sleep, awakened by Yeska. Knowing that today we would reach our destination, we were tired and anxious. And yet, as we broke camp and set out once more, there was a quiet determination that pervaded our every step.


Chapter 25

It was still morning when we arrived at the entrance to the Dungeon. The light brought a measure of life and warmth to the dense canopy of Springfield Forest, but it did little to dispel the heavy atmosphere that clung to us like a second skin.

The entrance to the Dungeon itself was a moss-infested archway of crumbling stone in the side of a rocky hill. Gnarled roots from the ancient oaks overhead reached down and partially framed the doorway, and it was hard to believe that this Dungeon had only recently spawned here. Whatever magic Father commanded to create it made it look ancient and half-hidden in the wild surroundings.

And there were goblin and kobold tracks everywhere. Even the untrained eye could spot them at a glance.

Diane was the first to break the stillness as we studied those tracks, her voice cutting through the silence like a knife. “The signs all point away from here,” she said. “The main party has already moved on, towards New Springfield.”

“They will face Caldwell and the troops of Gladdenfield, then,” I said, “and let’s hope that they will get their green butts handed to them.” I glanced at Yeska, the most knowledgeable among us when it came to arcane affairs. “Anything special?” I asked her.

Yeska stepped forward, her eyes closed in concentration as she extended a hand towards the Dungeon’s gaping maw. “There’s a disturbance in the magical energies,” she murmured, her brow furrowed. “Echoes of power, fading outwards from the threshold. I believe the portal might still be active.”

Celeste nodded, her grip tightening on the hilt of her unsheathed sword. “That might mean more troops might come through,” she warned. “Even if the main force has moved on, we must remain vigilant.”

Leigh emerged from the shadows then, the larroling and Fuzzyfur at her side. She met my gaze, a flicker of her usual humor sparking in her eyes before it was extinguished by the gravity of the moment. “Well, we found nothing in the vicinity,” she reported. “We can safely hide our packs and stuff here — make a lil’ base camp so we won’t have to carry everything. Ain’t no goblin around for miles.”

We were quick to follow her advice, relieving ourselves of whatever we wouldn’t need in the Dungeon. These were mostly camping supplies, and we redistributed the weight of what we would take with us. As I reattached the staff, crafted by Waelin and Grimfast, I felt a flare of pressure of the importance of our mission tug at my mind, but I pushed it away. Focus on the moment.

“Are you all ready?” I asked as I adjusted the straps.

The girls answered me with nods, and I smiled at each of them in turn. “Is there anything we might have overlooked?” I asked, my voice steady despite the tension that thrummed through my veins. “Now’s the time to make sure we’re as prepared as we can be.”

A moment of silence followed, each of us taking stock of our supplies, our weapons, and our own inner reserves of courage. There was a quiet intensity to our final preparations, a shared acknowledgment of the perils that lay ahead.

But we had everything, were as prepared as we could be. And now, there was only one thing for it. I took the lead, and as we stood on the threshold of the unknown, I felt a sudden surge of gratitude for the incredible women at my side. The Dungeon’s entrance yawned before us like the maw of some great beast, and I would not have wanted to go in alone.

“We stay together,” I said, my voice ringing out in the stillness of the forest. “No matter what happens, we face this as one.”

Diane reached out, her hand finding mine and squeezing it firmly. “Always,” she said, her eyes shining with fierce determination.

Leigh grinned, the gesture a flash of defiance against the looming darkness. “Let’s show Father what happens when he messes with us,” she declared.

Celeste and Yeska nodded, their expressions mirroring the resolve that burned within us all. Telwyra stood tall at my side, her quiet strength a beacon in the gathering gloom.

With one last look at the green world, I stepped forward, my companions at my heels. The Dungeon’s entrance loomed before us, a portal to the unknown, but we faced it all the same.

As we crossed the threshold, the darkness swallowed us whole.
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We ventured into the Dungeon. Here, the dim light of our flashlights barely penetrated the oppressive gloom that surrounded us. Diane led the way, her steps light and careful as she scouted ahead for any potential dangers. The rest of us kept close, the rhythmic echoes of our footsteps reverberating off the damp, ancient stone walls.

Celeste, her keen elven eyes observing every detail, glanced at the architecture and whispered, “These are the making of an age-old enemy of my kin. Goblins and kobolds crafted these walls... their history with my people is long and bitter.”

I nodded, understanding the weight of her words. “From what we saw at the encampment earlier, I am sure that the goblins and kobolds worship Father like a god.”

“Wait,” Yeska said, illuminating a series of arcane symbols scratched into the weathered walls with her flashlight.

“What is it?” I asked.

She furrowed her brow, puzzling over the intricate markings. “These markings…” she murmured, her voice low and pensive. She traced a finger along a particular set of runes, her eyes widening with recognition. “Look here,” she pointed, her voice growing urgent, “draconic magic. Father’s hand is unmistakable.”

A chill ran down my spine at the realization. Father’s malevolent influence permeated this place. At least we knew that we were right about it all. There was no longer a doubt in my mind that we’d find a portal here, and that it would lead us to Father.

Leigh, managing Fuzzyfur and the larroling with practiced ease, sensed the growing tension in her pets. She laid a reassuring hand on Fuzzyfur’s flank to ease the great Winter Wolf.

“Let’s keep going,” I said. “Every second counts.”

At that moment, Diane rejoined our group, her brow furrowed with concern. “The way ahead is blocked,” she reported. “Looks like the goblins and kobolds didn’t want anyone disturbing whatever lies beyond. It’s a pretty strong barricade.”

I nodded. I hadn’t expected it to be easy. “Let’s go take a look,” I said.

Together, we turned a corner, and indeed — our progress was suddenly impeded by a formidable sight. A sealed door loomed before us, barred by a hefty, crudely constructed barricade.

I surveyed the barricade, my mind racing as I considered our limited options. Time was of the essence, and turning back was not a viable path. “We need to clear this,” I said decisively, my voice ringing with authority. “We can’t afford any delays.”

Summoning forth the power within me, I cast my Summon Duergar spell twice in rapid succession, watching as two sturdy duergar materialized from the shadows, their muscular forms rippling with raw strength. I topped off my mana with two potions as I mentally commanded the duergar to get to work.

Without a word, they got to it. The rest of us watched in tense silence, the sound of splintering wood and grating stone filling the air as the duergar dismantled the obstruction piece by piece. We would’ve helped, but the space was too cramped; we’d only get in the way.

Soon enough, the last of the barricade was removed, revealing the sealed door beyond. I turned to my companions, their faces cast in the flickering, ethereal glow of the torchlight.

“Alright,” I said. “If this room was worth barricading, there might be something to guard its contents as well. Are we ready?”

One by one, they nodded, their expressions etched with grim determination. Diane retrieved her crossbow, the weapon gleaming with deadly purpose. Celeste’s hand tightened on the hilt of her sword, the blade whispering from its sheath with a soft hiss. Yeska and Telwyra readied their spells, arcane energy crackling at their fingertips. Leigh patted Fuzzyfur reassuringly, her gaze locked on the door ahead, a predatory glint in her eyes.

With a collective breath, we steeled ourselves to enter the next chamber. I reached out, my hand hovering over the door’s ancient surface. “On three,” I whispered, my voice echoing in the tense stillness. “One... two...”

As I uttered the final count, I pushed against the door, the heavy wood grinding over stone with a shuddering groan. Beyond, an eerie, pulsing light spilled forth, casting long shadows across the chamber floor, and we made ready to enter and face what was within.


Chapter 26

As we cautiously entered the chamber, our senses were immediately assaulted by the eerie atmosphere that permeated the vast space.

Flickering torches cast long, dancing shadows on the walls, their light barely penetrating the oppressive gloom. The air was thick with a sense of foul magic, a strange and unsettling feeling that penetrated deep into our bones and urged us to turn back. But retreat was not an option — not when we were so close to our goal.

In the center of the chamber, an ornate pedestal held a crystal orb that pulsed with a dark, malevolent energy. The orb seemed to beckon me closer, its power undeniable as it cast a sinister hue across the room. I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as I approached, my steps drawn towards the artifact as if by an invisible force.

“Yeska,” I called out, my voice low and tense, “what do you make of this?”

She moved to my side, her eyes narrowed in concentration as she studied the orb. “This is a source of arcane power,” she said after a moment, her tone grave.

“Power for what?” I asked, eyes fixed on the orb. “The portal?”

“Most likely,” she said. “I can think of no other thing that would require such arcane power in a Dungeon like this one, unless there are many bound summons or magical traps, but we have encountered none so far.” She studied it a moment longer. “And there are wards in place around it. Protective spells wrap around the orb. If it’s powering the portal, it’s well guarded.”

I nodded, considering our options. The thought of destroying the orb crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it. “We need it intact,” I reminded the group, my voice carrying a note of caution. “If we’re to travel through the portal, it’s best we leave the orb as is.”

Suddenly, a distant rumble vibrated through the ground, sending a wave of alarm through us. The chamber shook, dust spiraling down from the ceiling as the vibrations grew stronger. As one, our eyes settled on the source of the noise, somewhere beyond the double doors on the far side of the room.

“What was that?” Telwyra asked, her voice tight with apprehension.

Leigh’s hand tightened on the grip of her revolver, her eyes scanning the chamber for any sign of threat. “Somethin’ big,” she said grimly, “and it’s comin’ our way.”

Instinctively, we formed up, Celeste, the larroling, and Fuzzyfur establishing a defensive line. Their stances were rigid, battle-ready, as they formed the vanguard.

I fell back slightly, positioning myself alongside Yeska, Telwyra, and Leigh. I cradled my rifle, the familiar weight a comfort in my hands as I took a protective stance, ready to defend my companions at a moment’s notice.

A brief silence followed, as if the world took a deep breath. And then, the doors burst open, followed by a deep bellow like that of some kind of horrid monster.

Two massive two-headed ogres lumbered into the chamber. Their muscles bulged unnaturally under mottled skin, and each of their faces twisted in a permanent sneer of hostility as their rage-fueled, bulging eyes settled on us.

But we were not born yesterday. Before the ogres could even take stock, the ranged attackers — myself included — sent several rounds toward them, impacting their thick flesh with dull thwacks, and the ogres bellowed in rage and pain.

Unfortunately, it took more to stop an ogre. “Here they come!” I shouted, my finger tightening on the trigger. “Brace yourselves!”

The sharp report of my rifle echoed through the chamber as I fired, the shot aimed with precision at the lead ogre’s misshapen head. A moment later, as the creature lumbered forward, I focused my will to cast my Aura of Protection spell.

Diane moved in a blur beside me, using her Mark Foe ability. A moment later, her crossbow sang as she loosed bolt after bolt at the charging monstrosities. Each bolt was tipped with the shimmering enchantment of enhanced water damage, leaving gleaming trails in the air as they found their marks with unerring accuracy. The ogres roared in pain and fury as the arrows struck, but their advance did not slow.

“Celeste, engage!” I yelled over the din of battle.

Celeste leapt forward without hesitation, her two-handed sword an extension of her will. Each stroke was a masterclass in deadly grace, the blade ignited by her inner power as it carved gleaming arcs through the air. She danced between the ogres, her movements fluid and precise, the sword leaving trails of light in its wake as it struck at the creatures’ thick hides.

“Leigh, flank them!” I commanded, already lining up another shot. “Take them from the left side with the larroling and Fuzzyfur!” Immediately after, I called forth a drakeflight of fire drakes and sent them in from the other side.

Leigh needed no further prompting. She directed her animal companions into the fray. The larroling charged with a bellowing roar, its massive form slamming into one of the ogres and knocking it off balance. Fuzzyfur darted in from the other side, a white blur of teeth and claws, harrying the second ogre and keeping it distracted.

All the while, Leigh’s revolver barked and flashed, the echoing reports mixing with the snarls and roars of the melee. Each shot was a calculated strike, aimed to cripple and disorient, allowing the larroling and Fuzzyfur to press their attacks.

In the midst of the chaos, Yeska’s hands wove intricate patterns in the air, her blood magic flaring to life. I felt the surge of power — and a pang of pain — as she cast her potent blood magic buffs, magnifying our strengths and sharpening our reflexes.

But the ogres were far from defeated. With a roar of pain and rage, one of them lashed out at Celeste, its massive fist connecting with brutal force. Celeste staggered back, her sword raised in a desperate block, but the blow still sent her reeling.

“Celeste!” Telwyra cried out, her voice cutting through the clamor. In an instant, she was at Celeste’s side, her hands already glowing with the warm light of a healing spell. Golden radiance seeped into Celeste’s battered form, knitting together the damage with swift efficiency.

I gritted my teeth, anger and determination surging through me. “Push them back!” I roared, my rifle bucking against my shoulder as I fired again and again. “Don’t give them an inch!”

A moment later, I summoned a guardian and Aquana’s avatar to reinforce the vanguard and defend and assist Celeste. The water elemental smashed into the ogres, while the guardian raised its shield and squired for Celeste.

The ogres, sensing the tide turning against them, let out a guttural chant in unison — four voices singing a profane spell. The air shimmered and darkened as they combined their arcane might, and a demonic creature began to take shape in the center of the chamber. It was a formless mass of malice and shadow, its presence a chilling caress against my senses.

“Oh no, you don’t!” I snarled, already focusing my will into my Banish spell. The words of power came to my lips, echoing through the chamber with the force of my conviction.

The room vibrated with the strength of the incantation, and the summoned creature let out a shriek of thwarted rage as it was pulled back into the void from whence it came. Meanwhile, the drakeflight harried the ogres, disrupting their attempt to cast their foul summoning spell again.

The ogres, their gambit failed, redoubled their efforts. They attacked with reckless abandon, their eyes blazing with fury and desperation. But we met them head-on, our resolve unwavering.

Celeste, healed and invigorated, met the lead ogre’s charge with a devastating counterattack. Her sword flashed in a blinding arc, the blade biting deep into the creature’s flesh. It let out a bellow of agony, dark blood spraying from the wound, but Celeste pressed forward, her assault relentless.

Beside her, the larroling and Fuzzyfur harried the second ogre, their attacks a symphony of savagery orchestrated by Leigh’s sharp commands. The ogre swung wildly, trying to fend off the animals, but its movements were sluggish, its strength sapped by the constant barrage of Leigh’s revolver and my own rifle fire.

Diane’s crossbow sang its deadly song, each bolt finding a vulnerable spot with pinpoint precision. The ogres staggered and roared, their defenses crumbling under the onslaught.

And then, with a final cry of triumph, Celeste’s sword found its mark. The blade plunged into the lead ogre’s chest, the creature’s life spraying out in a dark mist. It crumpled to the ground, its body already dissolving into wisps of foul magic.

The second ogre, seeing its companion fall, let out a roar of anguish and rage. It charged at Celeste, its eyes blazing with suicidal determination. But it never reached her.

The larroling intercepted the ogre with a bone-crushing impact, the collision sending both creatures tumbling across the chamber floor. They grappled and clawed at each other, a whirlwind of muscle and fury, but the larroling’s strength was too great. With a sickening crunch, it snapped the ogre’s back, and the creature went limp, its life extinguished in an instant.

Silence fell like a heavy shroud as the last echoes of battle faded, the immediate threat vanquished. Our breaths came in ragged gasps, the adrenaline of the fight slowly ebbing away. I looked around at my companions, seeing the toll the battle had taken in the sweat and grime that marked their faces, but also the triumph that shone in their eyes.

“Everyone alright?” I asked, my voice rough with exertion.

One by one, they responded, their voices weary but strong. We took a moment to check on each other, tending to the minor scrapes and bruises, making sure there were no serious injuries left untended.

As the chamber quieted once more, I felt a sense of grim satisfaction settle over me. We had faced the Dungeon’s guardians and emerged victorious. It was likely there were more, but at least we were up to the challenge.

I met the eyes of each of my companions, seeing the same determination and resolve mirrored back at me. We were ready, united in our purpose and in our bond.

With a nod to the others, I turned back to the pedestal, my gaze fixed on the pulsing orb. “Let’s finish this,” I said.


Chapter 27

As we ventured deeper into the Dungeon, the air thickened with each step. The weight of our impending confrontation pressed down upon us, but we kept our resolve firm.

Celeste’s soft humming pierced the stillness, a gentle melody that seemed to wrap around us like a comforting embrace. Her voice, though barely audible, carried a note of defiance, a refusal to succumb to the oppressive atmosphere that threatened to engulf us.

“Keep it up, Celeste,” Leigh murmured, her eyes scanning the path ahead as the larroling and Fuzzyfur flanked our group. “Your song’s like a light in this darkness.”

Celeste smiled, her eyes glinting with determination. “Music has always been my solace,” she replied, her voice a soothing balm amidst the tension. “If my humble tune can bring even a sliver of comfort, then I shall sing until my throat is raw.”

Yeska and Telwyra walked side by side, their heads bowed in soft discussion as they examined Waelin’s staff. The soft glow emanating from the artifact cast a faint light upon their faces, illuminating the furrows of concentration etched upon their brows.

“The magic within this staff is potent,” Yeska murmured, her fingers tracing the intricate patterns carved into the wood. “It resonates with a power I’ve never encountered before. I will have to speak with Waelin and Grimfast about it.”

Telwyra nodded, her eyes alight with a mix of fascination and apprehension. “I can feel it too,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the soft crunch of our footsteps.

As we navigated the twisting passages of the Dungeon, Diane’s keen eyes remained fixed upon the ground, her attention unwavering. Suddenly, she raised a hand, bringing our group to a halt. “Wait,” she hissed, her voice sharp with urgency. “There are traps ahead.”

I stepped forward, my gaze following the line of Diane’s outstretched arm. Sure enough, the corridor before us was lined with a series of barely visible pressure plates. Each one was a loose tile, doubtless with a mechanism below them. Tiny holes in the walls — floor to ceiling — betrayed that these were dart traps.

But they were mechanical, so they could be disarmed.

“Leave this to me,” I said, summoning a duergar with a quick spell. The surly creature appeared beside me, his eyes narrowing as he surveyed the traps laid out before us.

“Disarm them,” I commanded. The duergar grunted in acknowledgment, setting to work with a methodical efficiency that belied its gruff exterior.

The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness as we watched the duergar navigate the treacherous path, his hands moving with supernatural deftness born of centuries of experience. But he made no mistakes — as a dwarf species, he was intimately familiar with traps and their mechanisms.

As the last trap was rendered harmless, I dismissed the duergar, and we pressed forward. The passage widened, and the soft glow that filled the space cast long shadows on the walls, the shifting light creating an illusion of movement that set my nerves on edge.

“We’re close,” Yeska said, her voice barely audible above the soft hum of magic that permeated the air. “The portal... I can feel its presence.”

“Stay close,” I instructed, my voice a low murmur. “Watch each other’s backs. We move as one. There’s no telling what kind of creatures we’ll run into.”

Yeska and Telwyra exchanged a glance, a silent communication passing between them. “The magic here is ancient,” Yeska murmured, her fingers tightening around the staff. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered before.”

“We must be cautious,” Telwyra added, her voice a soft whisper. “Father’s influence permeates this place. We cannot underestimate him.”

With each step, the glow ahead grew brighter. The air crackled with energy, the very fabric of reality seeming to warp and twist around us. I had no doubt we were nearing the portal now.

We pressed on, our footsteps echoing in the corridor. And then, as we rounded a final bend in the cavern, the portal chamber came into view.

It loomed before us, situated at the center of a cavern. It was a shimmering vortex of energy that pulsed with mystic energy. The sight of it stole the breath from my lungs, the sheer magnitude of what we were about to face crashing over me like a tidal wave.

“This is it,” I whispered, my voice barely audible above the thrumming of the portal. “The moment of truth.”

Diane reached out, her hand finding mine and squeezing tight. “Let’s do it, David,” she said. “Let’s end this.”

Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and Telwyra nodded in agreement, their faces set with a grim determination.

With that, we approached the cavern, wary of its dangers and dark magic.
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As we stood at the precipice of the cavern, the entryway loomed before us like a gaping maw. The air was thick and heavy, laden with an unnatural energy that prickled at my skin and set my nerves on edge.

“The way the walls seem to pulse with life,” Telwyra said behind me. “It’s unsettling. It reminds me of dark fae magic.”

“Dark fae magic?” I prompted her, casting a look over my shoulder.

“Yes,” she said. “Not all fae are good. Many are mischievous and less… fathomable in their morals than deerkin. But some are outright evil. Goblins are known to work with them from time to time — dark satyrs, redcaps, hobs, creatures like that.”

“I’ve heard of those,” Celeste chimed in. “They like traps.”

“I don’t see any traps, though,” Diane said, peering into the darkness.

“Well,” Telwyra mused, “fae traps are often magical in nature. They have a… sentient element to them, detecting presence as humans do — through sight and sound.”

I nodded, my gaze sweeping over the cavern’s interior, trying to discern any hidden threats. “Traps activated by sight or sound,” I repeated, my mind racing with possibilities. “Diane, do you think you can get a closer look without setting anything off? Your Shroud ability and skills at moving silently should keep you safe. Right, Telwyra?”

She nodded, her antlers bobbing. “Just so,” she agreed.

Diane, who had been crouched near the entrance, studying the ground with intense focus, straightened up. Her jaw was set with determination, but I could see the flicker of apprehension in her eyes.

“I can try,” she said, her voice steady despite the tension that hung in the air. “My skills should keep me concealed, but keep a sharp eye out, just in case.”

I glanced at the others, seeing the same mixture of resolve and unease etched onto their faces. But beneath that, there was an unwavering trust — trust in Diane’s abilities, and in our shared strength as a team.

“I’ll cast my Aura of Protection for you,” I assured Diane, holding her gaze. “If something goes wrong, you’ll be able to weather it.” I swiftly cast the spell.

“Look for runes,” Telwyra told her. “Somewhere on the walls… Out of sight. If you disturb them, the trap will be disarmed.”

With a firm nod of acknowledgement, Diane vanished from sight, her Shroud enveloping her in a veil of invisibility. The only sign of her presence was the faint shimmer in the air where she had stood moments before.

The silence that followed was deafening, broken only by the sound of our breathing and the distant, echoing drip of water deeper within the cavern. My heart pounded against my ribs, each second stretching out like an eternity.

After what felt like an age, Telwyra let out a sigh, sensing some shift in the chamber’s magics. “She did it,” Telwyra said. “I can sense the energy of the dark fae diminishing.”

A few moments later, Diane reappeared beside us, the shimmering veil of her Shroud fading away. “I found the runes,” she reported, slightly breathless from the intensity of her focus. “And I destroyed them all.”

“Well done,” Telwyra affirmed, “the path should be clear now.”

“Good work,” I said, feeling a swell of pride and relief. “Let’s proceed, but carefully.”

We ventured into the cavern, using the natural formations — towering stalagmites and jagged outcroppings — as cover while we advanced toward the portal.

As we drew nearer to the portal, its pulsing glow now close enough to touch, I signaled for Yeska and Telwyra.

“Alright, Yeska, Telwyra,” I said, my voice low but urgent. “It’s time. Work your magic with the staff. We’ll keep you safe.”

They nodded, their expressions a mix of determination and trepidation. Yeska’s fingers trembled slightly as she grasped the staff, but her grip was sure. The rest of us formed a defensive perimeter around them, our eyes scanning the shadows for any hint of danger.

“Waelin and Grimfast, don’t fail us now,” she whispered, a wry smile tugging at her lips despite the gravity of the moment.


Chapter 28

A moment after Yeska and Telwyra had begun their efforts, the staff began to vibrate intensely. The low hum that had started as a whisper now grew to a haunting crescendo, reverberating through the cavern and seeming to shake the very foundations of the earth beneath our feet.

Yeska’s brow furrowed with concentration, beads of sweat forming on her temples as she poured her focus into the artifact. “The magic of the portal... it’s ancient, primal,” she said through gritted teeth, her knuckles white as she gripped the staff tighter. “I can feel it pushing back against us, resisting our attempt to bend it to our will.”

Telwyra, her hands placed over Yeska’s in a gesture of support and shared power, nodded grimly. “It’s as if the portal itself is alive, aware of our intrusion,” she murmured, her voice strained with the effort of channeling her energy into the staff.

I watched them work, my heart pounding against my ribs as the tension in the cavern mounted. The portal before us began to flicker and pulse erratically, the once-steady red glow now shot through with jagged streaks of blue and white that crackled and spat like lightning. It was a mesmerizing yet terrifying display, a visual manifestation of the struggle between our magic and the Dungeon’s own dark power.

Suddenly, the ground beneath us heaved and shuddered, nearly throwing us off balance. Loose stones and debris rained down from the cavern’s ceiling, pelting us like hailstones as the earth itself seemed to rebel against our presence.

“Hold steady!” I shouted over the rising din, instinctively adopting a protective stance as I moved closer to Yeska and Telwyra.

Diane and Leigh closed ranks around us, their weapons at the ready as they scanned the shadows for any sign of additional threats. Fuzzyfur and the larroling prowled the perimeter of our group, their hackles raised and their senses alert for the slightest hint of danger.

“David, the tremors are getting worse!” Diane called out, her voice taut with urgency as she dodged a particularly large chunk of falling rock. “Are you sure the room won’t collapse?”

I glanced at Yeska and Telwyra, seeing the strain etched onto their faces as they poured every ounce of their power into the staff. The artifact was now glowing with an almost blinding intensity, the air around it shimmering and warping like a heat haze.

“Just a little more,” Telwyra gasped, her voice barely audible above the chaos. “We’re almost there!”

The cavern shook with renewed fury, as if the Dungeon itself was making a final, desperate attempt to thwart our efforts. But even as the world seemed to crumble around us, I felt a surge of fierce, unshakeable determination.

“Stand firm!” I roared, my voice rising above the tumult. “We will not be denied!”

And then, with a final, blinding burst of light, it was over. The tremors ceased as abruptly as they had begun, and the portal before us stabilized, its surface now a calm, inviting pool of shimmering blue.

For a moment, we stood in stunned silence, hardly daring to believe that we had succeeded. Yeska and Telwyra sagged with exhaustion, the staff limp in Yeska’s grasp as she leaned against Telwyra for support.

“Is it... is it done?” Diane asked hesitantly, her eyes wide with a mix of hope and disbelief.

I approached the portal slowly, feeling the gentle tug of its magic as it beckoned us forward. The energy emanating from it was no longer dark and foreboding, but instead held a path forward.

“You did it,” I breathed, turning back to face my companions with a smile of triumph. “The portal is ours.”

Leigh let out a whoop of joy, her face splitting into a wide grin as she clapped Yeska and Telwyra on the back. “Knew ya had it in you!” she crowed, her voice ringing with pride. Celeste and Diane embraced, sighs of relief mingling with laughter as the tension of the moment finally broke.

I gathered my companions close, looking into each of their faces in turn. “Alright,” I said softly. “Time to go through and see what’s on the other side.”

Diane took my hand, her fingers intertwining with mine in a silent promise. “Let’s be careful, my love,” she whispered.

Yeska and Telwyra straightened, doing their best to shrug off their weariness as they stepped forward to join us. “We are ready,” Telwyra said, and Yeska gave a firm nod.

Leigh, Celeste, and the others nodded their agreement. With a final, steadying breath, I turned to face the portal. The blue light seemed to pulse in welcome, a gateway to the unknown that we would brave together.

And with that, we stepped forward as one, the light of the portal enveloping us as we crossed the threshold into the heart of our destiny.

[image: AOIcon]

The moment we stepped through the portal, it was like being engulfed by a suffocating darkness that pressed in from all sides. The very air assailed us, clinging to our skin like an oily film that made me want to recoil in disgust.

But we went through. We went through and emerged on the other side.

Our surroundings were a grim chamber of black stone, and the walls seemed to absorb the feeble light cast by our flashlights, leaving only a faint, sickly glow that struggled to pierce the gloom.

“Alright,” I said, trying my best to shrug off the influence of the foul magic as I fixed my eyes on the way forward — a dark hallway. “Looks like more Dungeon. Diane, can you scout ahead? We’ll follow at some distance.”

“You got it,” she said. With a quick, reassuring glance back at the rest of us, she melted into the shadows, her lithe form blending seamlessly with the inky darkness as she crept ahead to reconnoiter.

I watched her go, my heart pounding against my ribs. A knot of tension twisted in my gut. The silence was deafening, broken only by the soft scuff of our boots against the stone and the ragged sound of our own breathing.

Suddenly, I felt a hand grip my shoulder, startling me out of my anxious reverie. I turned to find Telwyra standing beside me, her face a mask of grim determination as her gaze swept over the ominous carvings that adorned the walls.

“These inscriptions...” she said, her voice low and tense. “They tell a dark tale of conquest and subjugation. Father’s malevolent influence is deeply rooted in this place.”

I nodded. “What does it mean?” I asked.

Yeska, who had drifted closer to one of the walls, ran her fingers lightly over the sinister glyphs. Her brow was furrowed in concentration as she studied them intently. “The very fabric of this chamber is suffused with dark magic,” she warned. “We must be cautious with every step we take.”

“But it is not dark fae magic anymore,” Telwyra put in. “This is… something else.”

“It feels familiar,” Yeska whispered. “Perhaps… No, I cannot be sure yet.”

Just as I was about to ask her to clarify, Diane materialized out of the shadows, her sudden reappearance causing us all to tense in anticipation. The look on her face told me that whatever she had discovered, it wasn’t good news.

“There’s a massive door up ahead,” she reported, her voice tight with barely suppressed urgency. “It’s sealed with some kind of locking mechanism. Sigils are arranged on it. It might need a key sequence.”

We exchanged grim looks. “Sounds like something we need to figure out together,” I said.

With a silent nod of agreement, the girls fell into formation. We advanced cautiously towards the doorway Diane had spotted.

As we drew nearer, the details of the locking mechanism came into focus — a baffling array of goblin sigils arranged in a complex pattern that seemed to defy any logical sense. We gathered around it, each of us studying the cryptic symbols with intense concentration as we wracked our brains for a solution.

“It’s like a twisted language all its own,” Yeska mused, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the sigils. “Each symbol represents a different concept or element. The key must lie in deciphering the correct sequence to align them in.”

Leigh, her face etched with a mixture of determination and wry amusement, let out a soft chuckle. “Well, well, well. Looks like today’s battle ain’t just against the forces of darkness, but also a bit of linguistic gymnastics, eh?”

Her quip, delivered with her trademark lightheartedness even in the face of such grim circumstances, brought a smile to my lips. Trust Leigh to find a way to inject a bit of levity into even the most dire of situations.

Sobered by the task at hand, we set to work, each of us taking turns at attempting different combinations of the sigils. Time seemed to stretch out interminably as we labored over the puzzle. But we weren’t getting any closer to a solution.

Just when it seemed like we might be at an impasse, Diane spoke up, her voice cutting through the tense silence like a beacon of hope. “The carvings on the walls,” she said, gesturing towards the ominous inscriptions that surrounded us. “They might hold the key. If we examine the context and narrative they convey, it could give us the clues we need to crack the code.”

It was a brilliant suggestion, and we all set to studying the wall carvings with renewed focus. Slowly but surely, a pattern began to emerge — a dark tale of conquest and ambition that seemed to echo Father’s own twisted designs.

By the writings on the wall, we learned that Father was indeed the spawn of Ustru. However, there was no love between them, for black dragons did not care for their kin. Instead, the carvings mocked Ustru for his failure to defeat the Three Golden Dragons and lamented how Ustru’s incompetence resulted in a defeat that set the goblins and kobolds back many a century.

“Look,” Telwyra said, “these sigils representing a dragon skeleton and a funeral pyre in the fashion of the goblins must represent this beginning of the tale.”

“Agreed,” I said, “let’s place those first in the sequence.”

Next unfolded the rest of Father’s tale, how he emerged from his nest in a world where the wood elves of Talamas-Adaa and the Three Golden Dragons had ushered in an era of peace. Father made his way to the Husaantraa Mountains, where he enslaved a tribe of kobolds known as the Seven Fangs.

“This sigil that represents mountains and seven fangs arrayed next to each other will represent that part of the tale,” Diane said, nodding at the sigils.

“Good,” I said, “they must go next.”

After that, the tale turned to how the centuries churned by slowly, and Father defeated Holfugiz, a blue dragon, and Rythmir, a red dragon, claiming their hoards and the kobolds and goblins that served those wretched beasts. We found two sigils, one of a blue dragon and one of a red, to represent that part of the tale.

Having expanded, Father spawned dragons of his own and sent them forth — the dragon at Hrothgar’s Hope had been one of them. We found sigils for eggs and nests to represent this. And finally, the Upheaval came, and Father forged a realm of his own — a place of volcanoes, fire, and smoke. There he made his portals, and we found a sigil of a volcano and a portal to represent these final stages of the tales.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. And then, without so much as a whisper of sound, the massive door shuddered and began to inch open, the dark energy that had pulsed from the lock mechanism fading away as the ancient gears ground into motion.

The door was open to us…


Chapter 29

The vast chamber beyond the door was silent. From the shadows, grotesque carvings and statues of dragons and goblins leered at us with malevolent eyes. A red light shimmered within.

We stepped through the doorway cautiously, our every sense heightened, alert for the slightest hint of danger. The oppressive silence was broken only by the soft scuff of our footsteps.

“Another portal?” I muttered, divining the source of the red glow. A massive portal, similar to the first, stood there waiting, crackling with red and malevolent energy.

“Cunning dragon,” Yeska said, her eyes on the same. “Two one-way portals to throw off any magical scrying. That is why we couldn’t divine the origin of the portal!”

“He is a wily beast indeed,” Telwyra added.

“Let’s go take a look,” I said after receiving a nod from Diane that she had found no traps.

As we approached the flickering portal at the chamber’s far end, its eldritch light casting dancing shadows on the ancient walls, Diane sidled up to me. Her expression was tight with concern.

“David, look at the runes around the frame,” she whispered, her voice barely audible in the cavernous space. She pointed to the intricate symbols etched into the stone, their lines pulsing with an otherworldly energy.

“They’re not just decorative,” Yeska said. “My earlier hunch was right… This is blood magic.” Her tone carried a note of warning. “It seems that Father has employed both fae magic and blood magic to ward his portals. We cannot tamper with the portal until this ward is broken.”

“Then fate must be on our side to have brought us all together,” I said, “because Telwyra dealt with the fae magic, and perhaps you can deal with the blood magic ward, Yeska?”

Yeska nodded grimly. “I might be able to disrupt the energy flow with my Blood Boil spell, but...” She hesitated, her gaze meeting mine. “My tampering might alert whoever set this trap. If so, they’ll know we’re coming.”

A heavy silence followed her words, each of us weighing the risks and the necessity of moving forward. I drew in a deep breath. “If it gives us a chance to reach Father and put an end to this once and for all,” I said, my voice steady despite the fear churning in my gut, “then we’ll have to take that chance. I don’t like losing the element of surprise, but there is no other option.”

“The rest of us will watch the perimeter while you work,” Celeste assured us, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword.

Leigh, her face etched with grim resolve, immediately set about positioning the larroling and Fuzzyfur, ensuring our flank was guarded. The beasts growled low in their throats, their hackles raised as they sensed the imminent danger. Diane readied her crossbow, the weapon seeming like an extension of her being.

As Yeska stepped forward to cast her spell, the very air seemed to crackle with anticipation. She closed her eyes, her brow furrowed in concentration as she began to murmur the incantations. The runes on the portal flared brighter, their light pulsing in response to her magic, as if fighting against her attempts to disrupt their power.

The seconds ticked by with agonizing slowness. Each of us held our breath, braced for the trap to spring or for some unseen horror to emerge from the depths. But there was only the steady thrum of the portal, its glow intensifying until it was almost blinding, washing over us in waves of arcane energy.

Suddenly, Yeska’s eyes snapped open, a triumphant gleam in their depths. “It’s done,” she said, her voice strained with the effort of maintaining the spell. “The portal’s energy is disrupted, but it won’t last long. We have to reverse its energies! Now!”

I nodded, squaring my shoulders as I faced the shimmering gateway. “Telwyra, the staff.”

She nodded and stepped forward with the staff Waelin and Grimfast had crafted. I was thankful now that they had included multiple charges. If we had come all this way without a means to change the second portal, our quest would’ve been lost.

As one, Yeska and Telwyra approached the portal, its light engulfing them, blurring the edges of reality.

“Begin!” Yeska said. And with that, she and Telwyra focused on staff and portal and began channeling the mana inside to reverse the portal.

As Yeska’s incantations began, the portal’s once steady glare started to behave like a storm-tossed sea — its red glow churning, weakening, struggling against the influence she sought to exert over it. There was something profoundly unsettling about watching that portal dim, as if we were tampering with a piece of the world’s very fabric, and it didn’t take kindly to our intrusion.

Sweat beaded on Yeska’s forehead, showing the effort required. Her brow was furrowed in deep concentration, her lips moving rapidly as she chanted the complex incantations. Beside her, Telwyra placed her hands lightly on Yeska’s shoulders, channeling her own magic to support the endeavor. The air around them seemed to shimmer and distort, the power they wielded palpable in the charged atmosphere of the chamber.

As the red glow of the portal dimmed further, the chamber around us seemed to respond — a low rumble vibrated through the stone floor under our feet, sending small pebbles skittering across the surface. The walls themselves seemed to groan and shift, as if the very fabric of the Dungeon was reacting to the disruption of its magic.

“N-no,” Yeska muttered through gritted teeth. “Something… something comes.”

My heartbeat flared, and I alerted the other women with a single glance. Instinctively, I cast my Aura of Protection and summoned two guardians and evolved them to flank Celeste as she formed the vanguard with Fuzzyfur and the larroling.

The guardians solidified beside Celeste, their stances ready and alert, prepared for whatever might come through that doorway. The air hummed with the power of their presence, a tangible force that added to the already charged atmosphere.

“It’s coming!” Yeska announced. “You… You must deal with it while Telwyra and I maintain the spell!”

“We will!” I assured her. My voice tightened with tension as I spoke two more incantations — Summon Drakeflight and Summon Aquana’s Avatar. The room swelled with the presence of water and fire as Aquana’s Avatar and a flight of drakes materialized, their elemental energy crackling in the dim chamber. The temperature seemed to fluctuate, cold and heat warring for dominance as the elemental beings took their places.

We stood ready now, a tight unit braced against the unknown, our collective breaths caught in anticipation. Each of us was poised for action, our weapons at the ready, our senses heightened to an almost painful degree.

The portal’s light sputtered then, a final struggle against the magic Yeska imposed upon it, before it suddenly blinked out. For a heartbeat, there was darkness within the portal, a void that pressed against my eyes and ears with an unnerving silence. It was as if all sound, all light, all sensation had been suddenly sucked out of the world, leaving us suspended in a moment of utter nothingness.

Then, from the fading red, a shadow emerged, a figure stepping forward with an inexorable weight. It was like watching night itself take shape and step into our world. The air around it thickened with dread. The figure’s movements were slow, deliberate, each step seeming to carry the weight of centuries. As it moved closer, the darkness seemed to cling to it, swirling around its form like a living cloak.

Without thinking, I raised my rifle, steadying my aim on the figure that had yet to reveal itself fully. My finger hovered over the trigger, ready to apply pressure.

Beside me, Diane tightened her grip on her crossbow, her knuckles white with the intensity of her focus. Yeska and Telwyra stepped back into our protective circle, their magic still crackling around them as they sought to reverse the portal.

Then, the creature growled and stepped out of the shadows.
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The moment the creature emerged, our collective nerves stretched taut, like a bowstring pulled to its limit. It was a behemoth of a being, towering over us, its scales absorbing the scant light in the chamber. In its hand, it brandished a sword so vast, so menacing, that it looked like it could cleave a boulder in two.

It reminded me most of the drakelings we had faced earlier — some kind of mix between man and dragon. It walked upright, but it had a draconic tail and a dragon’s head, and its scales were black as midnight.

“Another of Father’s foul spawn!” Celeste exclaimed.

“Shoot, that’s a big one,” Leigh said, her tone wry despite the gravity of the situation.

But I scarcely heard her, my focus narrowing to the brute that stood before us, every muscle in my body coiled and ready for action. There was no time for hesitation, no room for doubt. We had to act, and act now.

As if moved by a single, unspoken command, we sprang into action, our weapons drawn and ready. I sighted down the barrel, my breath steady and controlled as I squeezed the trigger. The thunderous report echoed off the stone walls.

Beside me, Leigh’s revolver barked out, joining my rifle. Her shots were precise, calculated, each one aimed at the creature’s vital points. Diane launched a bolt from her crossbow after using her Mark Foe ability, the projectiles whistling through the air with deadly intent.

But our foe, formidable and powerful, stood undaunted by our onslaught. The bullets and bolts seemed to glance off its scales, leaving only superficial marks in their wake. It advanced, growling with fury and bloodlust.

Celeste, the larroling, and Fuzzyfur moved as one, a dance of deadly grace that they had perfected in anticipation of this very moment. Celeste’s blade flashed in the dim light, a silver arc of destruction as she engaged the creature head-on. The larroling and Fuzzyfur flanked her, their teeth and claws tearing at the behemoth’s flesh, seeking to find a chink in its armor. Meanwhile, the guardians guarded Celeste, and Aquana’s avatar and the drakeflight moved to the creature’s flank.

But our foe was ready, meeting each strike with a counter of its own. Its sword, a blur of motion, cleaved through the air with a horrible swish. One guardian fell, then Aquana’s Avatar, their essences snuffed out as easily as one might extinguish a candle. The creature’s power was undeniable, a tempest of destruction that threatened to engulf us all.

“Watch out!” I called out after sending two more rounds at the thing. “Its blade is too fast!”

Before Celeste could even react, the creature attacked with a speed that belied its size. The blade found its mark, slamming into Celeste with a sickening crunch. She tumbled back, the air whooshing from her lungs as she hit the ground hard. For a moment, she lay still, and my heart clenched with a fear so profound it rooted me to the spot.

But then Telwyra was there, her hands already glowing with the warm light of her healing magic. She knelt beside Celeste, her touch gentle as she poured her power into our fallen comrade. Slowly, Celeste stirred, her eyes fluttering open as she regained her feet. The gratitude I felt for Telwyra in that moment was a solid, tangible thing, lodged in my chest like a second heartbeat.

But to cast her spell, she had left Yeska to manage the staff and the portal alone. Sweat trickled down Yeska’s face, and she ground her teeth.

“Back to Yeska!” I called out to Telwyra. “Don’t let her lose her focus! We won’t have another chance.”

The deerkin gave a firm nod, hopped to her feet, and joined Yeska at once.

Then, my baleful glare fell on the giant drakeling. Anger and determination surged through me, a fire in my veins that burned away the last vestiges of fear.

It had hurt one of my women. And now I was gonna make a nice new pair of boots out of those pretty shining scales.

I raised my rifle again, each shot fired with a clarity born of desperation. The bullets tore into the creature’s hide, each impact a demand for this nightmare to end, once and for all.

But the creature was far from finished. With a roar that shook the very foundations of the chamber, it launched a dark projectile towards me. It was a crackling bolt of energy that struck with the force of a sledgehammer. I reeled back, my vision swimming as pain exploded through my body. For a moment, I teetered on the brink of unconsciousness, the world around me fading to a blur as I lost half my Health in one strike.

But pure resolve kept me on my feet. I bit through the pain and fired several rounds, aiming at the creature’s glowing eyes. It was a small target, but I got my chance as the creature took a moment to gloat over the destruction of my drakeflight with three fell swoops from its greatsword. It took that moment to stand still, and I shot it in its eye.

The beast howled in pain and dropped its blade to grab at its shattered eye. Immediately, the larroling and Fuzzyfur, in a display of unwavering loyalty and brute strength, threw themselves at the creature. They snapped and clawed, snarled and bit, holding the behemoth’s attention long enough for Leigh to find her opening.

With a quick, fluid motion, Leigh leveled her revolver, her eyes narrowed in concentration. She squeezed the trigger, and the round flew true, striking the creature in a vital spot with a resounding and meaty thwack. The behemoth staggered, a howl of pain and rage tearing from its throat.

Then, it rose and stretched out its arms. The blood magic sigils on the walls glowed in that moment, and the creature was suddenly restored.

“It draws power from the blood magic sigils!” I called out.

“We cannot defeat it like this!” Celeste cried.

“The runes!” I shouted, my voice hoarse with exertion as I turned to Yeska. “Disrupt the magic! Cut off its source! Let Telwyra handle the staff!”

Yeska nodded, her face set in determination. She handed the staff to Telwyra, letting Telwyra take over the spell. The strain it put on her was at once visible as the poor deerkin gritted her teeth and moaned with the effort. But it had to be done.

Yeska raised her hands, her fingers weaving intricate patterns in the air as she focused her blood magic on the glowing runes. The air crackled with arcane energy, the hair on my arms standing on end as Yeska’s power clashed with the ancient magic of the chamber.

For a moment, nothing happened. The creature continued its relentless assault, seemingly unfazed by Yeska’s efforts. Celeste could barely parry the attacks, and I summoned another guardian to assist her. But then, slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, the glow of the runes began to flicker and fade. The creature faltered, its movements becoming sluggish, its wounds no longer closing with the same unnatural speed.

We seized the opportunity, redoubling our efforts in a final, desperate push. Diane’s bolts flew with unerring accuracy, each one finding a weak spot in the creature’s thick scales. Celeste’s blade flashed and danced, a whirlwind of steel that left deep gashes in the behemoth’s flesh. Leigh’s shots tore into the creature’s hide, each shot a thunderous retort that echoed through the chamber.

The larroling and Fuzzyfur, their fur matted with blood, both their own and the creature’s, attacked with a raw, primal fury. They tore at the behemoth with tooth and claw, their snarls and howls mingling with the creature’s roars of pain and rage.

And then, with a final, desperate spell, I called forth another drakeflight, the fiery beasts materializing in a burst of heat and light. They swarmed the creature, their flames licking at its scales, their claws raking deep furrows in its hide. The behemoth thrashed and flailed, its claws swinging wildly, but it was to no avail.

Under the combined onslaught of our attacks, the creature began to dissolve, its form unraveling like a shadow exposed to light. Dark wisps of energy peeled away from its body, dissipating into the air.

And then, I shot it in its throat, where attacks from Celeste and the larroling had stripped away the scales. With a final, ear-splitting howl of defeat, the behemoth collapsed, its massive form crumbling as it fell.

At the same moment, the portal’s energies shifted from red to blue, and Telwyra gasped for air, sweat streaming down her face.

“You did it!” Yeska called out.

“We did it,” Telwyra corrected her, panting for breath.

Then, we all laughed, joy at our victory overtaking us. Yes, we still had to deal with Father, but we had overcome another great obstacle. And besides, the notification flashing at me told me that before we would deal with Father, I would expand my powers.

“I leveled up!” Celeste announced, and the other women quickly fell in, announcing the same.

“Good news,” I said. “And so did I. We should take a moment to heal, down some potions, and get ready before we go through that portal. I don’t want us going through with anything but full Health and Mana.”

“Let’s first catch our breaths,” Diane said, and I could only agree with that.

We stood panting, our chests heaving as the remnants of adrenaline coursed through our veins. But Telwyra moved quickly among us, her healing spells ensuring that none of us would carry lasting scars from this battle. After that, I handed out potions, making sure that each of my companions was restored to full Mana.

“Alright,” I said after we had restored ourselves. “Let’s see to leveling up.”


Chapter 30

I turned my attention to my character sheet, receiving the usual notification that my Health had increased by 10 and my Mana by 5. But I also received another special notification.

Unique spell option unlocked due to Bloodline insights: Dragonfire.

The other three spell options were less interesting to me, since the Bloodline spells proved the most powerful. And Dragonfire did not disappoint in that respect. It allowed me to summon a gout of flame that I channeled through my drakeflights. So, the more drakeflights I had in play, the more damage Dragonfire did. And the good part was that the primal dragon’s fire bypassed any fire immunities.

It was an easy choice. I quickly selected it, then gave my sheet a once-over.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 14
Health: 150/150
Mana: 75/75 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 36 (2 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 41 (4 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 40 (6 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 36 (8 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 31 (8 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 23 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 29 (5 mana)
Banish — Level 5 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 24 (3 mana)
Summon Duergar — Level 31 (7 mana)
Summon Blaze — Level 12 (6 mana)
Summon Drakeflight — Level 20 (11 mana)
Summon Soulbond — Level 2 (50 mana)
Dragonfire — Level 1 (4 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 26 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 29 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 31 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 39 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 18 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 23 (1 mana)

“All done?” Leigh asked as I came out of my focus.

“Yep,” I said with a grin. “I chose another Bloodline spell, Dragonfire. It deals more damage depending on the number of drakeflights I have in play.”

“Oh, that sounds really good!” Leigh said, clapping her hands.

“Will it work against Father, though?” Diane asked. “He might have a fire immunity.”

“Good thinking,” I said, “but the spell bypasses immunities.”

After that, the girls elaborated on their choices. Diane had improved the water damage on her bolts, expecting that Father might be vulnerable to water damage. Leigh had chosen an attack that let her deal more damage against foes her pets had damaged, while Celeste had chosen a flurry of blows, allowing her a series of quick strikes with her blade. Yeska had improved her Boil Blood spell, while Telwyra had chosen a spell that healed over time.

“That’s it, then,” I said, my gaze drifting to the portal. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

A silence descended on us, contrasting with the enthusiasm we had shown for our own abilities but moments ago. We all knew what came next, and it was a do-or-die moment.

I led on, offering each of my women an encouraging nod as I stepped toward the shimmering blueish surface of the portal. I felt rather than saw my women fall in behind me, ready to face this final trial at my side.

I gingerly went up the steps to the portal’s surface, but not after collecting a few of the drakeling giant’s scales. I would make good on my promise to fashion a pair of boots out of the creature that had dared harm my Celeste.

And then, the portal was before me. I took a deep breath and stepped forward, into the unknown.
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Going through the portal was like stepping through a curtain of thick, viscous liquid — heavy and oppressive. And as I emerged, the very air on the other side felt different, laden with a heat that pressed down on us from all sides, making it difficult to breathe.

I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the dim, eerie light.

Before us stretched a desolate landscape, barren and scorched under a sky shrouded in thick clouds of ash and smoke. Lava streams wound their way through the cracked earth like glowing veins, casting an unsettling orange glow through the haze. In the distance, unsettling screeches echoed off unseen walls, filling the air with a sense of impending doom.

“By the Gods,” Diane whispered as she emerged behind me. “This place... it’s like something out of a nightmare.”

I nodded, scanning the horizon for any sign of Father or his minions as the others emerged behind me. But the shifting shadows in the distance only served to heighten the tension, making it impossible to discern what might be lurking just out of sight.

“Stay sharp, everyone,” I cautioned, my voice barely audible above the hissing of the lava streams. “We don’t know what’s out there waiting for us.”

Diane leaned close, her shoulder brushing against mine as she pointed towards a particularly unsettling movement in the terrain. “David, look there,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Those shadows... it’s like they’re watching us.”

I followed her gaze, a chill running down my spine despite the oppressive heat. She was right — the shadows seemed to have a life of their own, shifting and undulating in a way that was both mesmerizing and deeply unnerving.

“I see them,” I acknowledged, trying to keep my tone even. “Be ready for anything. We’re not in Kansas anymore.”

Leigh, who had been checking her revolver, looked up with a wry smile. “You can say that again,” she quipped, her fingers deftly ensuring that the weapon was fully loaded. “This place makes the Wicked Witch’s backyard look like a day at the beach.”

Beside her, Fuzzyfur and the larroling growled softly as they sensed the dark magic that permeated the very air around us. I watched as Fuzzyfur pawed at the ground, his eyes darting back and forth as he tried to pinpoint the source of his unease.

“Easy, boy,” Leigh murmured, reaching down to give the animal a reassuring pat. “We’re all on edge here.”

I adjusted my grip on my rifle, feeling the familiar weight of the weapon in my hands. It was a small comfort — my companion through all these trials. We had come to confront Father, to put an end to his reign of terror once and for all. But standing here, in this hellish landscape that he called home, the enormity of that task was beginning to sink in.

Yeska and Telwyra stood close together, their eyes scanning the horizon with a mix of determination and apprehension. I could see the toll that casting the spell to reverse the portal had taken on Yeska — her face was drawn, her skin pale beneath the eerie orange glow of the lava streams. But there was a steely resolve in her eyes, a determination that I recognized all too well.

“Are you alright?” I asked softly, moving to stand beside her.

She nodded, her gaze never leaving the shifting shadows in the distance. “I’ll be fine,” she said, her voice tight with exhaustion. “It’s just... this place. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. The magic here is powerful, and evil. It’s hard to wrap my head around it.”

Telwyra placed a hand on Yeska’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. The wordless encouragement seemed to help, and Yeska nodded at me to signal we should proceed.

Celeste, who had been standing silently beside us, looked up at the sky and whispered something in Elven under her breath — a half-prayer, half-curse against the darkness that lay ahead.

Just then, a shrill cry pierced the air, so loud and so close that it made us all jump. Instantly, we were on alert, weapons drawn and eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of movement.

“What in the hell was that?” Leigh hissed, her revolver trained on the shifting darkness.

“Whatever it is,” I replied grimly, “it knows we’re here. We need to keep moving, find Father before he finds us.”

With a nod, I signaled for the others to follow as I started forward, my boots crunching on the cracked and blackened earth. Each step took us deeper into Father’s realm, closer to the confrontation that we both dreaded and longed for.

As we walked, the heat from the ground seemed to seep into our very bones, a constant reminder of the hellish landscape we found ourselves in. The lava streams hissed and bubbled, their eerie glow casting long shadows across the jagged terrain.

We pressed deeper into the hostile terrain, and the landscape around us seemed to shift and change, the path twisting and turning in a way that made it hard to keep our bearings.

We were in the dragon’s den now, and part of me knew that he was there, waiting, assessing, and that he would be ready for us. We could only hope to be stronger.


Chapter 31

As we advanced toward the heart of Father’s dominion, heat radiated from the cracked earth beneath our feet. We stayed together; Diane scouting ahead would serve no purpose now. Our presence hadn’t just been noted; it was expected.

The ash clouds that had veiled our path began to thin, revealing the terror of this realm. My gaze was drawn ahead, to an altar that stood like a dark beacon in the distance, its aura pulsing with a force that could only belong to Father. A sense of impending fate knotted in my stomach, twisting like a serpent ready to strike.

“He’s waiting there,” Diane said softly, voicing my own thoughts.

“He is,” I agreed. “We won’t have the element of surprise, but we’ll face him all the same. Let’s stay sharp and stay close.”

Diane, Celeste, and Leigh, with her faithful companions in tow, widened our formation instinctively, moving with the practiced ease of those who had faced countless dangers together. Yeska and Telwyra remained slightly behind, their focus undivided and ready to rain their spells upon any who would challenge our coming.

Our footsteps echoed in this desolate place, each crunch of gravel beneath our boots an audacious defiance of the silence that tried to smother us. In the distance, smoke rose over the black altar, and two red pinpoints of light glowed with an otherworldly blaze.

It was then that Father’s voice slithered through the realm, a sound that was felt as much as it was heard, chilling my blood despite the suffocating heat.

“Have you come to die, spawn of Taelath?” he taunted in a voice as dry as his realm’s heat. “Your foolish quest ends here, in the heart of my domain.”

His voice was a weapon, each syllable dripping with malice and disdain, aimed to weaken our resolve with doubts and fears.

“We have come to fight,” I bit back, although my voice was cracked from my parched throat, less strong than I wanted it to be. “And we shall see who does the dying.”

The laughter that followed was like the scraping fall of a rock avalanche. “And how fitting that you come to me like your pathetic ancestor once came to mine. I shall char your flesh here and consume you. And then, I shall claim your home, feast on the flesh of those you are sworn to protect…”

Through some supernatural effect, his voice conjured up images of dread, and I could see the things he threatened me with — the deaths of myself, of my beloved women… of my child. I could feel the anger rising inside me, a raging inferno that threatened to consume everything else.

“Calm, my love,” Diane whispered. “Nothing is gained by losing control.”

She was right, of course. And beneath that anger lay something else, something stronger and more durable. My love for my own was not a weakness to be exploited; it was the strength that would see me through.

“Foolish mortals,” Father hissed again, sensing his words did not have the intended effect. “Bones for crunching and flesh for eating is all you are.”

“Not if we hydrate your dragon ass first,” Leigh muttered, and we all chuckled at that.

Even though it was but a gentle laugh, it was the first sincere sound heard in these lands in many a year. Father’s only response was an angered growl, and that sound somehow strengthened us.

Celeste’s grip on her sword tightened, her knuckles turning white with the intensity of her focus. She whispered a soft prayer in Elven, the melodic words carried away by the hot winds that whipped around us. Yeska and Telwyra drew closer together, ready to support us with their magic.

“Come then,” Father hissed from the ashes and shadows. “Come to me! And witness true power!”

“He underestimates us,” I said, my voice steady even as it carried the weight of our shared determination. “He doesn’t understand the strength we’ve built together. The legacy of Taelath is not just one of power, but of unity.”

I stepped forward, taking the lead. The altar was now just yards away, its dark energy more palpable with each step we took. Despite the malicious intent that thrummed through its stone, it was just another obstacle between us and our goal, another challenge to overcome.

As we reached the altar, I could feel the ancient, dark magic radiating from it, an antithesis to everything we represented. The red hues that emanated from the stone seemed to pulse with a life of their own, a heart of darkness beating in anticipation of our arrival.

Father’s voice came again, laced with a malice and disdain that was almost tangible in the hot, heavy air. “You are nothing but insects buzzing at the feet of a god,” he sneered, each word dripping with contempt. “Your efforts are futile. Your deaths will herald the dawn of my reign.”

“You’re wrong,” I called back. “You underestimate what we’re willing to do to protect our world, to safeguard those we love. You underestimate the power of those who stand united against the darkness.”

Behind me, my companions echoed my defiance, their voices rising in a chorus of determination that rang out across the blighted landscape.

He laughed again, mocking and deep, as the shadows and clouds of ash began to shift around us. “Then let us see,” he hissed. “Let this battle decide the future of Earth and Tannoris combined!”
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The ground began to shake, and there was a shift in the air — a dense, suffocating darkness that welled up from the ground and hung around us like a shroud. Each step felt heavier, as if the very earth beneath our feet sought to drag us down into its malevolent depths. The shadows danced erratically in the flickering light of our torches, their movements seeming to mock our progress.

Diane murmured a warning under her breath. “He’s coming,” she whispered, her voice almost lost in the oppressive gloom. Her crossbow was already poised and ready, her eyes scanning the chamber for any sign of movement.

I stepped forward, my heart pounding against my ribs with a ferocity that echoed in my ears. The sense of impending doom was overwhelming, a thick tension that cloaked the entire chamber. My breath caught in my parched throat.

And then he came.

All sound was ended, and all that could be heard was the beating of his wings. Whirlwinds of choking dust and ash, coated in heat, and all we could do was raise our hands to shield our faces from it. He emerged from the shadows like a wraith, his form colossal and terrifying.

Father, in all his monstrous glory — a black dragon that towered over us. The scales that had broken hundreds of blades glistened with a sinister light that swallowed the deathly glow of this volcanic realm. The ground shook as he alighted from his flight, the very stone beneath our feet trembling in the presence of his power.

His eyes, a deep, venomous green, fixed on me with a gaze so intense it felt as if he sought to peer into my very soul. They were eyes that had seen centuries of darkness, eyes that glinted with a malevolent intelligence far beyond the comprehension of mortal men.

“You come to challenge me?” Father boomed, his voice a deep rumble that echoed off unseen mountains. The sound was like thunder, reverberating through my chest and setting my teeth on edge. “Fool! You know not the depths of the power you seek to defy.”

I took another step forward, my resolve hardening even as my heart raced. “Your reign ends before it begins,” I declared, my voice steadier than I felt. “We will not allow your darkness to spread.”

Father laughed, a sound so void of humor it sent a chill skittering down my spine. It was a laugh that spoke of centuries of cruelty, of a malice so deep it knew no bounds.

“You, a mere mortal?” he sneered, his lips curling back to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth. “Taelath was weak. Only because of the two other Golden Dragons did he defeat my ancestor. You stand no chance against the might of a true dragon lord.”

I felt again the enchantment of his taunting. There was nothing to win bandying insults because the magic of his voice would chip away at our resolve.

No, it was time to fight.

Even as he gloated, I raised my rifle and fired.

The report of the weapon was like a blasphemy here. A sound so raw and out-of-order as it broke the building enchantment. For a moment, I felt furious at myself for even daring to fire a shot at the dragon. And then, the feeling fell away, and the enchantment was destroyed — not just for me, but for my women as well.

Here stood a dragon, and we would kill it.

“Insolence!” Father shrieked, my shot having careened off his scales. “You dare! You even dare!”

And even as he foamed, I signaled Diane and Leigh. Almost in unison, we launched our attack, determination fueling our actions. With a flick of my wrist, I summoned two drakeflights, their icy forms materializing with a roar as the total of six ice drakes surged towards Father. The cold of their breath attacks was intense, the air shimmering with the force of their power.

Diane’s bolt flew, true and swift, the enchanted projectile seeking out a weak spot in Father’s armored hide. Leigh’s revolver added its own song to the cacophony, the thunder of gunshots further adding to the cacophony of battle.

Father, however, was unfazed. With a flick of his tail, he sent a wave of dark magic surging towards us, the air crackling with the force of his power. The spells, designed to weaken and disorient, hit us like a physical blow, sending us staggering back. It felt as if the very breath had been knocked from our lungs. My vision swam as I fought to maintain our focus.

“Die!” he hissed gleefully. “Oh, die, die, die! A throne of bones I shall make of you, Goldblood!”

The attack was a tactic meant to scatter us, to break our formation and leave us vulnerable. For a moment, it worked. With the vanguard scattered, Father charged. His massive form barreled into Yeska and me with such force it sent us tumbling to the ground. The stone floor was unforgiving, the impact sending a lance of pain through my body.

Pain clouded my senses as I hit the stone floor, my breath knocked from my lungs. My rifle was gone. Beside me, Yeska groaned, her figure slumped and vulnerable. I could see the strain on her face, the effort it took for her to push herself back to her feet.

Telwyra moved without hesitation, her form a blur as she rushed to Yeska’s side. Her hands glowed with a soft, healing light as she began to murmur spells of restoration, the words flowing from her lips in a melodic chant. The magic swirled around Yeska, easing her pain and lending her strength.

I forced myself to my feet, gritting my teeth against the hammering pain that threatened to overwhelm me. Around us, the battle raged on — Celeste, with the larroling and Fuzzyfur, reformed the line, their defense a bulwark against Father’s onslaught. The clash of Celeste’s blade against Father’s scales rang out, a metallic symphony of determination and defiance.

But Father’s attacks were relentless, a storm of power that seemed inexhaustible. Each blast of dark magic, each swipe of his claws, had the potential to be lethal, and Leigh had to constantly heal her pets to keep them from going down.

Gritting my teeth, I rose, not even taking the trouble to look for my rifle in the ashes and dust. I spoke my incantations and manifested a guardian next to Celeste to aid her, then cast my Aura of Protection spell to augment her defenses.

“Stand firm,” I called out to my women, my voice rising above the din of battle. “Celeste, hold the line! Diane, keep the water enchantments up! “

Diane nodded, her crossbow already back in position, a look of grim determination etched onto her features. Leigh, a fierce light blazing in her eyes, stood ready beside me, flowing healing into her pets as they tanked Father’s damage.

They met Father’s next charge as one, a united front against his rage. Celeste’s blade sang as it clashed against Father’s scales, each strike a challenge to his might. The larroling and Fuzzyfur darted in and out, their fangs and claws seeking out any vulnerability in Father’s defense, although there were few.

Telwyra, her healing spell taking effect, helped Yeska to her feet. Yeska’s expression was grim, but determined, her magic already flaring as she prepared her blood magic Boil Blood spell. The air around her crackled with energy, her power a beacon of light in the oppressive darkness.

That was the first strike that truly hurt Father. Blood magic was all the more potent if the target had a potent Bloodline, and Father’s was one of the most powerful evil Bloodlines out there. To top it all off, she had used her previous level-up to enhance the spell. Father shrieked in pain, and his baleful green gaze fell on Yeska.

“Celeste, keep him with you! Don’t let him take out the spellcasters!”

“You got it!” she said, striking hard with her flurry in a way that forced Father on the defensive and to focus on her instead of Yeska.

With Yeska back in the fight, Telwyra focused her healing spells on me, and a breath of relief escaped me as my wounds from Father’s attack knitted closed. Then, I unleashed my Dragonfire spell, summoning a gout of terrible flame, amplified by the presence of my two drakeflights. Father shrieked in pain, and I followed up by summoning Aquana’s avatar and having it join the fray.

Father roared, frustrated by our resilience, his attacks growing more frantic. He lashed out with his tail, aiming to sweep Celeste off her feet, but she dodged nimbly as Aquana’s avatar began pummeling Father with its watery fists.

Still, I could see the fatigue in my companions’ eyes, the strain of the battle wearing on them. Sweat beaded on their brows, their chests heaving with exertion. Yet, they fought on, their spirits unbroken, their determination a force to be reckoned with.

“Together,” I murmured, a silent plea to the forces that guided us. “Let us be enough. Let our bond be the strength that sees us through this darkness.”

And then, Father drew back, regrouping for what I knew would be a devastating blow. He inhaled deeply, his chest expanding as he gathered his strength for a final assault. The air around him shimmered with the force of his power, the very fabric of reality seeming to bend to his will.

“Breath attack!” I called out. “Take cov…”

As he exhaled, my voice was drowned out. He released a torrent of black fire aimed directly at us. Time seemed to slow, each heartbeat an eternity as the flames surged towards us, a wall of destruction that threatened to consume us all.

The flames hit us, and for a moment I was gone. Just a few seconds, but when I opened my eyes, I was on the floor, pain suffusing my body.

Father’s roar of victory and defiance pierced the heavy air, and I strained against the weight pinning me to the ground, my side throbbing where Father’s dark fire had seared me. The pain was blinding, a deep agony that threatened to consume me, but I knew I couldn’t stay down — not with so much at stake.

Gritting my teeth, I pushed through the pain, focusing on the singular goal of rising to my feet. Each movement was a battle, my muscles screaming in protest as I forced them to obey my commands. Agonizingly, I managed to rise to one knee, my breath coming in ragged gasps as I fought against the darkness that nibbled at the edges of my vision.

I took stock of my surroundings. Telwyra was healing Diane and helping her to her feet, but Yeska, Leigh, Celeste, the larroling, and Fuzzyfur were still in the battle, albeit a little singed. My summons were all gone, though.

Grimacing against the pain, I downed a healing potion and a mana potion in quick succession, fighting back the need to retch.

“Once this is over, I’m never drinking one of those disgusting things again,” I murmured as I rose to my feet.

Then, my eyes found Celeste, fighting in the vanguard against Father just as he lashed out with his tail. She was so deep into her flurry of blows that she did not see it coming.

“Celeste! Duck!” I called out, my voice hoarse with smoke and strain.

She hopped down at once, and the tail — as thick as my entire body, swept over her. She hopped to her feet, her form blurring before me, and engaged in a desperate dance with Father, the larroling and Fuzzyfur at her side. The next strike of her sword was true, and Father bounded back and flapped his wings, forcing us all to brace ourselves at the wind she swept our way.

“You mortal fools!” he shrieked. “You defy me still? Very well, then! Witness me! Witness me in the full glory of my Bloodline!”

And with that, his venomous green eyes seemed to bulge, and an unearthly shriek escaped Father’s throat as he flapped his wings. And even as he did so, massive spikes protruded from his body, and his scales grew thicker and longer. A second pair of arms ending in claws sprouted from his upper body, and his muscles bulged and grew as twirls of green vapor burst out from between his scales.

“Gods,” Diane muttered.

“He has two stages!” Leigh called out.

I swallowed, watching this hellish dragon evolve to his second stage. Things were only just beginning.


Chapter 32

We watched, struck with terror, as Father assumed his second stage. More muscular, better armored, and with more weapons, he looked down at us with a self-satisfied smile, green vapors twirling from his maw.

“Death,” he just growled. “Death comes for you now.”

And with that, he swooped down. It was faster than the eye, and with his four claws, he slammed into the front line, scattering Celeste, the larroling, and Fuzzyfur. Leigh called out in despair, at once channeling all the power she had left into healing her pets, while Telwyra bounded after Celeste, who flew backward as if propelled by a rocket.

“Death comes for you!” Father shrieked again, his baleful green gaze now falling on me.

With a cry, I ran forward. Of course, I wasn’t a melee Class, but Telwyra and Leigh needed time to heal our tanks, and if the dragon took out Telwyra and Leigh, we’d lose our healers. It was up to Diane and me now to keep him occupied while Yeska kept up the damage output of her blood magic.

Diane moved with a grace born of necessity, dodging the wicked claws that descended on her in a maelstrom of destruction. The clash of her bolts against Father’s scales rang out, a metallic symphony of determination and defiance.

I used the opportunity to put two more guardians in play to join her on her running interference. One was immediately destroyed by a lash of Father’s tail, but the other stood its ground, and I had a chance to evolve it before quickly having two drakeflights of ice drakes join the fray, upping the damage.

Diane ran past, ducking under an attack and placing the guardian’s shield between her and another attack. Then, with steady hands, she lined up her shot, her brow furrowed in concentration as she exploited the brief moments when Father’s focus wavered under the relentless barrage of my drakeflights and Yeska’s blood magic. Time seemed to slow as Diane exhaled, her finger tightening on the trigger. The crossbow kicked in her grip, the bolt flying true, piercing Father’s side.

The hit forced a roar from Father, a sound that seemed to shake the very ground beneath us. For a moment, a sliver of satisfaction pierced the dread that had settled heavily in my stomach — until Father’s counterattack came, an explosion of dark energy that hurtled toward us with terrifying speed.

The blast hit with the force of a hurricane, sending us sprawling like ragdolls tossed aside by a petulant child. The world went white with pain as I felt myself thrown backward, my head striking against the stone floor with a sickening thud that echoed dully in my ears. Darkness swelled, threatening to pull me under, but I fought it fiercely, clinging to consciousness with every ounce of my being.

“David!” Telwyra’s voice reached me through the ringing in my ears, laced with panic and desperation. In an instant, she was there, kneeling beside me, her hands already glowing with the warm, healing light of her fae magic. The pain receded slightly under her ministrations, the soothing energies allowing me to focus on the scene unfolding before me.

Father stood taller now as he roared with laughter. The bony spikes that jutted from his back gleamed redly in the dim light of this volcanic and hellish realm. His teeth and claws, extended and razor-sharp, dripped with an eagerness for our annihilation as he swiped his claws, destroying two of my drakes with one attack.

“We must keep going!” I gritted out through clenched teeth, staggering to my feet with Telwyra’s support. The others were already regrouping, their faces etched with a mixture of determination and fear. Diane reloaded her crossbow, her movements quick and precise despite the tremor in her hands.

Yeska, pale but resolute, joined us. “His power has increased,” she observed, her gaze flicking to the monstrous form of Father, a grim understanding reflected in her eyes. “We’ll need to adapt, use everything we have if we hope to survive this.”

Father’s laughter, a sound devoid of any semblance of joy, echoed through the chamber, mocking our attempts to regroup. “You cannot win,” he boomed as he destroyed my remaining four ice drakes. “I am invincible in my domain, and you are nothing more than insects to be crushed beneath my claws.”

“Come on!” I rallied, directing my remaining guardian to defend Celeste. “Keep up the frontline! Everything depends on keeping him busy so we can pelt him with high-damage spells!”

We spread out to face Father once more, a united front against the darkness that sought to engulf us. As I took position, wincing through the pain, I downed two more mana potions. With a thought, I summoned two more guardians to join the vanguard, their forms solidifying in a flash of light, ready to defend us with their very existence. But this time, I kept them close and evolved them before sending them into the fray, ensuring they would last longer.

“Come then, puny wood elf!” Father taunted. “Court death, and you shall have her!”

“Talamas-Adaa!” she called out as she charged, flanked by three of my guardians, the larroling, and Fuzzyfur.

The cavern echoed with the clash of Celeste’s sword against Father’s spikes. Father, taken aback by our renewed vigor, lashed out with fury, his attacks designed to scatter us once more, to break our formation and leave us vulnerable.

But we held firm, our resolve unbreakable, our formation a bastion against the onslaught. Diane’s bolts whistled through the air, each one finding its target with deadly accuracy, leaving trails of sizzling water energy in their wake. Leigh kept up her healing of the larroling and Fuzzyfur, their attacks a series of coordinated strikes designed to harry and distract Father from all angles.

I took the moment to call forth two more drakeflights, sending six ice dragons to harass Father. This time, he was too preoccupied with Celeste to destroy them so soon, and I quickly followed up with a Dragonfire spell. Its casting cost was low, but its damage output mighty because of the drakeflights in play.

Mana surged through me like a raging inferno. I channeled the power from the drakeflights that circled us, their forms glowing with an intense, primal energy. With a final, decisive gesture, I unleashed the spell, a gout of flame bursting forth, a searing torrent aimed directly at Father’s heart.

The Dragonfire struck him full on, the flames enveloping Father in a blaze that seemed to consume everything in its path. For a moment, the ash clouds were lit up in a brilliant inferno, the heat so intense that it made the very air shimmer and dance. The roar of the flames mingled with Father’s cries of pain, a cacophony of agony and rage that threatened to deafen us all.

“Way to go, David!” Leigh called out.

“You got him!” Diane cried, pumping her fist.

Father trembled under the assault, his scales cracking and melting away as the bony spikes that had sprouted from his body began to disintegrate under the relentless heat. He roared in pain, a sound that pierced the tumult, shaking the very foundations of the cavern, sending showers of dust and debris raining down upon us.

And I used the moment to summon another drakeflight, then blast him with the Dragonfire again. This time, Father positively shrieked as my flames enveloped him. And as they did so, the drakes kept up their relentless barrage of icy breath attacks. Then, Celeste bounded forward and delivered a flurry, hacking away some scales, and Diane’s water-enchanted bolt found the vulnerable, exposed flesh.

As the blast of Dragonfire subsided, leaving the air thick with the acrid scent of burnt flesh and brimstone, Father seemed to collapse, his monstrous form buckling under the weight of his injuries. We watched, our breaths held, hardly daring to hope that this might be the end, that our efforts had finally brought the mighty dragon to his knees.

But our hopes were dashed as quickly as they had risen.

With a deafening roar that resonated through the chamber like a clap of thunder, Father surged forth once more, his body radiating dark energy far more intense than anything we had yet faced. The bony spikes protruded with renewed vigor, longer and sharper than before, each one a deadly promise of pain. An unholy light gleamed within his eyes, a malevolent intelligence that sought our destruction with every fiber of its being.

“Ancestors! Witness my power!” he shrieked. And in that moment, he shed his dark scales, and the flesh underneath it seemed to char and fall, giving way to a bony carapace of spikes that bulged with growing muscles. The transformation looked painful, and Father shrieked and clawed as he changed into this new, almost insectoid form.

“No!” Yeska gasped, her eyes wide with shock and disbelief as Father evolved before our very eyes, his form twisting and contorting in ways that defied nature itself.

“A third stage,” Diane muttered. “Oh, Gods… I do not know if we can keep this up.”

I placed my hand on her wrist and made eye contact with her. “We have to,” I said. “It’s the only chance the world will have. If he defeats us, he’ll grow even more powerful with the experience. He’ll level, Diane, and who will stop him then? We have to do it. For Lucas.”

She nodded firmly, gripping her crossbow. “You are right, my love. For Lucas.”

And despite the terrifying surge of power Father displayed, we stood our ground, our resolve unshaken, our determination a beacon in the darkness. Celeste raised her sword once more, the blade gleaming with a light that seemed to pierce the gloom. Diane readied another bolt, her hands steady, her eyes narrowed in concentration.

With a roar that proclaimed his fury and his intent, Father advanced, each step shaking the ground beneath our feet, his massive form looming over us like a mountain of darkest night. He sought to crush us beneath his might, to grind our bones to dust and feast upon our despair.

But we met his charge head-on.

“Hold the line!” I shouted to Celeste. My drakeflights had survived the transformation to the third — and hopefully final — stage, and they were already laying down the damage. Yeska had not faltered either, although she looked harrowed and pale.

I was proud of them. Even in that moment of dread and doom, I was so proud of them.
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With a massive surge of black fire, Father unleashed his breath attack. This time, we saw it coming. Each of us took cover, and although we did not pass through unscathed, the consequences were not so dire as they had been the first time around.

“You dare defy me even in this form?” Father’s voice boomed, echoing off the stone walls with a force that made the ground tremble beneath our feet. “You, mere mortals, after witnessing the might of a true dragon lord?”

But his gloating gave us time. Celeste formed the line with the three guardians, the larroling, and Fuzzyfur, while the rest of us spread out. I downed the last three of my mana potions in quick succession, then summoned another drakeflight.

“Celeste!” I called out. “Keep him away from the drakeflights!”

She nodded, knowing why I needed those drakes in play. Then, with the bravest display of utter defiance, she charged Father, the guardians coming up with her. Her action drew the attention of the dragon, and even though her reward was a cruel swipe of one of Father’s four claws, Telwyra’s heal-over-time spell set her a little straight again.

Meanwhile, Yeska grimaced as she kept up her destructive blood magic, turning Father’s might against him as she made his blood boil. Father shrieked and gazed at her with murderous intent, but a quick slam from the larroling made him roar and turn his attention to the melee fighters again.

Then, mystic energy crackled within Father’s frame, and lightning seemed to shoot through him. He roared as he floated up from the ground, and scree and pebbles joined him as the flickering white light intensified, as if gravity had been annulled around him.

“He’s charging up for a magical attack!” Yeska cried out through gritted teeth. “Watch out!”

“Celeste!” I warned even as I pulled my drakelings back.

But she was having none of it. She kept up her attacks, cutting away at the carapace as Father was in this vulnerable state. And indeed, she cut away a large section of it, opening up the foul but vulnerable dragon flesh beneath.

And then, Father unleashed his attack.

At my quick mental command, the three guardians raced to defend Celeste with their own lives. And that is what saved her. Father’s explosive aura attack ate up the three guardians as if they were nothing, and it would have evaporated Celeste if my summons hadn’t protected her. As it was, the attack launched her through the air, her sword clattering away into a hundred pieces.

“No!” I cried out, even as my girls gasped in horror, with Telwyra running toward her with all the speed her dainty feet could muster.

“David!” Diane shouted. “Now! Look!”

And I saw right away. In her herculean effort, Celeste had stripped away a section of that carapace, and it was near the dragon’s heart. This was our chance.

With giant effort, I focused not on Celeste, who lay crumpled at the edge of my vision, but on that weakness in the dragon’s defense. Rallying my twelve drakes into a V-shaped formation, I channeled what magic I had through them, connecting with them.

And even as Diane loosed her water-enchanted bolt, Leigh fired her revolver, and Yeska focused her blood magic, I unleashed my Dragonfire. The flames surged forth, a searing torrent of heat and light that focused on the broken armor in Father’s chest.

Father roared with fury as we concentrated our efforts. He clawed and shrieked, and his green eyes settled on me, blazing with the purest hate an evil being could bring forth. For a moment, I was afraid he would evolve again, attacking us with another stage. But then, his eyes shut in pain as he bellowed at the ashen heavens.

His mutated form erupted with blinding blue-white light, a searing lance that cut through the shadows like a blade. Shooting out from the chest, it broke Father, eliciting an agonized howl that seemed wrenched from the very depths of his being. The dark flames wreathing his form guttered and died as the purifying light spread, consuming the unnatural flesh and bone.

Father thrashed, his claws gouging deep furrows in the stone as he tried desperately to escape the searing radiance. But there was no escape, no refuge as he was finally destroyed. His bones and carapace blackened and cracked, falling away to reveal the twisted, pulsing mass of darkness at his core, which rotted and melted into foul ichor.

With a final, ear-shattering shriek, Father’s form collapsed in on itself, imploding in a rush of shadows and foul wind.

And like that, he was gone.

I released a shuddering breath. In the ensuing silence, the sound seemed deafening. At once, I turned on my heels.

There was no describing the joy and love in my heart when my eyes met Celeste’s, tired and broken, but alive. She smiled faintly from her position in Telwyra’s arms even as the deerkin suffused her with healing magic to close her wounds.

The few steps over to her could have been a million miles, I was so tired. I sank to my knees beside her and held her close. And as I did so, the others joined us in our embrace. We spoke no words — what words would be needed now, after this?

We only held each other in the heart of Father’s realm, which had now finally fallen silent.


Chapter 33

As we stepped out from the Dungeon’s dim, oppressive interior into the bright light of a typical Springfield Forest day, it was like waking from a vivid, harrowing dream.

The forest, with its springtime greenery and the cheerful chorus of bird songs, had never seemed so vibrant and welcoming. I blinked against the sudden brightness, my eyes adjusting as I took in the familiar, comforting surroundings.

Diane was the first to break the contemplative silence, a long, relieved sigh escaping her as she stepped out beside me.

“We’re back,” she murmured, her hand finding mine and giving it a gentle squeeze as we watched the others emerge from the Dungeon’s entrance. “Back in our world, under the sun and the sky.”

Celeste followed close behind, squinting in the warm sunlight, her face relaxed and peaceful in a way I hadn’t seen for what felt like ages. She took a deep breath, savoring the fresh forest air. “I never thought I’d be so happy to see the sun again,” she said with a soft laugh.

Telwyra followed, and she simply laughed as all the cares fell away from her, reunited with the woodlands that she loved. She then shot me a warm and loving look — one that spoke of trials completed and challenges overcome.

Leigh was right on her heels, a wide, exuberant grin spreading across her face as she stretched her arms above her head, rejoicing in the freedom of the open space. “Whoo-ee!” she exclaimed. “Ain’t nothing like the sweet smell of victory and fresh air!”

Fuzzyfur and the larroling emerged last, shaking themselves vigorously as if to dispel the last remnants of the Dungeon’s darkness from their fur. They seemed eager to be back in the familiar forest, nosing around to rediscover familiar scents and sounds. Fuzzyfur let out a contented whuff, his tail wagging happily.

I took a moment to savor the feeling of the sun on my face, the gentle breeze rustling through the leaves. It was a simple pleasure, but there was still some urgency in my mind. “Let’s head to Gladdenfield,” I suggested, eager for news of the battle. “I need to know how it all went down, how everyone fared.”

Before we headed out, we inspected our character sheets. We had all gained a level from that climactic battle with Father, and I chose a more… domestic spell from the list that was offered — Summon Greenling. The greenling was a little, green-skinned dwarf with an aptitude for farm work, and I expected the coming months would have me summon many of them. Since I got a new a familiar slot, I might bind one to me as well.

Satisfied with my choice, I inspected my character sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 15
Health: 160/160
Mana: 80/80 (+10 from Hearth Treasures)

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 36 (2 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 41 (4 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 44 (6 mana)
Summon Aquana’s Avatar — Level 40 (8 mana)
Summon Storm Elemental — Level 34 (8 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 23 (15 mana)
Aura of Protection — Level 32 (4 mana)
Banish — Level 5 (6 mana)
Evolve Summon — Level 29 (3 mana)
Summon Duergar — Level 34 (7 mana)
Summon Blaze — Level 16 (6 mana)
Summon Drakeflight — Level 32 (10 mana)
Summon Soulbond — Level 2 (50 mana)
Dragonfire — Level 16 (3 mana)
Summon Greenling — Level 1 (6 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 27 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 30 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 32 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 40 (1 mana)
Farming — Level 19 (1 mana)
Ranching — Level 25 (1 mana)

Our two-day journey back to town was uneventful but filled with an undercurrent of anxious anticipation. I led the way most of the time, setting a brisk pace through the forest, thoughts of the awaited celebration and reunion with loved ones swirling in my mind. The others followed close behind, their steps light and eager despite the weariness that clung to us all.

We camped out without relinquishing the vigilance of the past few days. After all, even with Father’s defeat, goblins and kobolds could still be roaming the forest. And so, we kept watch and remained on our toes until the forest finally grew more familiar, and the old Silverthread crossed our path. Gladdenfield lay just beyond.

As we approached the frontier town, the distant sound of cheering reached our ears, growing louder with every step. My heart swelled in my chest at the sound — it was the music of victory, of relief and joy. I glanced back at my companions, seeing my own emotions mirrored on their faces.

The guards greeted us with smiles. One stepped forward and clamped my arm while patting me on the shoulder, and I learned from him that the army of goblins and kobolds had been repelled.

“I’d love to tell ya all about it,” he said in his rough frontier drawl, obviously one of Caldwell’s men, “but why don’t y’all just head on. Caldwell will wanna speak to ya!”

Exchanging hearty handshakes, we made our way through the gates. The sight that greeted us was more than I could have hoped for. What seemed like the entire town had gathered, their faces alight with unbridled joy and relief as they caught sight of us. Many surged forward, a sea of smiling faces and outstretched hands. Their cheers and laughter rang out like the most beautiful melody.

Caldwell was among the first to reach us, his usually reserved demeanor replaced by a broad, beaming smile that stretched across his face. “You did it!” he shouted over the din, making his way through the crowd to clasp my hand in a firm, heartfelt shake. “You brave, extraordinary people, you really did it!”

The townsfolk’s cheers grew louder as Caldwell joined us, their voices rising in a jubilant chorus. “Heroes!” they cried. “Our saviors!” The genuine gratitude and admiration in their words brought a lump to my throat.

Mayor Wilhelm, puffing slightly, made his way through the crowd to stand beside Caldwell. His normally neat attire was somewhat disheveled, and the strain of the past days was evident on his face, but his eyes shone with pride and relief.

“By Jove! Congratulations!” he called out, his voice obviously strained as he shook our hands.

Laughing, I patted him and Caldwell on the back. “Thank you, my friends! I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you all well!”

But it had all been a little too much for Mayor Wilhelm — that much was obvious. “I... I do think I need to sit down,” he gasped, a sheepish smile on his face as Caldwell guided him to a nearby bench. “I never expected being mayor would involve facing an actual army of darkness. It’s been quite the experience!”

Caldwell chuckled, patting the mayor on the back in a gesture of camaraderie. “You stood tall when it counted, Wilhelm,” he said warmly. “That’s all anyone can ask for. You showed your mettle in a time of crisis.”

I couldn’t help but smile at their exchange, feeling a sense of deep friendship that extended beyond our immediate group. This town, these people, we’d all been through something extraordinary together, forging bonds that would last a lifetime.

“Tonight,” Caldwell announced, turning back to address the crowd, his voice ringing out clear and strong, “we celebrate this remarkable triumph! A celebration fit for heroes — for each and every one of you who stood against the darkness and prevailed!”

The promise of the celebration sent a fresh wave of excitement rippling through the crowd, their cheers renewed as they began dispersing, presumably to prepare for the evening’s festivities. The air hummed with anticipation and joy.

“Why don’t you all head on over to the Wild Outrider?” Caldwell suggested. “You can take a breather, freshen up. And there’s a few people waiting over there whom I’m sure you’d love to see!”

And so, we made our way to the Wild Outrider through the crowds, shaking hands and laughing, receiving congratulations and doling them out as well. It had never felt so good to see these people and this place, and I was grateful for it all. Most of all, I was grateful for the fine women who followed me, very humble — except Leigh, of course — as they took their rightful place beside me as saviors of Gladdenfield.
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The first thing I saw when we entered the Wild Outrider was Lucas, toddling around with my grandfather holding him by the arms protectively. The sight was something to behold — his chubby little legs unsteady but determined, his giggles filling the room every time he managed a few ungainly steps without tumbling over. Behind the counter, Darny was watching, arms crossed and a smile on his lips.

“There’s my little adventurer!” Diane exclaimed, her face lighting up with pure joy as she rushed over to scoop Lucas into her arms. She peppered his chubby cheeks with kisses, eliciting a series of delighted giggles from the little boy.

I was right beside her, giving him a soft kiss on the forehead as I took him in for a moment. Some of the final burdens slipped away now, knowing that my entire family was safe and that we had survived this ordeal.

“He’s a funny one,” Grandpa said with a grin on his weathered face. “We’ve been gettin’ into all sorts of trouble.”

“I bet,” I chuckled, then clasped his shoulder. “Good to see you’re alright!”

“Well, we came over here the moment we heard news that the goblins and kobolds were defeated. We knew you’d be comin’ here and we wanted to be there for it.”

“I appreciate it,” I said.

Just then, Diane placed Lucas on the ground again and helped him wobble around. Of course, the women were all coos and laughter at that cute sight.

“Look at you go, little man!” Leigh chuckled, ruffling Lucas’s hair affectionately. “Pretty soon, you’ll be outrunnin’ us all!”

My grandmother just emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on an apron. Apparently, she couldn’t resist helping out even here at the Wild Outrider, where she was a guest.

Her face broke into a warm smile as she saw us. “Well, look what the cat dragged in!” she teased, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “About time you lot showed up. We were starting to think you’d forgotten about us!”

I grinned, stepping forward to embrace her. “As if we could ever forget about you, Gran. Your cooking alone is enough to bring us back from the brink of oblivion.”

She swatted my arm playfully, chuckling. “Oh, hush you. But I won’t deny it’s good to have you all back safe and sound. We were worried sick, you know.”

“I know, Gran,” I said softly, squeezing her hand. “But we had to do what needed to be done. For all of us.”

“Hear, hear!” Darny chimed in, raising a glass in our direction. “To our heroes! May your bravery and determination be remembered for generations to come!”

A chorus of cheers and applause filled the room, making me duck my head in embarrassment. “We couldn’t have done it without all of you,” I insisted, looking around at the faces of the people who had become like family to me. “Your support, your belief in us... that’s what kept us going, even in the darkest moments.”

“Speaking of dark moments,” Celeste said, her voice taking on a more somber tone, “I think it’s safe to say that confronting Father was the most challenging thing any of us have ever faced.”

Yeska nodded, shuddering slightly at the memory. “His power was... overwhelming. There were moments when I wasn’t sure we’d make it out alive.”

“But we did,” Telwyra said firmly, placing a comforting hand on Yeska’s shoulder. “Thanks to David’s leadership, your own bravery, and of course the magic of the staff that Waelin and Grimfast created for us.”

“And let’s not forget Celeste’s sword skills!” Leigh added, grinning at the elf. “I thought for sure that overgrown lizard was going to make a snack out of you, but you showed him what for!”

Celeste laughed, shaking her head. “It was a team effort, Leigh. We all played our part.”

“Well, I for one am just glad it’s over,” my grandfather said, settling into a chair with a sigh. “I’ve had enough excitement to last me a lifetime.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that, love,” my grandmother said with a mischievous smile. “You always get things in your head, don’t you? Why, just now you were coming up with all kinds of ideas to improve the homestead.”

My grandfather’s cheeks reddened, and he cleared his throat. “Yes, well, a man thinks about things like that from time to time. But these old bones ain’t what they used to be.”

“Nonsense!” Darny said, clapping him on the back. “You’re a spry feller. Why, I bet you could still give these young’uns a run for their money!”

The room erupted in laughter, and I felt a warmth spreading through my chest. This was what we had fought for — these moments of levity and friendship, the love and laughter that bound us all together.

“Well, I don’t know about you lot,” my grandmother said, her eyes twinkling, “but I think this calls for a celebration. Darny, break out the good stuff, will you? And I’ll see about whipping up something to eat.”

“As a matter of fact,” I said, “Caldwell told us he’s planning on a celebration tonight.”

“Oh, we know that,” Grandpa admitted with a wink, “but before we get all involved with the town, let’s have a couple drinks amongst ourselves?”

“A great idea!” Diane said, still helping little Lucas stroll about.

As the chatter and laughter resumed, I found myself watching Diane and Lucas, my heart swelling with love and pride. Diane was an incredible mother, her love for our son shining through in every interaction.

“He’s growing so fast,” I said, wrapping an arm around Diane’s waist as I joined her. “Before we know it, he’ll be off on adventures of his own.”

Diane leaned into me, resting her head on my shoulder. “Let’s not rush things,” she said softly. “I want to savor every moment with him, with all of us together like this.”

I nodded, pressing a kiss to her temple. “You’re right. And I’m thinking we’ll have many a good year before the time comes.”

As the celebration continued around us, I felt a sense of peace and contentment settling over me. We had faced unimaginable challenges and come out the other side, stronger and more united than ever.


Chapter 34

As we stepped out of the Wild Outrider and into the bustling streets of Gladdenfield, the air was electric with anticipation. The sound of laughter and music drifted on the breeze, mingling with the mouthwatering aroma of freshly cooked food. It was as if the entire town had come alive, shedding the shadows of the past days and embracing the joy of the present moment.

Little Lucas toddled ahead with Grandpa’s help, his chubby legs wobbling as he navigated the uneven cobblestones with the help of his doting grandparents. His innocent laughter was infectious, drawing smiles from everyone he passed. Diane walked beside me, her hand finding mine and giving it a gentle squeeze, while Yeska held my other hand. Telwyra, Celeste, and Leigh walked behind us, chatting animatedly about the festivities to come.

As we entered the central square, the festive atmosphere enveloped us. The space had been transformed into a colorful place of celebration with many stands and stalls where the food and drink was distributed freely. Long tables laden with mouthwatering dishes lined the edges, while a makeshift stage had been erected in the center, where musicians played lively tunes that made the very air shimmer with joy.

Mayor Wilhelm, resplendent in his finest attire, was already mingling with the townsfolk, his jovial laughter rising above the din. As he caught sight of our group, his face lit up with genuine delight. “Ah, the heroes of the hour!” he exclaimed, making his way towards us with open arms. “I was just telling everyone how eager I was to see you all.”

“It’s good to be back!” I said. “And the way I hear it, there have been some heroics here as well.”

Diane grinned, shaking the mayor’s hand. “It’s wonderful to see the town in such high spirits,” she said.

“And why wouldn’t we be?” the mayor replied, his eyes twinkling with merriment. “We can finally breathe easy and celebrate the triumph of good over evil!” His smile dropped for a moment as he added, “Of course, not all have made it, but we will remember them — tonight and for the rest of Gladdenfield’s existence.”

I gave a solemn nod at that. Freedom was never attained without sacrifice; it was a truth we humans had learned all too well — long before the Upheaval.

As we made our way deeper into the throng of revelers, we were met with a barrage of well-wishes and heartfelt thanks. A matronly woman pressed a basket of freshly baked pastries into our hands, insisting that we sample her wares. “For our brave heroes,” she said, her eyes shining with gratitude. “It’s the least I can do to show my appreciation.”

Leigh, never one to turn down a sweet treat, eagerly bit into a flaky pastry, her eyes widening with delight. “Ma’am, these are downright heavenly!” she exclaimed, crumbs clinging to her grin. “You’ve got a real talent for bakin’.”

The woman beamed, her cheeks flushing with pride. “Oh, you’re too kind, dear. I’m just happy to share a little bit of sweetness on this joyous day.”

As we savored the delectable pastries, my eyes drifted to little Lucas, his eyes wide with wonder as he took in the sights and sounds of the celebration. Diane, noticing my gaze, leaned in close, her voice soft and filled with emotion. “He’ll grow up in a world made safer by our actions,” she whispered, resting her head on my shoulder.

The weight of her words settled in my chest, a warm glow of pride and purpose. I looked around at the smiling faces of the townsfolk, the laughter and chatter filling the air, and felt a profound sense of belonging.

Caldwell, ever observant, came up and gently nudged me from my reverie. “I believe Mayor Wilhelm is about to address the crowd,” he said, nodding towards the stage where the mayor had taken his place.

A hush fell over the square as Mayor Wilhelm cleared his throat, his voice carrying with surprising clarity. “My dear friends,” he began, his eyes sweeping over the assembled faces, “today, we gather not just to celebrate a victory, but to honor the indomitable spirit that defines our beloved Gladdenfield.”

A resounding cheer erupted from the crowd, echoing off the surrounding buildings and filling the air with a palpable energy. Beside me, my women gathered, their faces radiant with pride and love for our adopted home.

As the mayor continued his speech, extolling the virtues of courage and resilience, I felt a swell of emotion rising in my chest. The challenges we had faced, the battles we had fought — they had all been worth it. And it was good to receive the appreciation, to be acknowledged. All who had fought and struggled walked a little more upright because of it.

Mayor Wilhelm’s speech reached a crescendo, his voice ringing out with unbridled enthusiasm. “Today, we celebrate our heroes and the unbreakable bonds that tie us together. Let us revel in this moment, in the joy and laughter that fill our hearts, and carry this spirit with us as we move forward into a brighter future!”

The crowd erupted into thunderous applause, the musicians taking their cue to strike up a lively tune that set toes tapping and bodies swaying. Laughter and chatter mingled with the music, creating a symphony of pure, unadulterated happiness.

Leigh, never one to miss an opportunity for merriment, grabbed my hand, and I spun her into an impromptu dance. Celeste, who had been standing next to us, couldn’t help but laugh, her eyes sparkling with a carefree joy. Yeska and Telwyra, caught up in the infectious energy, joined in the revelry as all began dancing. Soon enough, I found myself switching between my women in a dervish dance of delight, and I was the luckiest man on that dance floor — luckiest man alive, perhaps.

As the evening wore on and the celebration showed no signs of winding down, stories of the battles — both the defeat of the goblins at Gladdenfield and our struggle against Father — began to circulate, each retelling imbued with a sense of awe and reverence.

Yeska spoke of the clever strategies and quick thinking that had turned the tide of battle, while Leigh regaled anyone who would listen with tales of our daring feats. When the townsfolk who had been part of the Gladdenfield militia spoke, we learned that the goblin and kobolds had been very disorganized, and that the victory was due to superior tactical planning on Caldwell’s end.

As I listened, I realized how close it all had been. But the townsfolk had been brave. Together, they had faced down the forces of evil and emerged victorious, while we had ensured the malicious mind behind the attack would never emerge again.
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With the celebration in full swing, I took each of my women and my grandparents and led them deeper into the crowd. There were many more friends in Gladdenfield I wanted to see. I had little Lucas balanced on my shoulders, his delighted giggles rising above the din, and we laughed and talked as we navigated the crowd.

We paused every so often, pointing out various townsfolk to Lucas and sharing snippets of their stories. It warmed my heart to see them so integrated into the fabric of Gladdenfield, their love for this community shining through in every interaction.

As we made our way deeper into the crowd, Lord Vartlebeck approached us, flanked by several dwarves of his household. It was obvious they had fought, by bruises and a few bandages, and it warmed my heart to see that the good dwarven lord was well.

He raised a tankard in greeting, his voice booming over the noise, “David, my lad! A finer day I haven’t seen in many a year, and we give much thanks to ye and yer brave companions.”

I grinned, clasping his outstretched hand. “Well, we all did our part, my friend. It pleases me that no one backed out.”

He chuckled heartily, clapping me on the back. “Aye, that it does. But don’t sell yourself short, lad. You’ve done a great service to Gladdenfield and all the realms. We won’t soon forget it.”

As Lord Vartlebeck moved on, Ulain caught my eye from where he stood at the edge of the festivities. He inclined his head in acknowledgment, a rare smile gracing his usually stoic features. I made my way over to him.

“Well done, David,” he said softly as I drew near. “The realms owe you a debt of gratitude.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Ulain. I hope you fared well in the battle.”

“Indeed,” he said. “I do not enjoy combat, but my skills as a Diviner offered some value, or so I hope.”

“Well, at least now you’ll be able to get back to the normal activities, huh? Aquana’s Festival should soon approach.”

He laughed and nodded, his gaze warm — for a high elf’s. “Indeed, indeed,” he agreed. “I hope that I may serve Gladdenfield and its surroundings in such a way. And I also hope that you and I may soon find the time to speak more of magic and of our skills and interests. There is much that we could learn, still.”

“I’m sure we will, Ulain,” I said.

Just then, a boisterous shout drew our attention. I turned to see Grimfast standing atop a table, tankard raised high as he regaled a group of eager listeners with tales of his craftsmanship.

But the surprising thing was that Waelin stood right next to him, laughing.

I exchanged a look with my women, Celeste especially, to check if I wasn’t imagining things. But I sure wasn’t.

Celeste covered her mouth and giggled. “Oh my,” she said, “I’ve never seen Uncle laugh with a dwarf within a few yards of him.”

Curiosity more than piqued, we all walked over.

“...and then,” Grimfast was saying, “with a final, mighty incantation of my snooty elven friend, the staff was complete!” he declared, his voice ringing with pride.

“Pah!” Waelin huffed, joking in a good-natured manner I had rarely seen before. “My friend Grillspast…”

“Grimfast, ye knife-eared tinkerer!” he roared, laughing.

I blinked. “This... They are actually getting along?”

“I am as puzzled as you are, my love,” Celeste said. “I would have thought they hated one another.”

“Apparently not,” Yeska said with a smile on her lips. “It is good to see that even those we believe to know well may still surprise us, from time to time.”

At that moment, Grimfast caught sight of me. He grinned broadly and gestured for me to join him. “And here he is, the man himself!”

“And not to forget his more than capable wives!” Waelin added, beaming a smile at his niece.

The crowd around them erupted in cheers, raising their glasses in a toast. I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my lips, and Lucas, still riding my shoulders, happily clapped along.

We spoke for a while with Grimfast and Waelin, and I believe I did little else but wonder at the weird synergy between the duo. They bounced off one another with jokes and good-natured jibes, and I had rarely seen Waelin so relaxed and loose. Finally, we left them and continued, for there were more to see.

As I made my way through the throng of well-wishers, I spotted Clara, Karjela, and Branik deep in conversation. They turned as I approached, their faces lighting up with joy. I handed Lucas to Diane as I went to greet them.

Clara pulled me into a hug, her voice thick with emotion as she whispered, “That’s twice I owe you. Once for the rescue at Hrothgar’s Hope, and another for vanquishing the dragon.”

I returned her embrace. “I’m pretty sure you did your part too.” I nodded at the others. “You and Branik and Karjela.”

Karjela grinned, the scar on her face rippling as she did so. “Plenty of goblins to slay, that’s for sure.”

Branik clapped me on the back, his grin wide and proud. “But we won’t be seein’ many more of ‘em, that be for sure!”

As we spoke about adventures past, remembering too those who had fallen — Ergun and Lander among them — we were joined by Brynneth and Lernoval. It seemed that Brynneth, who had once schooled me in matters of elven courting, was well acquainted with Lernoval.

“David Wilson,” she said, shooting Celeste a quick look, who stood close to me. “It seems that my lessons were well learned.”

I laughed and introduced her to Celeste. “This is Brynneth,” I said. “She might have explained a thing or two to me about courtship among the elves.”

Celeste laughed and shook the other woman’s hand. “Well, I am grateful for it. It can’t have been easy for poor David, what with Waelin’s stubborn nature and all.”

I gave her a loving look. “Well, I’m happy we did things with respect to your customs.”

Lernoval, more reserved, offered a solemn nod of agreement. “Your courage and determination are admirable, my friend. For a while, I feared that I would lose Gladdenfield so shortly after finding it, but now all seems well.”

I felt humbled by their words — by all of the attention. I bowed my head and smiled at Lernoval and Brynneth. “Thank you, both of you. So, uh, do you two know each other?”

They shot each other a look that spoke of more than friendship, and Lernoval spoke first, “We are getting acquainted. As you are aware, friendships among elves… they take some time to build.”

I laughed and nodded. “I know all too well.”

With those words, we moved on, shaking hands and laughing with friends old and new.


Chapter 35

As the night wore on, the celebration showed no signs of waning. Music filled the air, and laughter rang out from every corner of the square. I found myself pulled into dance after dance with my women, my feet moving almost of their own accord as I passed from one partner to the next.

Diane, her eyes shining with love and happiness, moved with a grace that took my breath away. Celeste, her laughter ringing out like bells, spun and twirled with an ethereal beauty that seemed to make the very air shimmer around her. Leigh, vibrant and full of life, danced with a wild abandon that was infectious.

And when I danced with Yeska, I was swept up in a playful exchange of moves, teasing and tempting in a way that stirred my soul. And Telwyra, her steps light and sure, moved with a quiet strength that spoke volumes about the unbreakable and magical bond we shared and grew between us.

As the dance continued, I caught sight of Diane and Celeste stepping away from the crowd, their voices rising in harmony as they began to sing.

[Diane]
“Through forests deep and dungeons dark,
We ventured forth with courage true.
Our hearts united, bonds so stark,
Together we saw the quest through.”

[Celeste]
“From goblin hordes to dragon’s might,
No force could break our stalwart band.
With blades and bolts and magic’s light,
We fought to free our cherished land.”

[Both]
“Oh Gladdenfield, our home so dear,
Your folk stood strong in darkest hour.
Now let us raise our voices clear,
In song of triumph, love’s full flower.”

[Diane]
“Our David, leader bold and keen,
With clever mind and valiant heart.
Your love sustains us like a dream,
Together, we shall never part.”

[Celeste]
“Beloved, through each trial and test,
Our souls entwined, two halves made whole.
I’ll stand with you in every quest,
My hero, captain of my soul.”

[Both]
“Now evil’s vanquished, peace holds sway,
Yet more adventures lie in store.
As one we’ll greet each dawning day,
And cherish love forevermore!”

I felt my emotions stir as I listened, the words of the song resonating deep within my soul. It was a reminder of the sacrifices made and the unshakable spirit of those who had stood against the darkness. It was a monument to all we had endured, and all we had gained in the process. It was also flattering to hear such warm words sung of me, and I once again realized what a treasure my women were.

As the final notes of the song faded away, the square erupted in applause, the sound deafening in its intensity. Diane and Celeste embraced, their faces wet with tears, and I felt a swell of pride and love so strong it nearly brought me to my knees.

I made my way to them, pulling them both into a tight hug. “That was beautiful,” I said. “You two never cease to amaze me.”

Diane smiled, brushing a tear from her cheek. “It felt right, to honor those we lost and celebrate all we’ve gained. This night is for them as much as it is for us.”

Celeste nodded. “We stand here today because of the courage and sacrifice of so many. It’s only fitting that we remember and pay tribute to them.”

“And to you, of course,” Diane added, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek. “Without you, who knows what would have happened?”

I held them both close in an embrace, momentarily at a loss for words. They honored me, and I would honor them for the rest of my life.

As the night continued, I found myself seeking out quiet moments amidst the revelry, my heart full to bursting with gratitude and love. I watched as my grandparents danced with little Lucas, his delighted laughter ringing out above the music. I saw the joy on the faces of the townsfolk, the relief and hope that had replaced the fear and uncertainty of the past.

I joined them, my own heart overflowing. The celebrations were far from over, and I wanted to enjoy them to their full extent.
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The night deepened, but the lights in Gladdenfield’s square only grew brighter, their warmth reaching out to touch every corner and every heart within the town. With my arm around Diane and Lucas settled in my other hand, resting against my chest, drowsy from the day’s excitement, I moved through the crowd, absorbing the vibrations of laughter and song that filled the air.

Amidst the sounds of celebration, snippets of conversation floated up to me. “Did you hear about the mayor’s big announcement?” one villager asked another, her voice tinged with curiosity. She leaned in closer, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

Her companion nodded eagerly, a grin spreading across his face. “They say it’s going to be something special, something that’ll mark a new beginning for Gladdenfield.”

“I can’t wait to find out what it is!” the first villager exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “After everything we’ve been through, a new beginning is just what we need.”

I exchanged a knowing glance with Diane. “Wonder what it could be,” she mused thoughtfully, her gaze scanning the faces around us. Everyone seemed caught up in the same speculation, their expressions alight with curiosity and hope.

With the talk of the ceremony tomorrow, there was an undercurrent of excitement, a collective breath being held. People gathered in small clusters, discussing possibilities and sharing their hopes for the future. Their animated gestures and enthusiastic tones told us that Mayor Wilhelm wasn’t the type to often make such ‘announcements’, and that this was something unique.

As we made our way towards the edge of the square, the conversation turned from speculation to recollection. Heroes of the battle shared their tales, each more outlandish than the last, drawing laughter and cheers from their listeners.

“And then, I swear, the goblin was as big as a full-grown man!” one man declared dramatically, his arms spread wide for emphasis. The crowd around him gasped in amazement, hanging on his every word.

His friend chuckled, shaking his head in amusement. “Or maybe more like a kid,” he countered, the twinkle in his eye visible even in the lantern light.

The first man guffawed, slapping his friend on the back. “Aye, perhaps a kid! But a mighty big kid, mind you!”

The group erupted in laughter, the sound echoing through the square and mingling with the music.

Moving on, we soon found a secluded spot near the food stalls. Here, the tantalizing smell of roasted meats and freshly baked bread wafted through the air.

“Let’s grab something to eat,” Diane suggested, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m starving after all that dancing!”

“That’s my kinda talk!” Leigh exclaimed, winning chuckles from the other girls.

We filled our plates and ate to our heart’s content. And as the meal finished and we relaxed, I looked around at my family.

Here was Diane, strong and unwavering; Celeste, smiling with love as she played with little Lucas; Leigh, brave and fiery; Yeska, wise but playful in her own unique way; and Telwyra, a beacon of kindness and warmth. And of course, little Lucas, the future we were all fighting for, laughing and giggling as the girls helped him toddle about.

And what more is there to life?

I knew in that moment what I needed to do. I had thought to bring the items that I needed now — had carried them with me through this entire ordeal, knowing that if we would succeed in our quest, the time would come.

As if they felt it, everyone turned silent. Even Lucas. Big eyes turned to me, and with a deep breath, I turned to Yeska and Telwyra.

“There’s something I need to ask you both,” I began, unable to keep a slight tremor from my voice.

Their eyes widened in surprise as they turned to face me fully, a mixture of wonderment and anticipation in their expressions. The noise and bustle of the celebration seemed to fade away, leaving just our family in a bubble of intimacy.

“During this past ordeal,” I continued, my voice growing steadier, “you’ve shown me what it means to be brave, to stand up for what’s right, to fight for a better world.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve become part of my family, part of my heart.”

Slowly, I sank to one knee before Yeska and Telwyra, pulling out the box and opening it to reveal the glimmering rings inside. “Yeska, Telwyra, will you marry me? Will you join me, and us, in making a future together here, in this town we call home?”

Yeska gasped for air, her tail giving a nervous flick as she fell to her knees beside me. “Oh, David, David, David!” she just called out.

Telwyra was right beside her, her big, doe-like eyes seeming to grow even larger as they filled with tears. Behind them, the other girls gave little gasps of happiness, clutching each other and Lucas as they watched my proposal unfold.

“Oh, David,” Yeska whispered, her voice thick with emotion. Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a sob. “Yes. Oh, yes, of course I will!”

Telwyra nodded, her eyes shining with unshed tears, as she was unable to speak for a moment. Reaching out, she took my hand in hers, her touch warm and reassuring. “Yes, David,” she whispered, a serene smile gracing her features. “There is nothing I want more.”

Laughter and tears of happiness mingled together as I slipped the rings onto their fingers with shaking hands. Diane and Celeste and Leigh surrounded us, carrying little Lucas, pulling us all into a tight group hug, their arms enveloping us in a cocoon of love and unity.

“Whoop, whoop!” Leigh crowed exuberantly, her joyful shouts drawing curious glances from nearby revelers. She raised her tankard high in a toast, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. “Well, it’s about damn time! To David, the luckiest man in all the realms!”

We all dissolved into laughter at that, clinking our cups together in celebration. I held them close, each in turn and sometimes together, feeling deep within my soul that the time for celebration had finally come. We were free of the great threat of our time, and the coming days would be blessed!


Chapter 36

The light of morning crept slowly into the room, pulling me from the depths of a peaceful slumber. It was a new day in Gladdenfield, and somehow, the sun seemed a little brighter, the air a touch fresher. Last night’s celebrations echoed in my mind — a joyful blur of music, laughter, and heartfelt speeches.

I rose early from the bed in Leigh’s apartment, with my women still slumbering around me. Lucas was already cooing in his room. As I went to retrieve him, I reflected that today was no ordinary day; it held the promise of something new, a turning point for the little town. The mayor’s announcement loomed ahead.

Somehow, I had the feeling it would have something to do with me.

Downstairs, the apartment was still, save for the gentle sounds of my grandparents puttering about in the kitchen. They were early risers — a legacy from their ranching days in Kentucky. Their soft murmurs and the clinking of dishes were a familiar comfort, grounding me as I prepared to face the day.

I went downstairs to greet them after changing Lucas, and they happily took him off my hands so I could get dressed. By now, some of the girls were stirring from their slumber, but I still moved as silently as I could to avoid waking them.

As I dressed, thoughts of the previous evening filled my mind. The townspeople’s cheers still rang in my ears, their faces alight with hope and gratitude. It was humbling, the trust they placed in me and my companions.

Joining my grandparents in the kitchen, I found them fussing over Lucas, ensuring he was dressed appropriately for the ceremony. Grandpa’s hands, surprisingly nimble, worked the buttons on Lucas’s little shirt, while Grandma smoothed his hair with a tenderness that spoke of their love for him.

“He’s going to steal the show,” I remarked, watching the scene unfold with a warmth spreading through my chest.

“Oh, he certainly will,” Grandma replied, her eyes sparkling with pride. “Just like his father.”

The soft sound of footsteps announced the arrival of Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra. They descended the stairs, softly talking and laughing, fondly sharing memories of the night before. Each ready in their own way, their faces reflecting the early morning light that filtered through the windows.

Together, we broke our fast with a simple meal, laughter and light conversation easing the tautness of anticipation. Of course, my grandparents learned soon enough that I had proposed to Yeska and Telwyra, and they congratulated me and the girls on this milestone.

“Expandin’ that elven marriage of yours even more, huh?” Grandpa said with a wink as he shook my hand.

I laughed and gave a playful shrug. “It feels complete now,” I said, “but never say ‘never’, I suppose.”

He gave a roguish grin, then went to congratulate the girls as Grandma came to hug me and give me her blessings. I kissed her on the cheek and smiled as we moved on to enjoy breakfast.

“We’ve got a big day ahead,” I said, pouring coffee for everyone. “Mayor Wilhelm’s announcement. We need to make sure we’re ready.”

Yeska nodded, her tail swishing with anticipation. “I wonder what he has in store for us. After everything that’s happened, it must be something significant.”

Telwyra smiled, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it will be a moment to remember. Gladdenfield has been through so much, and now we have a chance to celebrate our triumph and look towards the future.”

As we drank our coffee, Grandpa was deep in discussion with Lucas, pointing out the different birds that could be seen from the window.

“Look, Lucas, there’s a bluebird!” Grandpa exclaimed, his finger tracing the bird’s path through the sky. “Isn’t it pretty?”

Lucas clapped his hands, his eyes wide with wonder as he followed Grandpa’s gaze. “Birdy!” he squealed, his little face alight with joy.

Grandma just melted at the sight. “Oh, Lucas is going to be the most dapper little gentleman at the ceremony,” she declared, her pride evident as she finished her task. “Just look at him, all handsome and grown up.”

Lucas giggled, clearly enjoying the attention. He reached up, patting Grandma’s cheek with his chubby hand. “Gamma,” he cooed.

Breakfast turned into a lively affair, the apartment echoing with laughter and banter as we gathered around the small kitchen table. Leigh, her eyes twinkling with mischief, leaned forward with a grin spreading across her face.

“I bet the mayor’s gonna give one of his famous long-winded speeches,” she said, her voice dripping with mock solemnity. “We might need to bring pillows to sit on, just in case.”

“Or sleep on…” Grandpa added, winning a chuckle from Leigh.

Yeska laughed, shaking her head. “Come on, Leigh, give the man some credit. He’s been through a lot too, you know. I’m sure whatever he has to say will be meaningful.”

Leigh shrugged, her grin never faltering. “Hey, I’m just sayin’. The man does love to talk.”

Diane chuckled. “Well, I for one am looking forward to it. I have a feeling it will be something special.”

I nodded. “So do I,” I said. “But no doubt it will be clad in a lot of talk…”

As breakfast came to an end, we began to make our preparations for the day. I helped my grandparents with their coats, ensuring they were comfortable for the short walk to Mayor Wilhelm’s house.

“Now,” Grandma said, her voice stern but loving, “we all have to make sure we keep an eye on Lucas during the ceremony. We don’t want him wandering off and getting into mischief.”

I chuckled, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Grandma. We’ll all be watching out for him. He’s got plenty of aunties to keep him in line.”

Leigh grinned, ruffling Lucas’s hair. “That’s right, little man. You’ve got the best group of protectors in all of Gladdenfield.”

The streets of Gladdenfield had come alive by the time we set out, townsfolk already gathering in anticipation of the mayor’s announcement. The atmosphere was charged with excitement, a buzz of conversation filling the air. People greeted each other with warm smiles and hearty handshakes.

As we made our way through the crowd, Diane and Celeste walked on either side of me, Lucas held securely between them. Yeska and Telwyra fell into step behind us, their hands intertwined as they took in the sights and sounds of the town.

Leigh, her steps confident and sure, led the way, her head held high as she navigated the throng of people. “Look at all these people,” she remarked, gesturing to the gathering crowd. “It’s like the whole town’s turned out for this. And then some…”

Yeska nodded, her eyes wide with wonder. “Everyone seems excited!”

Soon enough, we arrived at Mayor Wilhelm’s house, the modest but stylish dwelling distinguishable by the small crowd that had already formed outside. The mayor himself stood on the porch, dressed in his finest suit, his face split in a beaming smile as he greeted arrivals.

“Ah, our heroes arrive,” he called out as he spotted us, his voice carrying easily over the murmur of the crowd. He made his way towards us, his hand outstretched in welcome. “Come, come, join us. We’re about to begin.”

I shook his hand, feeling the warmth and sincerity of his grip. “Thank you, Mayor Wilhelm.”

As we took our places among the townsfolk, I felt a surge of anticipation. Whatever Mayor Wilhelm had planned, it was clear it held great significance for Gladdenfield. The crowd waited with bated breath, the sense of expectation palpable in the air.
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Mayor Wilhelm stood tall on his porch, his usually sagging shoulders squared and high as he surveyed the bustling crowd gathered before him. The excited chatter that had filled the square began to quiet as he stepped forward, his voice clear and strong as he began to speak.

“My dear people,” he started, his eyes settling on me and my companions. A hushed anticipation fell over the crowd, all eyes turning to the mayor.

He continued, his gaze sweeping over the assembled townsfolk. “Today, we are gathered to celebrate a victory over darkness. In doing so, we honor those who stood at the very forefront of this battle.” His eyes locked with mine once more, a deep sincerity shining in their depths.

The crowd erupted into cheers and applause, the sound echoing off the surrounding buildings. I could see Caldwell standing off to the side, his arms crossed and a proud smile playing on his lips. Lord Vartlebeck, his stout figure next to Caldwell, nodded agreeably, a rare look of satisfaction on his usually gruff face.

Mayor Wilhelm raised his hand, calling for quiet. “In recent times, our town faced the darkest threat it has ever known,” his voice wavered slightly with emotion, “and it’s thanks to the bravery of many that we stand here today, free and safe. Among them are David and his brave companions, Diane, Leigh, Celeste, Yeska, and Telwyra!”

At the mention of our names, another loud cheer rose from the crowd. Diane squeezed my hand, her smile bright under the morning sun. I glanced at the other women — Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra — standing tall beside me, their faces beaming with shared pride.

Wilhelm gestured towards the militia members and warriors scattered throughout the crowd. “But let us not forget the valor shown by the soldiers of Gladdenfield and of the Coalition. Their courage ensured our homes and families remained safe. They too are our heroes.”

Caldwell stepped forward then, his demeanor shifting as he took the stage. “The victory over Father signifies a new dawn, not only for Gladdenfield, but for all threatened realms,” he said, his words straightforward and true. “The implications of this triumph will be felt far and wide.”

Lord Vartlebeck spoke next, warmth softening his usually gruff tones. “Aye! The friendship between my dwarves and the people of Gladdenfield shows what can be achieved when differin’ folks stand together against a common enemy,” he said, pride evident in his voice. “‘Tis powerful to witness such unity, and I consider myself blessed to stand among ye and call ye allies!”

As Mayor Wilhelm reclaimed the stage, the crowd hushed in anticipation. A solemn expression settled on his face as he gazed across the gathered faces. “But there also comes a time when change is not just inevitable but necessary,” he said, his words heavy with implication.

My heart skipped a beat, a feeling of standing on the edge of a vast unknown washing over me. Wilhelm took a deep breath before declaring, “Today, I announce my decision to step down as mayor of this fine town.”

For a moment, the square was deathly quiet, the weight of his words sinking in. Then, as if on cue, the air rippled with surprised whispers, astonishment painting the faces of the townsfolk.

Diane’s hand tightened on mine, her surprise mirroring my own. “Did he just...” she whispered, her eyes wide.

I nodded, unable to find my voice. This wasn’t what we had expected to hear today.

But Wilhelm wasn’t done. “It is time,” he continued, his gaze locking with mine once more, a spark of mischief dancing in his eyes, “for someone with fresh ideas, undeniable courage, and a proven heart for this community to take the helm.”

I swallowed hard, feeling as if the ground had shifted beneath my feet. “I nominate David as my successor — the new Mayor of Gladdenfield,” Wilhelm announced, his voice ringing out across the square. “What say you, people of Gladdenfield?”

The applause that followed was overwhelming. It began nowhere in particular and carried on with great power as voices rose to congratulate me. Hands clasped my shoulders, and men and women alike called out my name. My companions embraced me, their expressions a mixture of astonishment and joy.

When the applause finally died down, Caldwell gave a short, approving nod, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. Lord Vartlebeck’s booming laughter shattered the silence, his approval clear. “A fine choice!” he declared, clapping his hands together.

Wilhelm pressed on, his voice clear and strong. “David has shown time and again his dedication to this town and its people. His leadership during our darkest times speaks for itself.”

The square erupted into cheers and applause once more. The townspeople’s support washed over me in a wave of warmth and trepidation. This was beyond anything I had imagined. As the applause thundered on, Mayor Wilhelm beckoned me to come forward, and I did so, my women close behind me.

The crowd grew silent as I took the stage. “I accept,” I said, my heart pounding in my chest. “If you’ll have me, I pledge to do everything within my power to lead Gladdenfield into a future marked by unity, growth, and protection.”

Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra stood beside me, their presence a touching affirmation of their support. Pride and love shone in their eyes, unspoken promises of the future we would shape together.

The ceremony continued in a blur of speeches, handshakes, and more applause than I had ever anticipated. With every word I spoke about my vision for Gladdenfield, the weight of responsibility settled more heavily on my shoulders, but standing there, surrounded by the support of my loved ones and the community, I felt ready to take on the challenge.

As the official proceedings drew to a close, Mayor Wilhelm approached me, the formality of the moment giving way to a more personal exchange. He clapped me on the shoulder, a warm smile on his face. “You’ll do just fine,” he whispered, his eyes twinkling. “Remember, you may always come to me and Caldwell for advice and aid!”

“Indeed,” Caldwell confirmed. “And Wilhelm won’t quit right away, which gives you all some time to relax at home. And even then, it isn’t a job that will take away all of your time. You will still be at the homestead with your family.”

I gave him a thankful nod, then glanced around at the faces of my family — my grandparents fussing over Lucas, my companions chatting animatedly with the townsfolk. While it was exciting, I was also looking forward to making Springfield into more than it was now.

The square slowly began to clear as people dispersed, heading into their day. I stood for a moment longer, watching them go, the sense of community stronger than ever.

Diane’s voice drew me from my thoughts, her hand slipping into mine. “Speaking of the homestead, let’s go home,” she said softly.

I nodded, feeling the truth of those words deep in my soul. “Home,” I agreed, my heart full. “Let’s go home.”


Chapter 37

The drive back to the homestead was filled with a lightness I hadn’t felt in a while. Me and the girls were in the Jeep, and my grandparents and Lucas were in an SUV Caldwell had kindly made available.

Diane sat beside me, and for a long time she peered out at the familiar surroundings flashing by while the others talked and laughed. “You know,” she finally said with a thoughtful smile, “I was thinking we could organize a small family dinner at the homestead. Just something simple to mark the occasion and celebrate today’s events.”

I glanced over at her, returning her smile with a warmth that came from deep within. “That sounds perfect,” I replied. “I could do with some homemade food and an evening by the fire.

Diane leaned in, placing a kiss on my cheek. “That homestead has been through so much with us,” she said. “It’s seen us grow, seen our family expand. And now, it’ll see us step into this new chapter.”

As we approached the homestead, the sight of the L-shaped house and my grandparents’ smaller house brought relief to my heart. The sturdy oak logs and the shingled roof had seen seasons change, had felt the warmth of summer and the chill of winter. Now, in the spring’s embrace, it welcomed us home like an old friend, its windows glinting in the afternoon sun.

Grandpa Albert was already out of the car, waiting for us, a sparkle in his eye that spoke of mischief and fondness. “Well, finally home!” he called out, and I was happy to hear that he already considered the homestead his home. Grandma followed, Lucas in her arms, and bidding the driver a safe journey back to New Springfield.

Inside, the homestead soon became a flurry of activity. We had cleaning to do, while Leigh and Celeste had taken it upon themselves to set a festive table for a little celebration of our own. They draped a brightly colored cloth across its surface and arranged our mismatched plates and silverware. Their banter lightened the air, drawing smiles even from the weariest among us.

“No, no, the fork goes on the left, remember?” Celeste was saying, her tone patient but amused as she watched Leigh place the utensils.

Leigh huffed, blowing a stray lock of blonde hair out of her face. “Does it really matter?” she asked, but there was no heat in her words. “I mean, as long as the food gets from the plate to the mouth, who cares where the fork is?”

Celeste just shook her head, a fond smile playing at the corners of her lips. “It’s about the presentation, Leigh,” she explained, moving to rearrange the offending fork. “The little details that make a meal feel special.”

“If you say so,” Leigh conceded, but there was a glint of mischief in her eye. “But just so you know, I ain’t gettin’ into the whole thing where you got like a million spoons.”

Meanwhile, Yeska and Telwyra had taken to the kitchen, where they busied themselves with the preparations for dinner. The aroma of cooking filled the house, mingling with the smell of fresh wood and the earthiness of spring. It was a comforting blend, a reminder of the simple pleasures that made our life here so rich.

I watched them work, their movements harmonious and efficient. Yeska was meticulously chopping vegetables, and she was getting better at it too, although the catkin girl would never excel at that kind of chore. Telwyra, on the other hand, was stirring a pot on the stove, her face alight with the joy of cooking as she hummed a soft tune under her breath.

“Something smells amazing in here,” I said, stepping into the kitchen with Lucas perched on my hip. “What’s on the menu, ladies?”

Yeska looked up, her eyes sparkling with pride. “Oh, just a little something we whipped up,” she said, gesturing to the array of ingredients spread out before her. “A hearty stew, some fresh bread, a few sides... You know, the usual.”

Telwyra chuckled, tapping the spoon against the side of the pot before setting it aside. “Don’t let her fool you, David,” she said, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “She’s working really hard!”

Yeska ducked her head, a blush coloring her cheeks. “Oh, stop,” she mumbled, but there was no hiding the pleased smile that tugged at her lips. “It’s nothing special, really. Just a few things thrown together.”

“Nothing special?” I echoed, shifting Lucas to my other hip so I could sneak a taste from the pot. The rich, savory flavor burst on my tongue, and I couldn’t help but let out an appreciative moan. “Yeska, this is incredible! You’ve outdone yourself. I was wrong about you; you do have a few domestic talents.”

“I have one very important domestic talent,” she hummed, licking her lips in a way that left little doubt as to what she was talking about, her tail giving a contented flick.

Laughing, I made my way back to the living room. As dinner came together, laughter and conversation flowed freely among us. The table was set, adorned with wildflowers, their delicate fragrance delighting us all. Lucas, seated at his place at the table with a small dish of mashed vegetables, babbled happily as we all settled in.

“Whoa there, little man,” Leigh laughed, reaching out to gently redirect his hand. “Let’s start with the veggies, huh? Gotta grow up big and strong like your dad.”

Lucas just giggled, smearing mashed peas across his face with gleeful abandon. It was a sight that made us all laugh.

As we ate, the conversation turned to the future, to the plans and dreams we had for our homestead and for Gladdenfield itself. I shared my ambitions for the town, my hopes of turning it into a vibrant hub that could stand as a beacon of safety and prosperity on the frontier. Diane nodded her support, her eyes bright with shared dreams.

“And what about the homestead?” Grandpa asked around a mouthful of stew. “What grand plans do you have for this old place?”

I glanced around the table, at the faces of my family, each one so integral to the life we had built here. “There’s so much I want to do,” I admitted, feeling a rush of excitement at the thought. “Expanding the farm plots, for one. We’ve got the land, this summer we should make full use of it.”

Celeste smiled at that, her eyes soft with memories. “And the orchard,” she added, her voice wistful. “Remember how we talked about planting more fruit trees? Maybe even starting a small vineyard?”

Her words sparked a vision in my mind, of the homestead flourishing with growth. It would be a verdant oasis that could provide for us and for those in need. “That’s a wonderful idea,” I said, reaching out to take her hand in mine. “We could have fresh fruit all season long, and maybe even make some wine to share with friends.”

Yeska leaned in, her eyes alight with enthusiasm. “Ooh, and don’t forget about a library!” she exclaimed, her tail twitching with excitement. “We should build a whole new section, with plenty of space for all our research materials.”

“A library wing,” I said, the idea taking root in my mind. “Yes, that’s definitely on the list. We’ll need a place to house all the knowledge we’ve gathered, somewhere quiet and peaceful where we can study and learn.”

Grandma chuckled, shaking her head in amazement. “Listen to you all, with your big ideas and your grand plans,” she said, but there was no mistaking the pride in her voice. “It’s like watching a bunch of kids in a candy store, all wide-eyed and excited.”

“Can you blame us, Grandma?” Diane asked, grinning. “After everything we’ve been through, it feels good to dream big. To imagine all the possibilities that lie ahead.”

“Well, I think it sounds just fine,” Grandpa declared, setting down his spoon with a decisive clink. “This old homestead could use a bit of sprucin’ up, and I can’t think of a better bunch to do it than you lot.”

As the evening progressed, our plans for the homestead grew more elaborate, each suggestion building on the last until we had sketched out a vision of the future that left us all excited and eager to begin. When dinner was finally over, and the dishes had been cleared away, we lingered at the table, reluctant to let the evening come to an end. Outside, the stars twinkled in the spring sky, a silent audience to the warmth and happiness that filled the homestead.

Grandma’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, her hand coming to rest on my shoulder. “You know, David,” she said softly, her eyes shining with emotion, “your parents would be so proud of you. Of everything you’ve accomplished, and everything you’ve yet to do.”

I swallowed, feeling the weight of her words settle deep in my chest. “I hope so,” I whispered, blinking back the sudden sting of tears. “I wish they could be here to see it all.”

“They are,” Diane said, her hand finding mine under the table. “In every brick and beam of this house, in every laugh and every tear... They’re here, David. They’ll always be here.”


Chapter 38

The cool, tranquil dawn cast a soft glow over the sprawling fields of our homestead. I walked beside Diane, following the narrow path that meandered through the budding crops, each step stirring the dew-laden grass beneath our feet. The air was crisp and fresh, filled with the gentle sounds of birds chirping and the distant rustling of leaves in the breeze.

Diane took a deep breath, her eyes scanning the horizon with a mix of wonder and contentment. “It’s almost hard to believe how quickly things are coming together,” she said, her voice blending harmoniously with the morning’s quiet.

She gestured broadly at the fields around us, a smile playing at the corners of her lips. “And to think, this beautiful home of ours will be the backdrop for our wedding.”

I nodded, taking a moment to glance back toward the house. Its sturdy silhouette stood watchful in the soft morning light. The weathered wood and stone held the memories of countless moments shared within its walls.

“It’ll be beautiful,” I said. “A new chapter for us all.”

As we turned a corner of the path, we saw Celeste and Leigh approaching, each carrying a basket filled with wildflowers they had picked from around the fields. The flowers were a vibrant mix of colors and shapes, their delicate petals glistening with droplets of morning dew.

Celeste held up her basket, a proud smile on her face. “We were thinking these might make beautiful additions to the wedding decorations,” she said, showing us the vibrant collection of blooms. Their colors captured the very essence of our fields — wild, vivacious, and deeply rooted in the earth.

Leigh chimed in with a grin. “Plus, they’re free and right under our noses. Beats spendin’ any more money on decor, if you ask me.”

Diane laughed, reaching out to touch one of the delicate petals. “They’re perfect,” she said, her eyes sparkling with delight. “I can already picture them woven into garlands and centerpieces.”

The task of combining elements from our diverse backgrounds fell naturally to Celeste, who had been working on ideas for the special elven telhîr, a pavilion under which the ceremony would take place. She pulled out her notebook, flipping through the pages to show us her latest designs.

“It will reflect both Earth and Tannoris,” she explained, tracing her finger along the intricate lines of the sketch. “A place where our worlds meet, where the beauty of both realms is celebrated in harmony.”

I watched them talk; their enthusiasm infectious. It was remarkable, seeing my companions so invested in bringing to life a vision that blended our heritages. The idea of a pavilion that honored both worlds felt like a bridge, a way to honor where we had come from and where we were going.

“I love it, Celeste,” I said, my voice warm with appreciation. “It’s the perfect symbol of the life we’re building together.”

She beamed at the praise, her eyes shining with pride. “I can’t wait to see it come to life,” she said, hugging her notebook to her chest. “It’s going to be magical.”

Meanwhile, further down the path, Yeska and Telwyra were deep in concentration, pouring over a table lined with various herbs, fruits, and bottles. They were experimenting with creating a special beverage to serve as a wedding favor for our guests.

As Diane and I approached, Yeska looked up, a smile spreading across her face. “We want it to be unique,” she said, gesturing to the array of ingredients before them. “A blend that both surprises and delights, a taste of our journey here at the homestead.”

The smell of citrus mixed with the earthiness of herbs filled the air around them. Yeska carefully mixed a few drops of dark syrup into a pitcher of clear liquid, watching as it swirled into vibrant patterns.

Telwyra leaned in, her nose wrinkling as she inhaled the aroma. “I think this might be it,” she said, her excitement palpable as she took a tentative sip from a small cup. Her eyes widened, a grin spreading across her face. “It’s... it’s unlike anything I’ve tasted before. Earthly and magical all at once.”

Diane reached for a cup, taking a sip of her own. “Oh, wow,” she said, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “That’s incredible. It’s like a burst of sunshine on the tongue.”

I couldn’t resist trying it for myself, the flavors dancing across my palate in a symphony of sweetness and spice. “You two have outdone yourselves,” I said, my voice filled with admiration. “This is going to be a hit with everyone.”

Watching them work together, their differences set aside for a common goal, filled me with a sense of pride. As the morning wore on and our tasks took shape, the peaceful hum of activity enveloped us. It felt as if the homestead itself was awakening and getting ready for our celebration and the summer that would follow.

From somewhere near the house, the sound of laughter drifted over to us, carried on the breeze. I glanced over to see my grandparents walking slowly with Lucas, his small hand clasped in each of theirs. They were pointing out the different plants and insects, trying to teach him and at the same time vicariously enjoying the sense of wonder at the world only a child could experience.

Grandpa knelt down, plucking a wildflower from the grass and handing it to Lucas. “See this, little man?” he said, his voice gentle and warm. “This is a dandelion. It may look like a weed, but it’s actually a mighty special flower.”

Lucas took the flower, his chubby fingers closing around the stem with a delighted giggle. He brought it to his nose, inhaling deeply with a look of pure joy on his face.

Grandma laughed, ruffling his hair with a tender hand. “That’s right, sweetheart,” she said, her eyes twinkling with affection. “Always take time to stop and smell the flowers. That’s the secret to a happy life.”

“They seem to be enjoying themselves,” Leigh observed, her voice tinged with affection as she hugged my arm.

I nodded, my thoughts echoing hers. “It’s everything they ever wanted,” I said. “To be close to family to share our days of health and happiness and whatever else might come.”

Diane leaned her head on my other shoulder, her arm wrapping around my waist in a comforting embrace. “I hope it will always be like this,” she said.

As noon approached, I suggested we head back to the house. “We should probably talk about the final details of the wedding plans,” I said to the group. “Make sure everything’s coordinated and nothing’s been overlooked.”

Celeste nodded, tucking her notebook under her arm. “Good idea,” she said, falling into step beside us. “There’s still so much to do, but I know we can handle it.”

The walk back was filled with chatter about the upcoming ceremony, discussions of logistics and timing interspersed with bouts of laughter and teasing. It felt good, this collaboration, this unity of purpose among us.
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Later that day, we gathered in the living room, settling into the welcoming embrace of plush cushions and cozy throws. I had a piece of paper in front of me to take notes, and my gaze swept over each of my women before I spoke.

“While I have a few ideas for the wedding,” I began, “I think it’s good if we discuss some things we’d all like. After all, each of us comes from a very different background, and leaving it all to me — or one of us — might risk that something gets overlooked. Wouldn’t you all agree?”

Celeste, her face alight with enthusiasm, leaned forward, her notebook clutched tightly in her hands. “I couldn’t agree more,” she said. “And I’ve been perfecting the design for what is most important for my people — the telhîr.” She opened her notebook, revealing her latest sketches. She had given them much more detail, and I was impressed by her drawing skills.

“Those are beautiful,” I said, studying the designs in detail. Many of them incorporated elements of the forest, obviously stemming from her background as a wood elf.

Diane reached out, her fingers tracing the delicate lines of Celeste’s drawings. “It’s perfect,” she breathed, her eyes shining with appreciation. “And I was thinking, music has always been a way for me to connect with the world, to express the emotions that words alone cannot convey. Perhaps I could arrange for some local musicians to play during the ceremony, and maybe even sing a song myself.”

“Great idea, Diane!” I said, happy they were all so enthusiastic.

Leigh, who had been quietly sipping her tea, nearly choked on her drink as she heard Diane’s suggestion. “Wait, wait, wait,” she sputtered, a grin spreading across her face. “Singin’ at your own weddin’ without getting all teary-eyed? Oh, this I gotta see!”

Diane laughed and waved her away. “Oh, you! I’m sure I’ll manage for a few minutes!”

Yeska, her mind already whirling with ideas, chimed in. “And let’s not forget about the feast!” she exclaimed, her tail twitching with excitement. “Telwyra and I have been working on our special brew — something that captures the essence of our journey together. And the food, oh, the food! We must make sure that our kinds are represented in the dishes.”

Telwyra nodded, her eyes sparkling with creativity. “Indeed,” she agreed. “And I had an idea for the table arrangements. What if each centerpiece told a part of our story? A flower from Earth, entwined with a bloom from Tannoris, creating a visual representation of the worlds that have come together through our love.”

“Those are really good ideas,” I agreed. “I also think we shouldn’t make it too complicated. None of us are that interested in wealth or its many displays. When it comes down to it, we’re actually simple people, close to nature, sincere. We wear our hearts on our sleeves, and I believe the wedding should reflect that.”

Diane nodded. “That’s a very good point,” she said softly, her eyes locked on mine. “No bridezillas.”

Leigh, her eyes sparkling with mischief, glanced over at me. “And here I thought I was gettin’ a perdy white dress set with diamonds and still get to be all angry about the whole thing.”

I laughed and winked at her. “What’s the point of an expensive dress when the whole idea of the wedding is to get it off again?”

“David!” Diane called out, even though she was chuckling.

“Get it off?” Leigh hummed. “Get me off. That’s the point of a weddin’, baby!”

“You two are terrible!” Yeska laughed, with Telwyra chuckling softly behind her.

As the afternoon wore on, we delved deeper into the details of the wedding, each suggestion building upon the last. Celeste suggested that we start a list to ensure that no detail was overlooked and that everyone was clear on their roles in bringing this dream to life.

Diane, her pen already poised over a fresh sheet of paper, began to jot down notes. Yeska, her mind buzzing with culinary inspiration, rattled off suggestions for the feast. Each dish she came up with was a tribute to the diverse backgrounds of our family. Telwyra described her ideas for the décor, and I had to admit she certainly had an eye for it.

“It’s going to be magnificent,” Diane said when we were nearing the end. “A day that we’ll cherish forever.”

Leigh bounced to her feet, her face split in a wide grin. “Well, if we’re gonna make this the weddin’ of the century,” she said, “I’d better get started on planning the entertainment. Can’t have a proper celebration without a little bit of fun and games, now can we?”

Yeska, her mind already whirling with ideas, stood up as well. “And I should check on the progress of our special brew,” she said, her tail swishing with excitement.

As the others began to disperse, each eager to tackle their assigned tasks, I remained seated for a moment longer, basking in the glow of all of us contributing to make this a day we’d never forget.

It would be the crown on our family — something that would set the future in stone.


Chapter 39

The morning of the wedding felt like waking from a long time of preparations and stepping into a day brimming with color and life. I walked among the early arrivals at the homestead, Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra by my side. The spring air carried the scent of wildflowers and the promise of a day to be remembered.

As guests trickled in, waves of excitement rippled through our group. Diane’s eyes sparkled as she greeted each arrival with a warm hug. “Welcome, welcome! We’re so glad you could make it.”

Celeste’s musical laughter rang out as she clasped hands with friends old and new. “Isn’t it a beautiful day? Perfect for a wedding!”

Leigh’s grin was infectious as she ushered people towards the seating area. “Find a spot, get comfortable. The show’s about to begin!”

Yeska and Telwyra moved through the crowd with quiet grace, their smiles conveying the depth of their joy as they spoke with others and made sure everyone was comfortable and provided with drinks and food.

Caldwell was among the early arrivals, looking dapper in his impeccable suit. He clasped my hand firmly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “David, my boy. I always knew this day would come. Congratulations.”

Beside him, Waelin stood, a rare softness in his usually stern features. “You’ve done well, David. You’ve proved to be every part the man I hoped you would be.”

I smiled and shook their hands with vigor. “Thank you, both of you. You being here means more than you know.”

Boisterous laughter made me look up, and I only just recognized Darny before he swept me into a bone-crushing hug. “Never thought I’d see the day!” He stepped back, holding me at arm’s length, his grin wide. “Look at you, gettin’ hitched! My friend, prepare for a world of unbridled delight — and torture!”

His wife — at least as big as he was — gave him a smack on the back of the head before moving in to give me a hug that was every inch as bone-crushing as Darny’s had been. “C’ngratulations, David boy. I always done tell my Darnassus — why, I told him — this here day, it was gon’come, now. A fine man such as yerself ain’t gon’be long single ‘round here — no, sirree — and you can bet yer bottom dollar…”

“Now, love,” Darny interjected gently, “I’m sure David’s got a lotta things to look to today. We’ll talk later, huh?”

Chuckling, I patted his shoulder. “Thanks. I’m glad you’re both here!”

Lord Vartlebeck was next, his stern demeanor softened by the occasion. He offered his congratulations, his voice a low rumble. “A fine set of matches, David. May yer union be blessed with strength and prosperity.”

Beside him, Vigtrakk, councilman of the Redmane dwarves, nodded. A keen glance shared between us spoke volumes of the respect forged between us. I thanked them both for coming, only to be interrupted by the next visitor, Wilhelm.

He approached, looking more at ease than I’d ever seen him. He shook my hand warmly, a twinkle in his eye. “By Jove, David! It seems like only yesterday you were just a newcomer to Gladdenfield. And now you’re leading things and wedding the finest women around!”

I grinned, remembering those early days. “Time flies, doesn’t it? I’m honored to have you here, Wilhelm.”

Clara arrived, flanked by Branik and Karjela. Their smiles carried the weight of our shared history, and the friendship we had made in trying times was still strong. Clara’s hug was fierce, her whisper filled with emotion. “I’m so happy for you, David. You deserve this joy.”

Brynneth and Lernoval’s entrance was quiet. Brynneth’s graceful nod and Lernoval’s rare smile conveyed their well-wishes eloquently enough. We spoke for a short while, with Brynneth expressing hope that the telhîr would be a wonderful affair. I remembered that she had offered to help me with it, but I was glad that Celeste had taken the reins to make it as she herself wanted it.

Randal came next, laughing and with arms spread. “David,” he said simply, his handshake firm. “Congratulations. This is a momentous day! I’m known to ramble, but I ain’t got the words this time!”

Laughing, I shook his hand and welcomed him, with Ulain the Diviner following closely behind. I welcomed him, and we made a few jokes about him not seeing this coming before Grimfast presented himself, his robust figure cutting through the crowd. “Aye, lad!” he called out. “Ready to tie the knot, are ye? ‘Bout time, I say! Those rings will do you right!”

I thanked him, shaking his hands, and spoke with the guests until most — if not all — had arrived. Slowly, they all headed toward the telhîr — a beautiful pavilion made of intertwining branches with a roof of leaves. The carefully crafted decorations caught the attention of many, the blending of Earth and Tannoris in the adornments a reflection of our own journey.

After all were welcomed, my women excused themselves to get dressed, and I too put on my suit. According to a mixture of elven, human, foxkin, and catkin customs, I was to wait for them at the telhîr.

As I approached the telhîr, around which most guests were now seated, I marveled at its beauty. The structure was a perfect convergence of our worlds. Here, at the heart of our homestead, we would bind our lives together, surrounded by those who had stood by us through thick and thin.

Taking my place, I was met with smiles and well wishes, but my heart and mind were on my women. It would not be long now before they would come…
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As I waited in the telhîr below intertwining branches and vibrant leaves, I found myself stealing glances down the path where they would soon appear. My anticipation built up with each passing second — a low, thrumming excitement pulsing beneath my calm exterior.

Caldwell stood at the ready to preside over our ceremony. As a high-ranking Coalition officer, he had the authority to seal a marriage, much like the captains of old, and he had been honored by my request to join me and my women in marriage.

Then, like a vision from a dream, they appeared.

As per elven custom, they came forward one by one to join my side. Diane came first, her dress catching the golden light. The garment was flowing and elegant in its simplicity, and it took my breath away. Her beauty was radiant, her smile as warm as the sun itself as she walked towards me. She wore a crown of flowers, with her fox ears poking over them in the cutest way.

“You look stunning,” I whispered as she reached my side, unable to tear my gaze away.

Diane’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “You clean up pretty well yourself, handsome,” she teased as she studied the light gray suit I had donned for the occasion. Under them, I wore a pair of dress shoes made of drake scales, and she grinned at the sight, knowing it was from the drake we vanquished at the Dungeon.

Leigh followed close behind, her presence bold and vibrant even in the softness of her gown. She had chosen pink — of course she had — and her dress was less conservative than Diane’s, hinting at the sensual curves underneath. The fabric swayed as she stepped forward in that enticing way of hers. She winked at me as she joined us, and her eyes shone with mischief.

“Well, well, well,” Leigh drawled, her grin wide and infectious. “Looks like we’re finally makin’ an honest man out of you, David.”

I chuckled, reaching out to squeeze her hand. “And an honest woman out of you,” I quipped, and she grinned broadly.

Celeste, ethereal as ever, seemed to glide rather than walk, her every movement imbued with an otherworldly grace. Her connection to the natural world was mirrored in the intricate patterns adorning her green gown. Her quiet strength and supernatural beauty drew every eye, captivating all who beheld her. Her brow was adorned with a simple band, and her elven ears hung with simple but beautiful earrings.

“Celeste, you are a vision,” I breathed, awestruck by her beauty.

A delicate blush colored her cheeks as she smiled softly. “And you, my love, are the man of my dreams,” she replied.

Yeska’s approach was marked by an elegance rarely seen, a magical allure that transcended the ordinary. Her purple gown shimmered with hints of arcane power, a mesmerizing reflection of the depth and complexity of her spirit. Like Leigh’s, it hugged her curvy figure, representing her very sensual side, and she was a perfect match with me and the other women.

“Yeska, you’re absolutely enchanting,” I said, my voice filled with wonder.

She grinned, her tail swishing playfully. “I had to put a little extra magic into this day, just for you,” she teased.

And Telwyra, dear Telwyra, looked every part the magical being she was. Her dress seemed woven from the very essence of the forest, a living piece in earthy tones of the wild made tangible. She moved with a tranquil serenity that calmed the excited fluttering of my heart.

“Telwyra, you are a true woodland goddess,” I whispered, awestruck by her ethereal beauty.

A soft smile graced her lips as she reached for my hand. “And you, my darling, are the keeper of my heart,” she murmured.

As they joined me in the telhîr, the world seemed to right itself, the pieces falling perfectly into place. My eyes found those of the people here to celebrate with us — my grandparents with little Lucas, Waelin, Lord Vartlebeck, Darny and his wife, Wilhelm, and so many others we had bound to us in friendship over the past months.

Caldwell cleared his throat, drawing our attention. “We gather here today,” he began, his voice strong and clear, resonating through the tranquil glade, “to join these hearts in the sacred bonds of elven marriage, a union of souls fashioned by love and bound by an unwavering commitment.”

He looked at each of us in turn before his gaze settled on me. “David,” he said, “it is customary that the man gives his vows first. May I invite you to do so now?”

I nodded and took a deep, steadying breath. “Diane,” I started, my voice surprisingly steady despite the overwhelming surge of feelings, “from the very first moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you were someone truly special. Your unwavering strength, your boundless compassion, and your steadfast support have been my anchor through every storm. You have made me a father, and you will always hold a special place in my heart. I promise to cherish you, to stand by your side through every challenge, and to share in all of life’s adventures with you, hand in hand, heart to heart.”

As I spoke, Diane was close to tears, but she held them back. Her eyes were fixed on me, big and full of love, switching only to Lucas with my grandparents for a moment when I spoke of him. Next, I turned to Leigh, meeting her sparkling eyes with a smile.

“Leigh, your indomitable spirit and infectious laughter fill our lives with such pure, unbridled joy. You challenge me, you inspire me, and you remind me never to take life too seriously. I vow to be your partner in every prank, every wild scheme, and every daring dream, to honor the vibrant light you bring into our lives and to love you with a passion that knows no bounds.”

“Aww, so sweeeet,” she hummed, melting on the spot as she won a few frowns from the elven attendants — Celeste excepted — as the brides were not supposed to speak at this stage. Then again, it wouldn’t have been Leigh if she had abided by those rules.

As I faced Celeste, my emotions swelled. “Celeste, you bring grace and art to our lives. Your connection to the world around us, your enchanting voice… it all enriches our souls in ways words cannot describe. I pledge to walk beside you, to learn from your gentle guidance, and to create a harmony together that will resonate through every moment of our lives.”

Her smile never faltered as I spoke, and she took a deep breath when I finished, as if my words had taken some weight from her. In her gaze, I found only love and happiness, and I smiled as I moved to the next of my women.

Yeska’s mesmerizing gaze captured mine as I turned to her. “Yeska, your brilliant intellect and insatiable curiosity about the world challenge me to see beyond the horizon, to explore the vast wonders that lie waiting to be discovered. I promise to unravel every mystery by your side, to support you in all your ambitious endeavors, and to cherish the extraordinary magic we share, now and forever.”

Her tail gave a happy swish as she nodded, and I could see she had to restrain herself from launching forward and hugging me. I gave her a little smile that promised there would be time for that soon enough.

Finally, I turned to Telwyra. “Telwyra,” I said, “you are my soul bond. Our souls are entwined, and I understand now why fate has made it this way. You teach us the importance of balance, of living in harmony with all things, both great and small. I vow to protect that delicate harmony, to nurture our unbreakable bond with the natural world, and to hold you in my heart always.”

She took a deep and happy breath, her beautiful antlers bobbing along with the movement. Finally, she nodded, the light in her eyes radiant and just for me.

“Now, the women will speak,” Caldwell said solemnly. “Diane, you may go first.”

Diane stepped forward, her sapphire eyes meeting mine as she took my hands in hers. “David,” she began, “I vow to face this world by your side with unwavering courage and enduring love. In times of adversity, I will remain steadfast as your rock and shelter. And no matter where our path leads, our home will always be in each other’s hearts.”

Leigh was next, practically bouncing on her toes as she grasped my hands, her smile brighter than the sun. “Oh darlin’, we’re gonna have such laughs together!” she proclaimed joyfully. “Even when times get tough, I promise to help you see the joy that’s just waitin’ to be found. You are my light and my love.”

Then Celeste, her melodic voice washing over me as she pledged. “My love, I vow to nurture the symphony of our bond, to sing its song until my voice has perished. Our love will be my life’s greatest composition.”

Yeska stepped up, her brilliant green eyes gleaming. “David, I promise you this: our passions shall be unbound. Heart and mind, we will push each other to heights unimagined. The ordinary will never contain us, for I shall always urge you to soar.”

Lastly, Telwyra, her slender hands warm in mine as she said, “We are bound not only to each other now, but to this land we cultivate together. I vow to nurture our roots, to provide a safe harbor in life’s storms. Our love will be a wellspring, nourishing all that takes root in the earth we share.”

Their words moved my heart at its core — five points of light guiding my way forward into our future united as one.

Now, the moment had come. As one, we turned to Caldwell as he began to speak. “With those oaths given and in the presence of friends and family as loving witnesses, I — by the authority I hold and in accordance with elven custom — pronounce you man and wives.”

Then, a resounding cheer rose from our assembled friends and family, a wave of warmth and joy that enveloped us in its embrace. The sound reverberated through the telhîr, echoing through the forest, and I fancied, it would do so through the very future.

I turned to Diane, my heart overflowing with love and gratitude, and captured her lips in a tender kiss, a promise of endless tomorrows and a lifetime of adventures yet to come. “I love you,” I whispered against her lips.

“And I love you,” she replied, her eyes shining with unshed tears of joy. “Always and forever.”

Leigh’s laughter filled my ears as I turned to her next, her kiss a spark of pure, unbridled joy that ignited a flame within my soul. “You’re stuck with me now, handsome,” she teased, her grin wide and mischievous.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I chuckled, pulling her close. “Life with you is never boring.”

Celeste’s embrace was soft, her kiss a gentle melody that played softly in the back of my mind, a reminder of the beauty and harmony we had found in each other. “My heart is yours, David,” she whispered. “Now and always.”

Yeska, her eyes glowing with an ethereal light, captured my lips in a kiss that promised of much to come. “Finally,” she laughed when we separated. “I have found a home!”

“And I’m a lucky man for providing it to you,” I replied.

And Telwyra, her kiss was like coming home, a feeling of peace and warmth that settled deep within my soul. “You are my heart, my soul,” I breathed, resting my forehead against hers.

“And you mine, my love,” she replied, her voice soft and filled with an all-encompassing love. “In this life and beyond.”

As we turned to face our friends and family, the cheers grew louder, the applause more thunderous, an explosion of joy and celebration that filled the air. It was a moment of triumph for us and for everyone who had stood by our side.

In the crowd, I caught glimpses of smiling faces, of tears of happiness and shouts of congratulations. Grandpa, his face beaming with pride, his eyes glistening with emotion as he witnessed the love and devotion we shared. Grandma, holding little Lucas close, her face alight with pure, unbridled joy.

And there sat Lord Vartlebeck, his deep, booming laughter adding to the chorus of celebration. Close to him sat Darny and his wife, their faces filled with joy. Waelin, normally so stoic and reserved, allowed a rare smile to grace his features as he nodded his approval.

And there were so many others — Clara, Branik, Karjela, Brynneth, and Lernoval… All laughing and clapping. True friends and family. The people with whom we would share the bountiful — and less bountiful — days to come.

As the celebration continued around us, I stood with my beloved wives, our hands joined, our hearts united as one. Rings shone on their fingers, crafted of the magical shimmerstone, and the bonds we had forged had now been formalized. We would not be apart again.


Chapter 40

Still laughing and talking, we led our guests from the confines of the telhîr to the vibrant feast area we had prepared on the grounds. Here, the air buzzed with anticipation and gentle chatter, carrying the day forward into what felt like a continued celebration of life itself.

Walking alongside Diane, with Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra fanning out beside us, I felt like a king at his court. As our procession approached the feast area, my gaze lingered on my beautiful women, and they returned happy looks.

Guests began to find their seats at the beautifully adorned tables, their expressions ones of delight and admiration as they took in the meticulous work Yeska and Telwyra had put into the meal’s preparation. On each table were flowers of Earth and Tannoris braided together, telling the story of our diverse backgrounds.

Pausing for a moment to survey the scene, I allowed myself the luxury of appreciation, of truly seeing the unity and happiness that danced around us. Different faces from different places, each bringing their own story to the table. The sound of laughter and cheerful conversation filled the air, and I was pleased to see everyone — from dwarf to elf to human to catkin to foxkin — was getting along.

Grandpa Albert, his face beaming with pride, raised his glass in a toast. His voice boomed over the gathered crowd, “To David and his beautiful brides! May your love be as strong as the oak and as enduring as the stars!”

Uncharacteristically eloquent of him, and I knew he had prepared those words and practiced them in front of the mirror for the occasion. I shot him the most appreciative of glances, knowing he had done his best.

The guests erupted in cheers, their glasses clinking together. Grandma, her eyes glistening with tears of joy, pulled me into a tight embrace, whispering, “Your parents would be so proud of you, David. So, so very proud.”

I kissed her on the forehead and smiled. “And they would be proud of you and Grandpa too,” I said. “You came out here to live with us, to be with your family. They would honor you for that.”

She was close to crying, and Grandpa came over to hug her and tenderly lead her to the table. I watched them go with a smile, hoping that my love for my women would be as strong as theirs when I came to that age.

And then, the celebrations began in earnest. Laughter and conversation flowed around me. Each voice added to the happy chorus, each burst of laughter a spark of light in the gathering dusk. Every now and then, a guest rose to toast to our health as was the elven custom.

Waelin, his usually stoic demeanor softened, raised his glass. “To David and his wives,” he said, his voice carrying over the crowd. “May your love be a beacon of light in the darkest of times, and may your union be blessed with happiness and prosperity.”

Grimfast, not to be outdone, stood up with a hearty laugh. “Aye, Waelin me lad! And may David and his kin never want for good ale and even better company! Lucky that ye know so many dwarves, aye?”

The guests erupted in laughter and cheers. Several others spoke, until the time came for me to say my words of thanks. For this occasion, glasses were filled with the special beverage Yeska and Telwyra had crafted.

I rose, standing before our friends and family, with Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra beside me, the weight of gratitude pressed warmly against my chest. All fell silent as they watched me, and I delivered my ‘speech’, although I had kept it simple.

“Friends and family,” I began, “thank you. For your presence, for your support, for your belief in us. We stand here today, united by love and the unwavering support of each and every one of you.”

Lifting my glass, the liquid inside catching the last rays of the descending sun, I continued, “We have had our hardships, and we have all made our sacrifices. Now, let the times of plenty and good cheer come!”

As we shared the toast, a ripple of agreement and warmth passed through the crowd. It felt like a pivotal moment, the clinking of glasses a chime that heralded the start of something new — something filled with promise.

The feast that followed was a blend of dishes and flavors from both Earth and Tannoris, a culinary representation of the life we had chosen together. The air was filled with sounds of appreciation and delight as guests savored the carefully crafted dishes.

I watched as my grandparents found easy camaraderie with our more Tannorian friends — elf, dwarf, catkin, foxkin. Lucas, ever the center of attention, was admired by guests, his delighted giggles a constant presence during the evening’s festivities. Celeste cradled him gently, her voice soft and melodic as she sang him an elven lullaby from her childhood.

Leigh, her face split in a wide grin, took him next and bounced him on her knee, eliciting peals of laughter that seemed to light up the entire gathering. And although her belly had not swollen yet, I knew by the wet sheen in her eyes that she was looking forward to the day when our child would be here, too.

The night deepened, but the warmth of the gathering remained undimmed. In the soft glow of lanterns we laughed and spoke and ate and drank. Conversations ebbed and flowed, a dance of words and laughter.

Soon, the meal came to an end, and I took the lead once more, leading our guests to a firepit at the heart of the homestead, where we would conclude the celebrations with a final act…
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As the warm glow of the lanterns cast a gentle light over the homestead, Celeste’s fingers brushed lightly over the strings of her harp. Soon, the first tentative notes floated into the air. The world around us seemed to still, caught in the anticipation of what was to come.

I watched from the edge of the assembled guests, my heart swelling with a mixture of pride and love.

Diane, standing gracefully beside Celeste, seemed stricken with just a little bit of shyness as the two girls prepared their performance. But it made her only more adorable to me. Her eyes met mine for a moment, a silent exchange of love. The lantern light danced in her gaze, reflecting the sparkle of joy that radiated from within.

After Celeste had struck her first few notes, the melody flowed more freely. It was a gentle, enchanting tune that ensorcelled the crowd, and its notes seemed to dance on the evening breeze.

Diane hummed along while Celeste’s skillful hands coaxed forth a harmony. And soon, their voices rose in unison, a perfect convergence of melody and emotion. The song they performed was one they had written together, a commemoration of our trials and triumphs, of the love that bound us all.

[Diane]
“When our paths first crossed, a spark ignited.
Two hearts entwined, destinies united,
Through trials and tears, our love held strong.
A bond unbreakable, where we belong.”

[Celeste]
“Melodies of life, in harmony we sing.
Our souls rejoice, as wedding bells ring.
Hand in hand, we’ll face what lies ahead.
Our love’s eternal, by the vows we’ve said.”

[Diane & Celeste]
“Here we stand, our hearts beat as one,
Kindred spirits, all joined beneath the sun.
No matter the tempests we’re fated to weather,
Our love will guide us, now and forever.”

[Celeste]
“From this day forward,
in each other we trust.
Cherishing every moment,
from dawn until dusk.”

[Diane]
“Through laughter and sorrow, we’ve built a home,
Where friendship and family are welcome to roam.
In forest’s embrace, roots grown deep in the earth,
Our love’s everlasting, for all that it’s worth.”

[Diane & Celeste]
Here we stand, our hearts beat as one,
Kindred spirits, all joined beneath the sun.
No matter the tempests we’re fated to weather,
Our love will guide us, now and forever.”

As the song unfolded, it captured my feelings. Every word, every chord, resonated deep within my chest, and I could see that the girls had poured themselves into it.

I glanced around at the guests, seeing their faces rapt with attention, expressions shifting between smiles and quiet reflection as they were touched by the genuine emotion of Diane and Celeste’s performance.

After the final notes rang out, the area erupted into thunderous applause. I leaped to my feet, my own clapping rising above the rest, moved beyond words by their incredible gift. Diane and Celeste shared a look of pure joy, their smiles radiant as they bowed gracefully to our friends and family.

I made my way to them, pulling both Diane and Celeste into a tight embrace. “That was absolutely amazing,” I said. “I’m so incredibly proud of you both.”

Diane laughed, her eyes shining with happy tears. “We poured our hearts into it, David. We wanted to create something special.”

Celeste nodded, her smile soft and warm. “It was our way of expressing the love and gratitude we feel for you, for our family, and for all who stood by us.”

People came up to offer their congratulations and express their appreciation for the heartfelt performance. Leigh, Telwyra, and Yeska joined us as well, their faces alight with excitement. “You two were absolutely incredible!” Leigh exclaimed, pulling Diane and Celeste into a big hug. “I reckon there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.”

“It was a truly moving tribute,” Yeska agreed, her tail swishing with delight. “The way your voices seem to complement one another... it was simply magical.”

Telwyra smiled, her eyes shining with quiet pride. “Your music touched the hearts of everyone here. It was a beautiful reminder of the love and strength that binds us all together.”

We basked in the afterglow of the performance, surrounded by the love and support of our closest friends and family. The homestead had never felt more like a true sanctuary, a place where our hearts could always find peace and belonging.

Then, Leigh leaned in close, a mischievous glint in her eye. “We’ve got one more surprise for you, David. Think you’re ready for a little more excitement?”

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “After that stunning performance? I think I can handle just about anything.”

Yeska grinned, bouncing on her toes. “We’ve been planning something special, just a little something to end the night on the perfect note.”

Telwyra’s gentle smile held a hint of mystery. “But you’ll have to come inside with us to find out,” she said, her voice soft and enticing.

A wave of curiosity washed over me, but by the looks in their eyes I had a feeling what this was about. “Lead the way,” I said.

Leigh and Celeste linked arms with me, and together we followed Diane, Yeska, and Telwyra back towards the house, leaving the festivities behind us for now…


Chapter 41

The warmth of the master bedroom wrapped around me like a silken shroud, the scent of fresh linen mingling with the faint perfumes of the girls, lingering in the air. Diane’s hand, soft yet assertive, led me to the bed — a grand expanse of downy comfort that beckoned with promises of untold pleasures.

“Tonight, you’re ours, baby.” Leigh’s voice was laced with honey-sweet seduction, her Southern drawl a melody that played upon my deepest desires. “And we are all yours, David.”

My heart thrummed against my ribcage, anticipation coiling within me as I gazed at each of them — my brides, my temptresses.

I nodded, my voice hoarse with desire. “I want nothing more than to savor every inch of you.”

Yeska’s eyes glinted with mischief as she gestured for me to sit on the edge of the bed. “Come,” she said. “Sit here!”

I obeyed, the cushion sinking beneath my weight, and felt their heated gazes intertwining as they giggled and blushed. No doubt, they had a little plan in mind for tonight.

“Among the catkin and the foxkin,” Yeska began, “it is customary for wives to dance for their husband.”

“Dance?” I said, my eyes roving over their delicious bodies in their tempting wedding dresses.

“A ceremonial undressing of sorts,” Diane added, exchanging a naughty look with Yeska.

“By all means,” I said with a broad grin, leaning back on the bed.

The room’s energy shifted as Diane initiated the dance of unveiling. Graceful fingers tugged at the delicate fastenings of her gown. Her fox tail swished behind her as she swayed.

The other girls joined in, giggling, their cheeks flushed as they caught the rhythm of a tune of their imagination. Leigh’s movements were sensual and unrestrained — a reflection of her free and bubbly personality. Each article of clothing she shed seemed to release another fragment of her vibrant spirit into the room. Her freckles danced across her skin, a celestial map that drew my eyes down to the lace that barely contained her voluptuous curves.

Celeste undressed with the artist’s passion, each motion calculated to enhance the beauty of the moment. Her amber hair cascaded over shoulders bare and smooth, her elven grace rendering me speechless. The green of her eyes reminded me of verdant forests, mysterious and deep, and the slight shyness she still bore after all this time was like that of the forest nymph caught naked by the side of a lush pond.

With feline agility, Yeska’s hands moved to her own attire, peeling away layers with a confidence that only heightened her allure. Black hair framed her face, a stark contrast to the creamy expanse of skin now bared before me. Her garments fell away, a whisper of fabric to the floor, leaving her voluptuous figure adorned only by the tease of a wedding garter.

Telwyra, shy yet bold in her intent, joined the chorus of disrobing. Her deerkin heritage was evident in the delicate points of her antlers and the gentle curve of her fuzzy tail. There was a sensuality to her movements, a natural fluidity that echoed the wilderness of her soul.

Finally, they stood before me fully disrobed. Each was a vision of divine femininity, their wedding garters the last vestige of cloth on their delicious bodies.

“You are beautiful,” I said, taking in the sight with unearthly delight. “I am the luckiest man alive.”

The girls responded with giggles, and Diane spoke, her sapphire eyes alight with desire, “Stand up, David.”

“Yes,” Yeska added. “It’s your turn now.”

Rising, I took in the sight of them approaching. The air thrummed with an electric current of desire as Diane stepped forward, her deft foxkin hands reaching for the knot of my tie. The silk slid from my neck like a whisper, and her fingertips traced down my chest to unbutton my shirt with meticulous care.

Leigh’s warm presence hovered at my side, her fingers dancing over my wrists to remove each cufflink of my shirt. She pressed each palm to her lips, leaving a soft kiss on my skin. “You won’t be needin’ these tonight, my love,” she hummed.

Telwyra knelt to remove my socks and shoes, her touch light as a breeze through the meadow. Meanwhile, Celeste tended to my belt, unfastening it and drawing it through the loops in a fluid motion. It fell away, and there was a delicate strength in the way she encouraged me to step out of my trousers. Yeska smiled mischievously as she assisted Celeste and swiped my trousers aside, her tail flicking with anticipation.

I stood there, my heart hammering against my ribs, bare except for the thin cotton of my boxers. Then Leigh, stepping closer with that sensual way of hers, hooked her fingers behind the waistband.

She drew my boxers down achingly slow, revealing my throbbing hardness. Bending forward, she planted the softest of kisses upon its tip, her breath hot against my skin. A groan escaped my lips, echoing off the walls, as raw pleasure surged through me.

My gaze feasted upon my naked wives as they all rose, their eyes full of promise.

“Please, my love,” Diane said softly. “Take your wives to bed.”

I reached for her hand, leading her to the bed first. The others came as well and perched upon the edge, eager spectators for now. As I lay Diane in the softness of our marital bed, I kissed along her body, savoring the taste of her skin that hinted at lavender and lust.

Down and down I went, feasting on her neck, her perky nipples, her smooth stomach, her luscious thighs, until my lips found her wedding garter. With a careful tug of my teeth, I removed it, claiming the body of my first bride.

“Yes,” she hummed. “David, I am yours!”

My mouth descended to the apex of her thighs, and I was met with the sweetest of flavors as I placed a tender kiss on her pussy. Diane gasped and writhed beneath my attentions, her fox ears twitching, her tail brushing against the sheets.

“Make her sing, my love,” Leigh cooed, her own excitement palpable in her sultry tone.

“Show us how much you adore her,” Celeste agreed.

I would. And I would show them what was in store for them as well. Diane’s breath hitched, her body tensing, and I doubled my efforts.

“David,” she moaned, her hands digging into my hair. “Oh Gods! David… I’m…”

With a shuddering cry, she crested the wave of ecstasy, her orgasm washing over her in a tide of blissful release. The other girls voiced their admiration, their own breaths quickening with shared delight.

“Beautiful,” Yeska praised, her voice husky with desire.

“Absolutely divine,” Telwyra agreed, a flush spreading across her cheeks.

I licked my lips as I withdrew, leaving Diane panting on the bed, and looked upon my brides — a tableau of desire, each waiting for their turn to be worshipped.
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Next, I beckoned Celeste closer.

Her amber hair cascaded around her shoulders as she approached, a shy smile playing on her lips before it broke into a surprised giggle when I pulled her down by the hips, enticing a soft yelp from her.

“David!” she laughed, and then her laughter turned to a moan as I kissed her full breasts and made my hungry way down.

The taste of honeysuckle filled my senses as I found Celeste’s wedding garter with my mouth. Between playful tugs of my teeth, I glanced up to catch a flicker of green in her eyes, so full of trust and anticipation.

“Damn, David, you sure know how to treat a lady,” Leigh hummed.

The room came alive with low, sultry murmurs as I parted the folds of Celeste’s softness with my tongue, exploring every inch of her delicate elven pussy. My name fell from her lips in breathy exhalations, escalating in pitch as she, too, reached her own crescendo.

One by one, I worshipped my women, removing their wedding garters and savoring the unique essence of each. Yeska’s feline ferocity rendered her back arched, claws kneading the sheets as she purred moans laced with lust. Telwyra’s gentle whimpers harmonized with the rhythmic rustling of leaves outside. Leigh surrendered herself with the confidence and sensual ease that I had come to know so well of her.

Time lost meaning as they each received their turn, riding my face or lying on their backs clasping the sheets to their own sweet peaks. Their collective moans became the symphony to which I conducted, each note drawn out by the flick and swirl of my tongue, each crescendo marked by the clenching of their bodies.

But my own lust rose — fiery and full of need. And when I had pleased the last of them, I rose, engorged and ready. Still panting on the bed, they all looked up at me full of anticipation.

“Line up for me,” I said. “I will take each of you in turn tonight!”

Their compliance was instant as they lined up on their knees, presenting a view of curves and flushed skin — an orchard of ripe peaches begging to be savored. Their asses were a sight to behold, each arching back an invitation to indulge in the most primal of acts, and the exotic tails of Telwyra, Diane, and Yeska only added to the beauty.

“Come take us,” Leigh said, casting a wicked glance over her shoulder.

I drank in the view, my cock aching with the promise of what was to come.

“Please, David, we’re all yours,” Celeste hummed.

“Every last inch,” Yeska purred, bouncing her butt enticingly.

I approached Telwyra first, the softness of her deerkin features illuminated by the gentle glow of bedside candles.

Her emerald eyes flickered with untamed desire as she arched her back, presenting herself to me. The sight of her voluptuous form, crowned with delicate antlers and framed by her long brown hair, stirred my primal instincts.

“Give it to her good,” Yeska said, her eyes wide as she watched me move up to Telwyra.

“Show her she’s yours,” Diane encouraged, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

As I positioned myself behind Telwyra, my hands traced the curve of her hips, gripping her firmly. I entered her with a single, fluid motion, and she let out a breathy moan that resonated in the depths of my soul. The rhythm we found was natural, the slap of skin on skin punctuating the silence of anticipation from the others.

“Ah, David... more,” she moaned.

“Fuck, look at them go,” Leigh chimed in, her words dripping with arousal.

“Harder, David. Make us remember this night forever,” Celeste urged.

The heat between us grew with each thrust, and I could feel Telwyra’s body beginning to tremble, her climax building like a storm on the horizon. I held back my own release, focused on the waves of pleasure I elicited from her with every movement. And then, with a shuddering gasp, Telwyra surrendered to her second orgasm of the night, her inner walls clenching around me in sweet, pulsating spasms.

“Gods, yes!” she cried out, her voice mingling with the chorus of approval from the others.

It took a tremendous amount of control not to cum in her, and I withdrew with a grunt of desire. Breathless and flushed, she collapsed onto the bed, her body still quivering from the aftershocks.

“Beautiful,” Yeska purred, and my eye fell on her next.

My arousal undimmed, my cock hard as stone, I turned to Yeska. Her green eyes locked onto mine, a challenge flickering within them, daring me to take her with the same fervor.

“Your turn,” I teased as I grabbed her by her shapely legs and spun them, making her tumble onto the bed on her back with a laugh.

Her eyes connected with mine — green fire. “Give it to me, my love!” she moaned, her tail twitching with impish anticipation.

Leaning over her, I entered Yeska slowly, savoring the tight warmth that enveloped me. The contrast of her feisty demeanor and the vulnerability in her position only fueled my desire further. As I began to move, our gazes remained locked, an electric current running between us.

“Take it, Yeska. Take all of him,” Diane whispered.

“God, look at how he makes her bounce!” Leigh commented, her gaze fixated on Yeska’s heaving chest.

“Make her purr for you,” Celeste whispered, her hand absently caressing her own flesh in tandem with my thrusts.

With Yeska’s legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper, I felt her inner muscles start to flutter against me. She bit her lip, trying to stifle the moans that begged to escape, but they spilled forth nonetheless.

“Yes! That’s it... right there,” she hissed, her fingers digging into my back as she arched up to meet my thrusts.

“Claim her as you did me, my love,” Telwyra encouraged from her repose, her voice tinged with satisfaction.

And then, with a crescendo of raw passion, Yeska’s body tensed, and she came undone beneath me, her cries of bliss filling the room while her nails left trails of fire across my skin.

“Fuck, yes... David!” she exhaled, surrendering to the waves of her orgasm.

Despite the temptation, I kept my own release at bay, reveling in the power of bringing such ecstasy to my incredible wives. And as Yeska moaned in surrender, I withdrew and turned my gaze from Yeska’s glowing satisfaction to Leigh and Diane.

The mischievous spark in their eyes ignited a fresh wave of desire within me.

“I think he wants us at the same time,” Leigh hummed, knowing me very well.

“I believe so too,” Diane agreed.

And under my gaze, they lay down. Leigh was on her tummy, her voluptuous body a vision of carnal promise, and Diane, with her fox ears perked in anticipation, positioned herself atop Leigh in a tantalizing stack of curves, ready for me to claim.

“So beautiful!” Telwyra moaned, her voice heavy with lust.

I knelt behind them, the sight of their round, inviting asses propped up for my pleasure sending a surge through my loins. Guiding myself to Leigh first, I entered her slowly, savoring the tight, wet warmth that enveloped me. Her moans were sweet music, harmonizing with the encouragements from my other wives.

“Make her scream, David,” Celeste’s soft, artistic voice urged.

“Oh baby,” Leigh drawled. “You feel so good inside me!”

As I picked up the pace, Leigh’s body quivered beneath me, her gasps growing louder with each thrust. Then, shifting my focus, I pulled out and guided myself into Diane. Her black hair fanned out on her shoulders, her sapphire eyes smoldering up at me as she bit her lower lip in sheer ecstasy.

“Give it to her, my love,” Yeska purred.

“Gods, yes... just like that, David,” Diane cried out, her tail brushing my leg.

I worked them both, a rhythm of pure hedonism, driven by the chorus of dirty talk that filled the air. Leigh’s body tensed first, her orgasm rolling through her as she clutched the sheets. Moments later, Diane followed, her inner walls clamping down on me with a force that threatened my resolve.

“Fuck...” I gasped, holding back, determined not to spill myself yet.

With both women shuddering from their climaxes, I helped them disentangle, their breaths ragged but their eyes gleaming with fulfilled desire. Celeste beckoned to me now, her amber hair cascading over her shoulders, her green eyes wide with need.

“Come here, my love,” she whispered, lying back and opening herself to me.

I positioned myself between her silken thighs, the heat of her gaze as intoxicating as the touch of her skin. As I entered Celeste, our connection was electric, and I felt I could no longer hold back. I would give her my seed tonight.

“Fuck, you’re so tight... so perfect,” I groaned, my control slipping as I felt her tighten around me.

“Please, David... I want you to cum inside me,” Celeste begged, her fingers digging into my arms.

“Give her what she wants,” Leigh encouraged.

“Fill her, love her, claim her,” Diane added, her voice thick with satisfaction.

The encouragement from my wives was relentless, their words a catalyst that tipped me over the edge. Celeste’s body clamped around me once more, her climax pulling me into the depths of my own. I surrendered to the sensation, my release erupting within her, pulse after pulse as I poured myself into her welcoming depths.

“Ah, Celeste...” I breathed, my orgasm overwhelming every sense.

“David... yes!” Celeste exhaled.

I filled her up, happily trapped between her thighs, and gave her what she wanted. Finally, when I had spent my last, we remained locked together, sweating and panting for breath. The other girls gathered close, their touches gentle as we were a tangle of limbs and satisfied sighs.

Diane’s bushy fox tail brushed against my hand, her sapphire eyes reflecting the afterglow of pleasure as she stretched languidly beside me.

“Darlin’, this night... it’s been somethin’ out of a fairytale,” Leigh said.

“It has,” Celeste agreed, voice still husky in her post-orgasmic delight. “The joining of hearts and flesh, as timeless as the stars.”

Yeska nuzzled against my neck, her cat ears perked up in delight. “You’ve certainly proven yourself as more than a fine husband,” she purred, her green eyes gleaming with mischief.

Telwyra lay on the other side, her emerald-green eyes holding promises of more tenderness to come. “Very much so,” she agreed, her cheeks still glowing.

I stroked each of them, savoring the warmth of their bodies, the textures from silky to fuzzy, the curves that had welcomed me so eagerly. My heart swelled with love and lust, an exquisite blend that made life with my harem more intoxicating than any fantasy.

“Tonight was just the beginning,” I promised, kissing each of them tenderly. “Our wedding is the beginning of a long and happy time, I believe.”

“Speaking of the wedding...” Diane’s voice trailed off, a playful smirk dancing on her lips. “The guests might start to wonder if we’ve disappeared into some enchanted realm.”

“Or they’ll know exactly where we are and what we’re doing,” Leigh chuckled.

“Perhaps we should make an appearance,” Celeste suggested. “Before they leave…”

“You’re right,” I agreed reluctantly. “Let’s get dressed and greet the rest of our world.”

“Only for a little while,” Yeska insisted. “You owe us another round, husband. And I plan to collect.”

“Absolutely,” I grinned, standing up amidst their sighs and playful protests. “Once the guests are gone, the night is ours again. And I intend to worship each of you until the sun rises.”


Epilogue

Standing on the porch of our homestead, I let my gaze wander across my sprawling fields, now bathed in the soft, golden light of spring renewed once more after winter. It was a sight that never failed to fill me with a profound sense of peace and contentment.

Today, four years had passed since our battle against Father. Looking at the life flourishing around me, it was hard to imagine that we had then stood on the brink of losing everything.

The fields, once dormant plots that I had fretted over, were now teeming with life, wages for the hard work and love we had poured into this land. The vibrant hues of spring flowers dotted the landscape, their delicate petals dancing in the gentle breeze. In the distance, the orchard Celeste had dreamed of was slowly taking shape, the fragrance of its blossoms carried on the wind.

And then there were the sounds.

The whisper of the wind in the trees, mingling with the sounds of laughter from our children playing in the fields.

By now, there were six of them — Lucas, who was beginning to learn the ways of life on the frontier; little Rahael, whom Leigh and I had named after the elven woman who had tutored Leigh after the Upheaval; Devaara, the daughter Celeste and I had named after the first Stellar Maiden of legend; Tinn and Albert, the twin boys Telwyra had given me, one named after Telwyra’s grandfather, the other after mine; and little Sammy, the little catkin that was the youngest of the bunch.

My grandparents, still in good health, walked hand in hand through the orchard, their figures framed by the blossoming trees as they supervised the kids. I watched them, my heart swelling with gratitude for their presence here, thriving and happy. They had come to live with us, to be closer to family, and now they were an integral part of this life we had made together. And they took great pleasure in their roles — in being a vital part of it all.

As I stood there, lost in thought, the children — Diane’s, Celeste’s, Leigh’s, Yeska’s, Telwyra’s, and mine — ran through the fields around their grandparents, their laughter a melody carried on the gentle wind. Spring had come after a long winter, and they were excited in the way only kids can be. They were the future of this homestead — the future of our family — and I had a feeling we were forging a true dynasty here. The foundation of that dynasty would be their joy, pure and unfettered, a symbol of hope and new beginnings.

I marveled at how much our homestead had grown over the years. Two new structures — a barn for the animals and an intricate workshop — dotted the landscape, built to accommodate the expanding needs of our family and community. The waterwheel in the Silverthread River, a project that had brought me personal satisfaction, now powered some of the devices we had come to rely on.

Every glance at the surrounding expanse filled me with a sense of pride. It was exactly what I had envisioned when I first dreamed of building a life on the frontier — a life lush with love and laughter. Plus, there was always something to do. Living here was never boring, and the work rarely ended.

With my heart full, I turned away from the view and headed inside, greeted by the sights and smells of home. Diane, Celeste, Leigh, Yeska, and Telwyra were busy with the day’s preparations, each lost in their tasks but pausing to share a smile and a moment with me.

In the kitchen, Diane’s hands were deep in the dough she was kneading on the countertop. I paused, taking in the sight of her, so focused and serene. Her presence had always been a source of strength and comfort to me, and seeing her here, in the heart of our home, still filled me with happiness even if I saw it every day.

“Hey there,” she said softly, looking up from her work with a warm smile. “Care to join me? This dough won’t knead itself, you know.”

I chuckled, rolling up my sleeves as I stepped up to the counter beside her. “Just know I’ll be kneading something else tonight,” I replied with a wink, my hands finding the rhythm of the task with ease.

She chuckled, stuck out her tongue, and gave me a playful bump with her hips. Already, her tummy was swelling, and within a few months, she would give me another child. We’d have to work a little harder, but between the proceeds of the store in Gladdenfield, the yield of the homestead, and my salary as the mayor, we were getting more than by.

We worked side by side in comfortable silence. On busy days, the kitchen could be a haven, a space where the worries of the world couldn’t reach us. The scent of the bread, the warmth of the oven, and the simple pleasure of working together created a moment of pure, domestic bliss.

Celeste, too, was immersed in her work, arranging flowers in a vase with an artist’s touch. The morning light illuminated her features, the careful grace of her movements — it was a moment of beauty that spoke volumes of the quiet strength she brought to our family.

“There,” she said, stepping back to admire her work with a satisfied smile. “A little touch of spring to brighten our day.”

I wrapped an arm around her waist, pressing a soft kiss to her temple. “It’s perfect,” I said. “Some much-needed color after a long winter. Maybe put some petals on the bed for tonight.”

She leaned into my embrace, her eyes sparkling with affection. “Naughty plans?” she teased, but I could see the joy my words brought her.

Outside, Leigh’s laughter trailed behind her as she came back from a patrol and chased after the children, her boundless energy a force unto itself. After some shenanigans, she burst through the door, breathless and grinning from ear to ear. “Hey there, baby,” she said, giving me a wink. “Snares are working their magic again. But then again, Mr. Wilson has always known how to catch a fox, huh?”

I shook my head, a smile tugging at my lips. “You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

“And you wouldn’t have me any other way,” she retorted, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

In the living room, Yeska was bent over a notebook, her brows knitted in concentration as she jotted down notes for a new project. The spark of curiosity in her eyes, the sheer brilliance of her mind — it had been a driving force in so many of our endeavors here, pushing us to explore, to innovate, to dream bigger.

“I think I’ve got it,” she said, looking up from her work with a triumphant grin. “The solution to the irrigation problem we’ve been facing. It’s so simple, I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.”

I leaned over her shoulder, scanning the pages filled with her neat, precise handwriting. “What would we do without that brilliant mind of yours?” I said.

She basked in the praise for a moment, her tail swishing contentedly. “Well, you’d probably be stuck with a very dry field, for one,” she quipped, her eyes sparkling with humor.

I grinned and placed a kiss on her forehead as I looked up to see Telwyra stand by the window, her gaze lost in the sweeping view of our lands. Her connection to this place, to the very earth beneath our feet, had transformed our understanding of what it meant to live in harmony with nature. She had taught us to listen, to observe, to cherish the delicate balance of the world around us.

“The land is singing today,” she said softly, a serene smile on her lips. “Can you feel it? The joy, the life pulsing through every blade of grass, every leaf on the trees… Celebrating spring.”

I joined her at the window, my hand finding hers. There was no need for words. Our soul bond had only deepened over the years. Through it, I had learned things of the earth that no man had known before.

As we continued the rhythm of our day, I felt a deep connection to the land, to my children, to my women, to my family. This place was my home, and we would stay here and keep it, pass it from generation to generation… Although I had no doubt some of my little ones would grow up to a life of adventuring and wandering. Still, I hoped that time would call them back here — to the place we made and shaped.

Like so many before it and so many more to come, the day unfolded around us, filled with the simple yet fulfilling tasks that belonged to this place. From kneading dough to tending the garden, from chasing after laughing children to poring over plans for the library wing, every moment was sacred to us.

As evening approached, we gathered on the porch. And as the homestead bathed in the soft glow of the setting sun, I took stock of everything we had achieved. From the land we had cultivated to the bonds we had strengthened, every aspect of our life here felt like a carefully nurtured garden.

Standing there, surrounded by the women I loved, watching our children play, I knew that this was what true happiness looked like. We laughed and shared stories, and sometimes we shared comfortable silences as life continued its easy pace.

This was our story, our legacy. And it would go on into the long years of happiness and plenty. And like the homestead, I would pass that happiness and plenty on — from my generation to the next.

[End]
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