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PROLOGUE

THE OAK TREE

The sun was drifting low over the horizon, its final ember painting the sky deep orange with a soft tinge of purple of the approaching night. The gentle breeze sweeping across the vast meadow held a bite of cold, but also a soothing scent of wildflowers and calm serenity.

Soren reached out to touch the rustling grass so he could feel its familiar soothing caress between his fingers. His armor seemed to weigh several times more than it had this morning. Even Lexidus’s barely noticeable weight felt like lead around his hip.

He was tired. Exhausted. Several bruises and cuts along his arms and legs ached dully as he trudged forward. Each step was a drag, and each breath never filled his lungs enough.

Still, he walked. He walked because he needed a reprieve. He walked because he wanted to see her, to feel her, to be with her.

His gaze shifted from the gentle sway of grass to the lone oak amidst the golden field. Its trunk was vast with gnarled barks and its heavy branches stretched far in all directions.

The magnificent tree stood unwavering and defiant despite the test of time and the harsh weather. Its gnarled bark had repelled countless storms and blazing heat while its heavy branches reached out like protective arms that offered respite for the weary.

Beneath its expansive canopy was the woman Soren sought, missed, and yearned for. The woman he had vowed to love and cherish until the end of days.

Soren knew he would find her here. They had spent countless hours enjoying the quiet comfort under the ancient oak. This was their place of reprieve and solace—the place that held many treasured memories.

As he neared, Teriani turned around and her blue eyes lit up with a mesmerizing glow at the sight of him. A bright smile bloomed across her delicate lips, and Soren was instantly reminded of why he had fought so hard—why he wanted to save Elathia at all costs.

Her long golden hair shimmered in the waning sunlight as she leaned forward to examine a cut on his arm. The bleeding had stopped, but the pain still lingered.

Teriani placed a gentle hand over his chest, and all the discomfort on his flesh instantly vanished, though the ache in his heart remained. “There. That should take care of it,” she said, her voice melodic and soothing.

“Thanks,” Soren said before pulling her in for a deep kiss.

When their lips parted, she drew her arms around him and held him tight as if seeking his warmth. He returned her embrace, losing himself in her soft touch and comforting jasmine scent.

“I’ve missed you, my love,” she breathed out the words, and the ache in his heart sharpened.

Despite the agony, he forced out a smile and teased, “Already? It has only been a few hours.”

When she pouted, he chuckled and pulled her in for another passionate kiss. A few minutes away from her was already too much.

The council meeting had taken unnecessarily long. The endless contemplation and bickering of the generals were infuriating and pointless. But Soren also couldn’t say this one wasn’t fruitful.

A decision had been made. Finally.

“The alliance will march for Maelgroth tomorrow,” Soren said, and did his best to keep the trepidation from his voice.

She pushed away from him slightly, so she could look up into his eyes. Her expression wasn’t one of surprise, but of understanding and determination. She knew that despite the battles they had won, they wouldn’t win the war without taking the offensive.

Their time was quickly running out.

All the alliance had managed to do over the past months was slow down the Verdant Corruption. Countless had died with no one to replace them. Their forces were weakening while the corrupted monsters grew stronger with each passing battle.

Annihilation crept closer with every new dawn.

“With luck, we’ll find Caradriel and your parents,” he said, cupping her face in one hand before brushing his thumb over her cheek.

Teriani leaned into his touch as she said, “I hope they’re safe.”

“They’re three of the smartest people I know. They must be. I refuse to believe otherwise,” Soren soothed, then brushed a strand of golden hair behind her pointed ear.

Though tension melted from her shoulders at his words, worry still marred her delicate features. She glanced toward the snow-capped peaks of the sweeping mountain range that bordered Nythe Anore, and the tightness in her expression eased a little.

His gaze followed, and some semblance of calm settled over him at the sight. The impenetrable walls had been what allowed them to contain the Verdant Corruption. It was how they had lasted this long.

Annihilation might seem inevitable, but it wasn’t upon them yet. There was still time. Though precious little, he would never give up. He would fight until the very end—for her, for his friends, and for Elathia.


CHAPTER ONE

A PARTY OF FOUR + ONE

The girls and I stalked quickly but quietly down the empty streets of the 4th District, with Darla leading the way. The sky had darkened with only a faint orange glow just above the city wall. Street lamps, powered by crystals called ‘lumiria’, illuminated our path in soft, white circles.

Unlike firelight, the lumiria used mana in the atmosphere to fuel itself and could provide brighter and steadier illumination. According to Darla, it was another technology the United Assembly reverse-engineered from the elves.

On top of not needing to be refueled like oil lamps, these crystals could also detect the rising and setting of the sun and would turn themselves on or off accordingly. Unfortunately, the innovation had only become available in Vinhels recently, and wouldn’t be accessible to the rest of Elathia any time soon.

I could already imagine Rogan jumping with joy when it happened. Aside from keeping the peace, the guards in Emberfell were also responsible for lighting the street lamps. Lumirias would definitely save them a bit of time and energy.

“We’re almost there,” Darla said, glancing over her shoulder at me as we turned down Moonveil Road, the diagonal street that separated the 3rd from the 4th District.

The fight with the beast at the Eastern Gate had left all of us covered in dust and sweat. So, the catkin had cleaned up after returning from the meeting with her Master and changed before leaving the Roaring Heart.

Her light Cleric robe had short sleeves and reached just above her knees. With the neckline that exposed her collarbones and a small portion of her chest, the modest dress was a daring contrast from what she had been wearing until yesterday.

“Do all the members live in the 3rd District since it’s close to the United Assembly and all?” I asked, stepping up next to her.

The massive building loomed to our left. Its smooth walls and circular glass dome shimmered in the moonlight while its ivory spires reached high into the darkness.

“N-No,” she sputtered. Her triangular black ears perked up, and her tail twitched as if she was surprised by my question. Still, she looked up at me with a slight tinge of pink on her cheeks and continued, “They have their homes in various districts because they had been living there before being elected as Assembly members.”

I nodded along with her explanation before the word elected piqued my interest. Since the human territory of Windcrest Coast was a feudal monarchy, the loyal subjects were given titles and wealth by the king. Government officials were picked rather than being voted in by the people.

Not only the humans, but from my limited knowledge of the other races, beastkin and dwarves also had their own forms of government. The former had a council of elders who ruled over their territories, while the monarch held absolute power for the latter.

“How does an election work for all the races? The differences in political cultures must have caused some friction, right?” I asked curiously.

Her violet eyes lit up at my question as her head whipped toward me so fast that her short black hair fanned out. I suppressed a snicker at her reaction. After spending a few days in Vinhels with her, I had grasped that she was deeply fascinated by the cultures and politics of Elathia.

“It has!” she agreed excitedly, her shyness instantly forgotten. “There had been a lot of resistance at the beginning, but after years of negotiation, all the races finally came to an agreement.”

Darla took a breath before launching into an explanation. “Each race may pick six representatives from their territories and register them for the election. They will then have a period of two years to garner support from the people of Vinhels—holding rallies, helping and engaging with the communities, and the like.”

“What about the incumbent members? Are they allowed to run in the election again?” I asked.

She nodded with a broad grin on her face as if the question was something she had been eagerly anticipating. “Yes! The incumbent members are counted as part of the six representatives if they run for re-election. Each member can hold their office for four, four-year terms. So, they can be re-elected as long as their term limit hasn’t been reached.”

“Interesting,” I mused.

The catkin agreed with vigorous nods. “This system isn’t perfect, but it takes some of the power away from the elected officials. The re-election also forces them to follow through on their promises.”

An arm slipped around mine before the familiar softness pressed into me. “You’re going to make us jealous if you only keep Darla entertained, you know?” Amelia said in a sultry tone as a sweet scent of lilac wafted around me.

I turned to find her mesmerizing amber eyes staring up at me before my gaze was dragged down by her generous cleavage. Her ample breasts bounced with each step we took, making it nearly impossible for me to look away from the entrancing sight.

Just like the catkin, the redhead and I had also washed off the dust and sweat from the battle before the meeting. However, most of our time in the bathroom had been spent on the floor.

Amelia was wearing her usual leather top with a scandalously plunging neckline. The garment was cropped just below her breasts and left most of her taut midriff exposed. Coupled ‌with her tiny shorts that did nothing to conceal her shapely legs, there was little left to my imagination.

The sound of a throat clearing jolted me out of my Amelia-induced stupor before a stern but lilting voice resonated in my head. “I understand you two have just mated, but please keep your lecherous desires to yourself.”

I spun around, gasping and my cheeks scorching. “What? How?” I blurted as my gaze landed on a lithe figure in a gray cloak with the hood drawn over her head.

Caradriel lifted her head just enough so that her turquoise eye was visible beneath the shadow shrouding her features. Her long white hair and what ivory skin was visible seemed to glow in the soft light of the lumiria as she lifted a brow at me in question.

She was an elf who had been inside the corpse of the monster that attacked Vinhels earlier today. We still didn’t know how that was possible since elves had seemingly been wiped out from Elathia three hundred years ago.

That was the reason we had taken her back to the Roaring Hearth instead of leaving her at the battle scene. I didn’t think it was a good idea to let the United Assembly know about her existence—at least not yet.

The sight of them bickering and disagreeing during our audience didn’t inspire trust. Adding the fact that a few of them had been manipulated by the Savior, I had a hard time believing they would make the right decision with the elf.

However, the news Caradriel had brought about the spreading of Verdant Corruption and the imminent return of Elyon Silvershard was an urgent matter that required immediate attention. That was the reason we were heading to meet with Roriella Goldentress, one of the United Assembly members and Darla’s Master, at her home.

She had been an old friend of Amelia’s dad, Sammus, and my dad, Liam. They had adventured together as the Valiant Resonance, which was touted as one of the most powerful adventuring parties in their prime.

Because of that, she was the only person I could truly trust among the Assembly members. The incident with the Savior had also shown me she was willing to do whatever it took for the safety of the people.

“Yes?” the elf asked when I didn’t say anything, dropping her head to one side as the other girls stopped walking to look at us in confusion.

“N-Nothing,” I sputtered, unable to think of anything to say.

Unfortunately, my treacherous sword wouldn’t let it go. “Don’t mind him. It’s just his hormones talking. You know how it’s like to be eighteen. Your eyes just wander to… things.”

Just like me and Steel Heart, she was also capable of communicating with me through our thoughts. According to her, telepathy wasn’t a common skill. Only people with a particular receptiveness to mind magic could unlock it.

Telepathy was a rare skill even when people were more attuned to mana three hundred years ago. Because it was so rare, most telepaths could live a whole life without finding another person like them. So, she was incredibly surprised that the three of us found each other.

“That’s not an excuse to project his lust everywhere. It’s very… distracting,” Caradriel retorted. It could have been the dim lighting, but it looked as if a tinge of pink appeared on the visible side of her cheeks for a heartbeat.

I don’t know how to control it! Fuck! I didn’t even know this was called telepathy until you showed up, I shot back before glaring down at Steel Heart on my hip. How do you know what it’s like to be eighteen? Your memories have barely returned!

“Hey! That’s rude! My memories came back enough to know that I was… I… was…” His words choked off with a wave of sorrow and longing.

The sadness hit me like a brick to the face, and tears stung my eyes. In front of me, Caradriel also grimaced as the powerful emotion slammed into her as well.

Steel Heart had believed that he was Soren Rydon, who had been trapped inside his own sword, Lexidus. That hypothesis was confirmed by the white-haired elf when they talked while I was washing up with Amelia in the bathroom.

She had also suspected that Teriani, her sister and Soren’s lover, was the one who had used Sylthariel, or Echo of Essence, to put his essence inside the sword. However, without his memories, we wouldn’t know why she would do such a thing.

Shit. I’m sorry, buddy. I didn’t mean to, I said, feeling like an asshole for bringing up his memories.

The melancholy and pain he had projected when seeing the statues of his lover and his companions at the Monument of Heroes was so intense that I couldn’t breathe for a moment. Being separated from everyone he had loved and cared for without being able to do anything about it must have been tearing him up inside.

“It’s alright. It’s not your fault. I’m fine,” Steel Heart said after a moment.

“Is everything okay?” Brielle asked before tentatively reaching a hand to touch my arm.

I forced a smile as I turned around. Her green horns glinted in the lamplight as her emerald eyes peered up at me with curiosity and a hint of concern. Her braided raven hair swept across her back as she straightened to look up at me.

The dragonkin had also taken a quick bath and changed out of her dirty clothes before we left the Roaring Hearth. Though she still wore the same combination of bandeau and a pair of flowing pants, their colors were now black and midnight blue.

Her clothing did little to hide her toned physique from the years of intense training. The dark color of her outfit also accentuated her smooth, sun-kissed skin.

My mind immediately wandered to the warmth of her body and the softness of her lips when we had sex for the first time this morning. Then Caradriel’s words about projecting my lust everywhere snapped into my mind, and I quickly forced the memory down.

“Yes, everything is fine,” I said sheepishly before glancing down at my sword. “It’s just Steel Heart… He just needs some time to himself.”

She followed my gaze, and her brows furrowed. “I’m sorry,” she said, then reached a hand to touch his pommel. “We don’t know why you’ve been turned into this form, but there must be a reason. We’ll definitely find out why.”

I wasn’t surprised that Brielle spoke directly to Steel Heart. Though she hadn’t done it before, she had also never doubted my words that my sword was sentient from the beginning.

“Y-Yes. Thank you,” he said in my head before quickly adding, “Tell her that! Tell her I said ‘Thank you’!”

“He said ‘Thank you’,” I repeated with a chuckle, glad to hear the joviality returning to his voice.

“You’re welcome,” she returned with a bright smile, then looked up at me. “Shall we go?”

I nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”


CHAPTER TWO

PRIVATE MEETING

We crossed East Assembly Street into the 3rd District after five more minutes of walking. Though the streets were white and smooth like the rest of the city, the ones in this area seemed significantly cleaner. They even had colorful flower bushes and small trees lining either side of the path, filling the crisp night air with a gentle floral scent.

Most of the homes in this area were luxurious mansions of various sizes, with a few looking almost like small castles. White stone walls or intricately designed iron fences surrounded the manicured grounds of the sprawling estates.

Nestled amidst those extravagant dwellings, Roriella’s home was a small white cottage with a modest patch of well-manicured lawn. In addition to the iron fence, her property also had two city guards standing on either side of the gate.

Since Darla was the Assemblywoman’s student and had likely frequented the estate, the guards casually greeted her with a nod before one of them opened the gate for us. Still, they eyed Caradriel cautiously and looked as if they would ask her to lower the hood of her cloak.

Fortunately, they thought better of it and let us through without saying anything. They likely didn’t want to get involved in secrets that could get them in trouble with one of the most powerful people in all of Elathia.

The interior of Roriella’s home was just as cozy as its exterior had suggested. Like the homes of many beastkin I had seen in the city, hers also blended the elvish design and smooth marble with wood and stones of various colors and textures.

Instead of polished ivory, the floor in the entrance hall was tiled with brownish limestone before transitioning into wooden floorboards. The walls were painted in soft pastel shades of yellow, green, and blue, while the gentle golden light from the lumirias added rustic warmth to the place.

“Good evening,” a male voice said from down the short hall.

My gaze shifted from exploring the entryway to a catkin man. He wore a black vest over a light gray, long-sleeved shirt and pants. Since catkin aged similarly to humans, the white strands in his neatly trimmed brown hair and thin lines on his face suggested he was in his middle age.

“Good evening, Noel,” Darla greeted with a bow and a broad smile. Then she turned to me. “Noel is Master’s housekeeper and bodyguard.”

The word ‘bodyguard’ gave me pause, then I quickly realized such a thing was necessary for someone in Roriella's position. She had the power to make decisions for the entire continent, so there was no way she would walk around unprotected.

“Hello,” I said with a bow, mimicking the Cleric, and the housekeeper returned the gesture.

His hazel eyes shifted from me to Darla before returning as a teasing smile lifted one corner of his lips. “You must be Lucas. Darla has regaled the Mistress and I with all sorts of wonderful tales about you. I’m delighted to finally meet the man himself.”

The young catkin gasped at his words before her face turned bright red. Her black ears perked up, and her tail went stiff. The reaction I now knew was a sign of nervousness, not agitation.

“Th-That’s not… It’s not…” she sputtered, and the flush on her cheeks grew even deeper.

“Oh, don’t be shy, child. He’s every bit as fetching as you’ve described him to be,” he added with a wink.

It might have been my imagination, but I could almost see steam puffing out of Darla’s ears. Her lips quivered as she tried and failed to come up with a retort. Fortunately, Roriella saved her from any further teasing.

“Noel, please stop tormenting my student and prepare us tea. We have important business to discuss,” the Assemblywoman called from deeper in the house.

“Right away, Mistress,” the housekeeper responded to her voice, then turned back to me. The smile never left his face as he gestured politely to the archway on the left side of the hall. “The Mistress is waiting for you in her study. Please go on ahead. I shall bring tea in a moment,” he said before disappearing into the room on the right.

Darla shot me a furtive glance, then her violet eyes widened when our gazes met. She quickly looked away, and I couldn’t stop from smiling at her reaction.

I wasn’t ignorant enough to miss the implication of Noel’s words. Once I realized that the way Darla had acted wasn’t out of anger or irritation, but shyness, Amelia’s tease had made sense. The catkin undoubtedly had feelings for me. I was certain of it.

However, I still had no idea how to approach the situation. I also didn’t know if she would accept sharing me with Amelia and Brielle. Taking the looming threat of the Verdant Corruption and Elyon into account, I highly doubted now was a good time to start that conversation.

“Th-This way,” the Cleric said and started toward the archway.

We followed her into a minimally furnished living room with a large window facing the lawn. The sofa set and low wooden table in the center looked as if they had just been brought in recently with the only slightest appearance wear on them.

The catkin stopped in front of an open doorway on our right and bowed into the room beyond. “Good evening, Master. I’ve brought Lucas and his companions,” she said.

“Thank you, child. Please come in,” Roriella said, and all of us filed into the study, greeting her formally as we entered.

I blinked in surprise as I took in the spacious room. By some form of clever architecture, a small library was fit into this compact cottage. Four floor-to-ceiling shelves stuffed with tomes and scrolls filled half the space while leaving a narrow walkway on one side and between them for access.

Unlike the living room, which looked prim and rarely used, the study looked like it had been frequented by countless scholars. Several books were missing from the shelves, with many of them piled in tall stacks on the floor.

Roriella was in a tall back chair with a plush cushion behind a large table that had even more tomes and scrolls piled atop it. She gestured toward a sofa set on the opposite side of the room.

“Please have a seat. Noel should bring refreshments for us in a moment,” she said before leaning back in her chair.

Darla had requested a private meeting with her Master during her first visit here. She believed it was better to disclose the information about the elf and everything else we had discovered in person. A sentiment I strongly agreed with.

The fact that the Assemblywoman and her bodyguard didn’t react in alarm at seeing a mysterious figure in her home let me know that they trusted us implicitly. That trust gave me confidence that she would believe the things we were about to disclose.

Caradriel went to the chair at one end of the low table. I sat in the middle of the long sofa with Brielle and Amelia flanking my left and right. Darla contemplated if she should stand next to her Master’s chair or sit with us. After a few moments, she took the remaining chair opposite the elf.

A small smile lifted the Assemblywoman’s lips before her turquoise gaze shifted to me and her expression grew serious. “Darla had mentioned an urgent matter you would like to discuss with me. She also insisted that this could not wait until the morning.”

I nodded, my jaw clenching as I considered my words carefully. “We found… a person inside the monster that attacked the Eastern Gate,” I started.

“That was not in the report,” she said matter-of-factly before her attention shifted to Caradriel, who still had the hood pulled over her head. “Is that the person?”

I nodded again and sent her my thoughts, the same way I did with Steel Heart. I still had no idea how telepathy worked, but if she could listen in on my conversation with my sword, then communicating with her should work the same way.

She turned her head slightly in my direction, meeting my eyes with her blue-green one. Uncertainty flashed across her expression, and I gave her a reassuring nod and expressed my trust of the Assemblywoman with an impression.

The elf stared at me for a heartbeat longer, but the tension had left her. Then she stood and reached up with both hands to remove the hood. The thick fabric dropped to pool around her shoulders, exposing her elven appearance and long pointed ears that peaked through the silky flow of her white hair.

Roriella gasped as she stared unblinking at the other woman. Her jaw went slack for several moments as if she couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing. Slowly, she rose to her feet and looked like she would move around the table to get a closer look.

“This cannot be real,” she murmured with a tremble in her voice.

“It is real. I am real,” Caradriel said before adding with a stern, “Now, get over your shock. We have an important matter to discuss.”

Now, it was our turn to gasp. The elf was talking to one of the most powerful people in Elathia as if she were chiding a child for not paying attention. Even as the last living person from a once powerful race that was thought to have been wiped out, that might have been a step too far.

Before anything could happen, however, Noel brought in a tray of steaming tea and snacks. He stopped dead at the entrance once he saw Roriella’s shocked expression. Then his gaze moved to Caradriel and his jaw fell open. I reflexively lurched out of the sofa just in time to catch the tray before it tumbled to the floor.

Once the two older catkin finally composed themselves, the housekeeper served us tea along with some cookies before taking his position to one side of the room. Still, he wasn’t able to stop giving the elf furtive glances every few seconds.

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Caradriel Suncrest,” the elf said before placing her tea on the low table in front of the sofa. Then she nodded when the Assemblywoman stared wide-eyed at her with recognition. “Yes, Teriani Suncrest is my sister.”

She let the information sink in for a few moments before she continued. “We must prepare for Elyon’s return. The spell that has been binding him and the Verdant Corruption is fading. We have little time.”

Roriella was immediately sent into another shocked gasp. I reflexively groaned inwardly as I fought down the urge to slam a palm on my forehead. I had caught a hint that she was a blunt person, and I appreciated her directness, but I had hoped she would at least ease the other woman into a serious matter of this magnitude.

“What is the problem? Why are you displeased with what I’ve said?” Caradriel scowled at me as her words resonated in my head.

I’m not displeased with what you said. I just don’t think you should throw out the threat of total annihilation without warning, I argued.

“I agree with Lucas. You’re just going to shock and confuse her,” Steel Heart chimed in.

A deep crease appeared between her white brows at our objections. “We don’t have time to meander. Sarnelen is weakening as we speak!”

Sarne… What is that? I asked.

She ground her teeth and glared at me. “Stone Prison! It’s weakening as we speak. We must unite the realm if we are to stand a chance against him!”

Amelia jabbed an elbow into my ribs before I could retort, drawing my attention to her. “What are you doing?” she hissed under her breath.

That was when I noticed Roriella eyeing me and the elf expectantly—having already recovered from her shock. She was probably confused about what we were doing since all she could see was the two of us scowling at one another.

“What Caradriel was trying to say is that we need to alert the public about the existence of the Verdant Corruption and Elyon Silvershard. The threats you’ve read about in the ancient tome are real. You can’t keep it hidden anymore,” I said quickly.

The older catkin pressed her lips into a thin line at my words, then slumped in her chair and went quiet with a deep frown. Her finger tapped on the armrest in a thoughtful rhythm as she seemed to stare blankly into space.

“You'll have a chance of defeating him if we act now!” the elf insisted. “We must attack now while Sarn—Stone Prison is still keeping him and the Verdant Corruption weak.”

Roriella didn't respond for a long time until I feared she would reject Caradriel’s suggestion. After a few more moments, her gaze shifted up to meet mine.

“This is not a decision I can make alone, child. I shall call for an emergency audience with the Assembly. We must convince them of the impending threat,” she said.


CHAPTER THREE

THE LIES

An hour later, we headed toward the towering archway of the United Assembly building with Roriella in the lead. Lumiria lamps lit our path through the expansive courtyard as our hurried footfalls echoed through the night.

The two guards at the entrance moved to block our path before realizing who was approaching and quickly stepped back. They bowed low as we passed through the entrance, not even asking about the figure concealed in a gray cloak from head-to-toe.

Noel was at Roriella’s side where he could perceive any danger and protect her from it. His nimble gait and confident posture were a stark contrast to the carefree and polite servant. The way he moved with casual grace spoke to his strength. He could have been a high rank adventurer before he took this job.

I couldn’t recall seeing him in the Audience Chamber or in her office during our earlier visits, but he could have been somewhere close by or used some kind of skill to conceal his presence. On top of that, he probably didn’t need to stay by her side at all times, considering how tight the security inside the United Assembly was.

The vast atrium within the United Assembly was illuminated by countless lumirias along the walls, leaving few dark corners. Instead of bright sunlight, the glass dome above showed a star-filled sky.

Despite the quiet atmosphere, the intricate network of countless elegant staircases that connected the five levels of the building didn’t look any less dizzying. I still believed an Exploration Scroll was a necessity to traverse this place without getting lost.

Fortunately, just like the last time we were here, we didn’t need to try and find the Audience Chamber by ourselves. Roriella confidently led us through the maze-like corridors and countless stairs as if she had memorized every hall and intersection by heart.

Within minutes, we arrived at the majestic entrance of the Audience Chamber. The intricate carving of Vinhels beneath a radiant sunburst on the massive mahogany double door was as imposing and awe-inspiring as it had been before.

Roriella turned to face us, her turquoise gaze was on Caradriel before shifting to me. “Wait here. The Assembly will call upon you shortly,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a nod before the guard pushed the door open for her to enter.

After a few minutes, a servant came out and gestured for us to enter. I took a deep breath, and the girls did the same, then we walked inside with all the confidence we could muster.

Countless lumirias shone brightly from the ceiling and lit up the vast space as if it were daytime, despite the starry sky behind the floor-to-ceiling windows. Just like before, guards were stationed behind the Assembly members to protect them from any attack.

The Assembly members already knew about Elyon’s return from my encounter with the Savior. They had also learned about the Verdant Corruption from the ancient tome. The information that Caradriel brought would confirm everything.

There was no reason for them to do anything aside from notifying the public of the imminent danger and rallying the troops to fight the ultimate threat. We needed to prepare for it as soon as we could.

That optimism was quickly dimmed as soon as I saw the varying expressions on the nine members in their marble, high back chairs behind the half-circle table. They looked grumpy, which might have been because they were forced to work at such a late hour.

Fortunately, not all of them looked unhappy. The bald dwarf with a bushy beard, who looked oldest amongst his peers, Kragnir Firebeard, seemed intrigued at what we had to say. Namarie Moonwhisper, the tigerkin Assemblywoman with short blood red hair, also looked like she was curious.

Before my mind could wander too far, Roriella stood, and her voice boomed across the chamber, amplified by its acoustics. “These young adventurers saved our city from the nefarious influence of the Savior and quelled the monster that had attacked the Eastern Gate,” she started, her gaze moving from one member to the next before coming to me.

She let the silence hang for a moment before continuing, “They have come before us again with grave news. I implore you to listen and make the righteous judgment for the sake of Elathia.” With that, she nodded at me and sat.

I stepped forward until I was at the edge of the golden circular pattern on the floor, the closest I was allowed to the Assembly members. I was still several feet away from them, but just like Roriella, the chamber’s amplification would carry my voice.

“Are you some kind of doom-bringer? You seem to bring nothing but chaos and threats,” the human woman with shoulder-length brown hair, Evelyn Sinclair, cut me off with a sneer. Her green eyes narrowed at me with contempt.

I had half expected Kragnir to shoot odd questions at me, so I was caught off guard when someone else interrupted me before I could start. Still, I shouldn’t have been surprised since the Assemblywoman had been one of the three who refused to support the defense of Rollen.

Because of that, I had assumed she and the other two dwarven Assembly members were manipulated by the Savior, and shamed when the girls and I exposed him. They probably didn’t cast their votes in a show of contempt toward us.

“Now, now, Evelyn. Weren’t you the one telling us that the end is near and we must prepare for it, hmm?” Kragnir said with an amused smirk from the left side of the table.

Evelyn immediately whipped her head toward the dwarf with a glare. “What did you just say, you old f—”

“Enough!” the human with dark skin and a bald head, Celdric Gilroy, cut her off. She snarled before reluctantly settling down.

Celdric turned his dark gaze to me before he said, “Tell us this grave news, young adventurer, so we can be done with this matter.”

He might have opened up the floor to me, but the impassive expression on his face was anything but welcoming. I stole a glance at Kragnir to see if he would interrupt me again, but he was still looking at Evelyn with an amused smirk. So, I cleared my throat and inhaled deeply to calm my nerves.

“As Assemblywoman Goldentress said, my party and I, along with other adventurers, defeated the monster at the Eastern Gate. Its body disintegrated as we reported,” I said, confirming the information they already knew.

Evelyn shot me an impatient glare and looked as if she would say something, but I pressed forward before she could. “But that wasn’t the whole truth.”

That was enough to draw everyone’s attention to me. “What do you mean, that wasn’t the whole truth?” the elderly human man with blue eyes and chestnut hair, Noah Valtor, asked sharply.

Are you ready? I sent Caradriel the question as I glanced over my shoulder at her.

She nodded before stepping forward to stand beside me. The Assembly members gave her a quizzical stare before Evelyn asked hysterically, “What is this? Who is this woman? Why is she concealing her face? How could the guards let her in here like that?”

Without giving her a response, Caradriel reached up to pull the hood of her cloak off her head to reveal two long pointed ears peaking through her long white hair. Despite being in a foreign place and in front of the most powerful people in Elathia, her dual-colored eyes still shone bright with confidence.

A chorus of gasps ran through the chamber as Assembly members and guards stared at her in utter shock. The dwarves even pushed up to stand on their chairs as if to get a better look at her.

“I am Caradriel Suncrest, a descendant of the Suncrest family and the sister of Teriani Suncrest—one of the legendary heroes,” the white-haired elf said with her chin held high and her shoulders squared.

More gasps rushed across the vast space. Their reactions would have been rather amusing if not for the dire information Caradriel was about to deliver.

“The great peril that once put all of Elathia on the verge of annihilation is upon us once more! The Verdant Corruption is slowly regaining its vitality, and soon, Elyon Silvershard will return. The spell that has been binding him is weakening by the day. We must unite the races to stand against him once more!” she said in her firm yet lilting tone.

The entire chamber fell dead silent at her words. Various expressions, ranging from shock to confusion, played across every face in the Chamber as seconds seemed to crawl by like minutes.

I grimaced at her blunt approach. Since I hadn’t met another elf, I had no idea if this was how all of them broached a serious topic—just plowed head-first in and hoped the other party took it well enough. I had a feeling that wasn’t the case since they were a race known for grace and elegance.

An impression of a scowl pressed firmly into my mind, forcing my gaze to flick toward Caradriel. The sight of her dual-colored eyes glaring back at me was somehow enthralling, even if the gray one with green flecks made me slightly uneasy.

I’m not complaining, I said defensively.

“You didn’t, but I can sense the disapproval emanating from you,” she shot back, and the crease between her white brows deepened.

I mean, you can at least ease them into it and not just throw everything out there right after the introduction, I retorted.

“I don’t see the point of your concern. I admit that the news is shocking, but it’ll pass and we can start planning for Elyon right away.”

You’re not wrong, but—

Assemblywoman Evelyn cut me off as she shot to her feet. She jabbed a finger in the elf’s direction while glaring at Roriella. “What is the meaning of this? Are you trying to mock me? How dare you call for an emergency audience for this nonsense?” she screamed at the other woman.

What is her problem? I thought as I forced my expression to remain impassive.

“Exactly. What an absolute cunt?” Caradriel’s lilting voice filled my mind. The contradiction between her gentle tone and the vulgarity of her words had me biting my tongue to keep from laughing.

Steel Heart didn’t have that problem, though. He burst into hysterical laughter, the sound echoed deafeningly in my head. From the way the elf’s brows were twitching, it was blaring in hers as well.

“Shit, Caradriel! That was ruthless,” my sword said once his violent laughing came down to chuckles.

Her gaze shifted down to Steel Heart before returning to mine again. “Are you displeased with my words again?”

No! Of course not. She deserved it as far as I’m concerned. That ‘absolute cunt’ was rude to us first, I said before flashing her a smile.

Her eyes went wide for a heartbeat as one corner of her delicate lips rose slightly. Before she could say anything, however, Roriella spoke.

“I do not understand your meaning. Are you implying that I have called for this audience as a joke?” the catkin Assemblywoman said with a composed expression.

“What else could it be? How can an elf crawl out of a monster corpse when all of them have been wiped out for centuries! Then they’re telling us the Verdant Corruption is back, and Elyon will return soon. What’s next? Are they going to tell us that Elathia will fall in ruin if we don’t do everything they say?” she blurted with unbidden hysteria.

“I did not crawl out of the monster. The process was much more complex than that!” Caradriel grumbled.

The mention of ‘the process’ got me curious. I was about to ask her before Celdric spoke up. “Calm yourself, Evelyn. You’re acting unsightly,” he growled from her side, glaring up at her.

The Assemblywoman whirled at him, snapping, “You can’t be serious about believing this nonsense! We’ve already dealt with the Savior and his lies. He’s gone for good. There’s no calamity. There can’t be!”

She wavered on her feet and stumbled into her chair, her green eyes were wild with panic. She was clearly not thinking straight, and I could only hope that  her instability wouldn’t affect the decision of the United Assembly.

“How did such an unhinged person become one of your leaders?” Caradriel asked incredulously.

I believe she’d been manipulated into thinking that an impending calamity would kill us all by the man who called himself the Savior. When we exposed his lies, it might have relieved her of that fear. So, when you showed up and started talking about the Verdant Corruption and Elyon, it might have triggered her, I said and did my best not to sound accusatory.

Caradriel shot me a scowl. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

I didn’t know you were going to just throw everything out there right after your introduction, did I? I shot back.

“How would we know that you’re who you’ve claimed to be?” Celdric’s deep voice cut through our conversation before she could argue more.

Our attention snapped toward the Assemblyman, but Kragnir spoke up first. “Yes, that is curious, hmm? The old tales said that Teriani Suncrest had blond hair and blue eyes. If you’re truly her sister, shouldn’t you at least resemble her in some way, hmm?”

My mind reeled from his question. The girls and I believed Caradriel right away because she knew Steel Heart, knew Soren. Roriella had likely believed her claim because she trusted us. However, there was nothing we could use to prove her identity with the other Assembly members.

“Choose your words wisely, adventurers. Lying to the United Assembly is a crime,” Celdric warned, his dark gaze boring into the elf, but she didn’t flinch away.

As she opened her mouth to speak, Steel Heart cut her off first. “Use me! Show me to them. Show them Lexidus. Maybe that will make them listen to you!”

That gave her pause, then she contemplated the idea for a moment before she said, “No! We can’t reveal Lexidus to them. The sword is too important.”

What do you mean ‘too important’? I asked.

“Well? Do you have proof that you’re Teriani Suncrest’s sister?” the dark-skinned Assemblyman pressed with clear derision in his tone as his scowl deepened.

Caradriel seemed to think for a brief moment before lifting her chin and squaring her shoulders. “No, I cannot. My word is all I can provide as proof.”

His jaw ticked at her response, and I groaned inwardly.

Amelia leaned close to me until her lips were an inch from my ear before she whispered, “I know you antagonized them into helping us last time. But I don’t think it’s working right now.”

“I can see that,” I grumbled back through gritted teeth.

“Then how do you expect any of us to believe anything you say, elf?” Celdric said the last word with a sharp bite.

The white-haired elf wasn’t fazed by his anger. She maintained her raised chin and squared shoulders. “I swear by Vaelmyr’s eternal wisdom. The threat of Elyon’s return is real. The monster that attacked your city was his creation. More will come. We must prepare now, or it will be too late!”

He chuckled darkly and rose to his feet, his dark gaze raging with fury. “That was a nice touch. Not only did you make yourself look like an elf, you also evoked their god. Did you think it would give you more credibility?”

“What is he talking about?” Caradriel asked in confusion.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Steel Heart said.

Oh shit! We didn’t think this through. This is bad, I agreed with my sword while the elf looked completely baffled.

“Now, now. Calm down, Celdric. These young adventurers have helped the city. Let’s hear them out first, hmm?” Kragnir soothed.

“No! Enough is enough! I am done with the lies and fear-mongering!” the dark-skinned Assemblyman bellowed.

“The boy also lied to us last time! He could have gotten rid of the Savior just so he and his friends could take his place for all we know,” Noah added with a sneer.

“No, wait! We’d never do such—” I protested.

“Enough of your lies!” Celdric cut me off before jabbing a finger in my direction. “Guards! Arrest them!”


CHAPTER FOUR

CAPTAIN OF THE GUARDS

The guards within the Audience Chamber immediately advanced upon us. Their white full plate armor gleamed in the light. The sound of unsheathing steel rang out across the space before flashes of silver filled my vision.

The reverie and awe at the sight of the elf had shifted to anger and contempt. Celdric’s accusation had painted us as swindlers who had gotten rid of the Savior, so we could take his place. It was certainly an assumption, but it was an assumption they chose to believe.

“This is bad,” Steel Heart said in my mind.

No shit! I snarled at the sudden turn of events.

“Oh no. What now?” Amelia asked, her voice thick with panic.

“Are we fighting them?” Brielle stepped close to me with her fists held up in the ready, but she wasn’t wearing her gauntlets.

The girls had put their equipment in my Spatial Storage since we didn’t think we would have to fight anything or anyone. I could easily withdraw their weapons, of course, but that would show that we planned to resist and make us look unquestionably guilty.

“Stop this at once!” Roriella bellowed, standing with a furious look on her face. She glared at Celdric as a snarl pulled back her lips. “They are children of my former companions. How dare you accuse them of such heinous crimes?”

The guards halted at the Assemblywoman’s outburst. They looked at one another as if waking from their rage stupor. Then they turned to an imposing man for directions. Their captain, I assumed from the intricate golden sunburst design on his white cuirass.

His large triangular ears atop his head and a long tail with thick fur identified him as a wolfkin. His icy sapphire gaze was fixed on me as a snarl pulled back one corner of his lips. The mostly white hair with a smattering of blue, along with several deep creases on his pale face, placed him somewhere in his forties.

I had failed to notice him the last time we were here, likely because we were focused on the Assembly members and there was no cause for him to act. From the way he looked at me now, I didn’t think he would let us just walk out of here.

He shifted his attention to Celdric before turning to the guards. “Stand down,” he said in a low growl. They sheathed their blades, then returned to their positions behind the Assembly members.

“That’s Flynn Wintergale, the Captain of the Guard,” Darla whispered from behind me. She hesitated for a moment before adding, “He had been a Rank 8 adventurer before he retired five years ago.”

That second bit of information sent a cold dread down my spine. No wonder his presence was so oppressive. He was an even bigger monster than the one we had fought at the Eastern Gate.

Still, I wasn’t going to just give up if we had to fight our way out of this mess, and I was certain the girls also felt the same way. We would do everything in our power to defeat him and escape if we had to.

“What kind of Knight skills does he use?” I asked under my breath.

From his confident posture and equipment, I could only assume he was a striker Knight, which meant his skills should focus on dealing heavy damage. Sammus had taught me the strengths and weaknesses of my class, so I might be able to formulate a plan to give us a chance at escaping if I knew more about his capabilities.

“H-He doesn’t have a Knight skill,” the catkin said reluctantly. Then she quickly added when I glanced at her in confusion. “He… He was a Wizard… A combat hybrid.”

I blinked once, then several times as if I hadn’t heard her right. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I heard you right. You said he was a combat hybrid Wizard?”

“Y-Yes,” she said tentatively, her ears flattening. I could even imagine her tail twitching from the tone of her voice without looking down. I would have smiled at her reaction if my mind wasn’t reeling from what she had just confirmed.

“What is a combat hybrid Wizard?” Amelia hissed the question that was on my mind.

Darla was quiet for a moment, and I realized the Assembly members were arguing furiously in front of us. The unfolding scene was chaotic and worrying, if I was being honest.

Evelyn was accusing Roriella of trying to embarrass her about the Savior by bringing up the Verdant Corruption and Elyon. Noah joined in while Celdric was looking livid. Kragnir somehow looked amused by the uproar while the other dwarves were glaring at Namarie for something she said that I missed.

The tension between them must have been near the breaking point after the incident with the Savior. When we brought up the impending return of the mad Wizard, it had undoubtedly sounded like fear-mongering once more, and that had caused them to snap.

“F-From what I’ve heard, he was the only one with that combat style. People said he’d trained to become a Knight since a young age and didn’t change his mind even after he found out that he was an attuned. He just accepted the Wizard class, but kept fighting like a Knight would,” the catkin said, drawing my attention back to her.

“So, he’s a Knight who can use ice magic,” Amelia summarized.

Darla nodded shakily. “Y-Yes. That’s right. He was known as the Winter Wolf while he was still active.”

“Are you serious?” I forgot myself and whirled around to face her. “How could someone like that not be  more well-known amongst adventurers?”

She was startled at my outburst, blinking rapidly up at me. Her black ears pointed straight up on her head, and her tail went stiff behind her. “I-I… I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said as apologetic hands shot up in front of me.

Before I could say anything more, Caradriel’s voice pushed into my mind, “You’re drawing their attention. Turn around.”

With that, I quickly twisted around to find all nine pairs of eyes staring at me with varying expressions. Kragnir still looked amused while Roriella had a concerned look on her face. The humans and the other two dwarves were outright hostile. Laksha, the foxkin Assemblyman, was impassive, and Namarie seemed like she was ready to break something… or someone.

I gulped at the sight of them, then eyed Flynn, who hadn’t returned to stand with his guards behind the Assembly members. Though he stood with both hands relaxed at his side, I had little doubt he was more than ready to draw his blade from the glare he was giving me.

“Why don’t we vote on it, hmm?” Kragnir suggested, glancing at me before looking across the half-circle table at Roriella.

“What is the point? They were clearly lying to the Assembly. Worse, they were trying to manipulate us! That’s a grievous crime warranting severe punishment!” Evelyn snarled.

The dwarf didn’t look at her. His gaze remained on the catkin for a few moments longer before she noticed him. “What do you say to a vote, hmm?” he asked again.

Something like recognition and understanding flashed behind her turquoise eyes, and her brows lifted imperceptibly. Then there was doubt in her expression as she worked through something in her mind.

“I said, stop wasting—” the Assemblywoman bellowed, before Roriella cut her off.

“Yes! We shall have a vote,” she started, and her golden brows furrowed in thought for a heartbeat. “We shall vote based on the evidence and facts about the Verdant Corruption and Elyon Silvershard’s return to determine if these young adventurers have been lying or trying to manipulate us.”

“What?” Noah blurted, whirling at the catkin.

But she wasn’t fazed by his anger as she turned to look at him. “You may have forgotten, so allow me to remind you. Unless the decision is unanimous, which it clearly is not, every persecution requires a vote. Therefore, a vote has to be called.”

I wanted to ask Darla what the Assemblywoman was talking about, but couldn’t take my eyes off the members. Whatever she was doing, she was trying to get us out of this dire situation. She likely knew if a fight broke out, we probably wouldn’t stand a chance against the Captain of the Guard.

Still, I had no idea how pushing for a vote would help us. The Assembly members seemed to have already made their decisions. I was rather certain that the three humans and the two dwarves would never vote in our favor.

I could definitely count on Roriella for her vote, and maybe Kragnir. I didn’t know Namarie and Laksha well enough to guess where their opinions would land. However, even with all of them on our side, the vote would still be five against four.

Evelyn ground her teeth at the catkin Assemblywoman. Her gray eyes were blazing with pure rage as she bit out, “Fine! We will vote.”

Roriella nodded with a tight lip before she said, “Then we shall reconvene tomorrow once we have reviewed all the evidence and facts.”

“No! We’ll vote right now!” the other woman argued.

“No,” the catkin said firmly. “I have called for a vote based on the evidence and facts about the Verdant Corruption and Elyon Silvershard’s return. Those items must be reviewed first before voting can occur.”

“You’re just stalling!” Noah accused, shooting to his feet and jabbing a finger at her.

“No, she is not,” Laksha spoke up and surprised everyone. His obsidian gaze shifted to me for a moment before moving to Noah. “I would also like to review the evidence and facts of this matter. I am in favor of postponing the voting to tomorrow.”

Namarie and Kragnir also nodded in agreement. “I reckon the prosecution can wait one more day, hmm?” the dwarf said with an amused smirk.

Evelyn and Noah were glaring at the beastkin and the dwarf. Anger boiled inside me at their behavior and reaction. They had made the matter with the Savior personal and did everything in their power to undermine any chance we could have at preparing for the Verdant Corruption and Elyon.

It wasn’t our fault that they had been embarrassed when the Savior was exposed for his lies. We were only doing what was right—helping the weak and defeating evil. I didn't know what would happen tomorrow, but I would fight to the death before I let them hurt the girls.

“Calm down. You’re putting the Captain on edge,” Caradriel warned from my right, and I realized my hand was on the hilt of my sword.

I quickly forced my posture to relax before glancing over at Flynn. He had taken a step closer and was also gripping his weapon. He was undoubtedly ready for a fight.

Sorry, I said with an apologetic nod.

“I’m unfamiliar with your politics, but postponing the voting to tomorrow does feel like a stalling tactic. I doubt the votes would change in our favor even if we have a whole night to persuade them,” the elf said.

I nodded grimly. We’ll just have to talk with Roriella later.

That thought was instantly dashed when Celdric said, “Guards! Take these individuals into custody. They will remain in the holding cells until we reconvene tomorrow.”

“Wait. What?” Amelia blurted behind me, incredulous.

Flynn and his guards immediately advanced on us, and my hand reflexively shot toward Steel Heart. However, Caradriel’s voice blared in my head and halted my movement. “Do not draw Lexidus under any circumstances!”

What? I shot back, wide eyed.

“Why not?” Steel Heart said at nearly the same time as me.

She ground her teeth as her dual-colored eyes darted between the Assembly members and the guards. “They will take Lexidus if they know what it is. We can’t let them have it.”

“Fuck!” I grunted, baring my teeth at Flynn, who already had his sword drawn.

Just like his armor, his weapon was also white with golden accents running along the fuller and crossguard. From how well-crafted it looked, I wouldn’t be surprised if it carried some kind of enchantment as well.

“Stand down!” Roriella’s voice cut through my panicked thoughts, and my gaze immediately darted to her.

A deep furrow appeared between her golden brows as she looked at me with a clenched jaw. She shook her head almost imperceptibly as if telling me to trust her.

Our chances of defeating the Captain alone were already close to nonexistent. Adding a dozen guards and not being able to use my weapon, and it just went to the negative. Even without the Assemblywoman’s prompting, I wouldn’t start a fight and risk endangering the girls.

With that in mind, I sighed and raised both hands in front of myself.


CHAPTER FIVE

SUPPRESSION RUNES

I sat on a straw cot, staring in awe at the smooth marble walls surrounding me. The cell I was in could literally serve as comfortable lodging or a guest room of some sort. It was clean and well-lit with a considerably comfortable bed.

The tight space and the bucket in one corner weren’t ideal, but I had seen the prison in Emberfell. Though the guards had kept it well-maintained, the cleanliness was nowhere close to this one. Even the steel bars were polished to a shine. On top of that, the place didn’t smell at all.

“This is… a prison?” Amelia murmured from somewhere inside the holding area, which sounded like she was in the adjacent cell.

“It’s much nicer than the ones we have in Emberfell for sure,” I mused.

“I know, right? It’s so much cleaner,” she agreed, then went quiet for a long moment before she asked in a tentative tone, “What is going to happen to us, Luke?”

I pressed my lips into a thin line as I considered her question. I stood and walked to the steel bar, then shook it. The barrier didn’t have the slightest give, and I didn’t think I could break out even with Invigorate.

“I don’t know. Let’s just hope Roriella can come up with something,” I said with a sigh.

“Y-Yes! Master will know what to do,” Darla perked up at the mention of the Assemblywoman, but I couldn’t see her from my location.

My gaze shifted to Caradriel, who was in the cell on the opposite side of the central corridor. She was sitting on her cot, looking annoyed and flustered. That was when I realized everything was oddly quiet—like my senses were being dulled.

Are you alright? I sent the thought to her, but she didn’t turn my way. No, she didn’t seem to have heard me at all. Can you hear me? Nothing.

“What’s happening? You can’t hear me?” I asked aloud this time.

Her dual-colored gaze shifted to me, then flicked up to the engraving of several intricate runes on the high ceiling. “It’s the suppression runes. They keep us from using magic and essence.”

I blinked at her words before understanding dawned on me. No wonder I had been feeling a strange dullness in my chest since we entered the prison. It also explained why there were no guards stationed in here. Not being able to use magic or essence meant that not even high rank adventurers could break out of here.

After a moment of studying the unfamiliar characters, I asked, “Is it elvish?”

“Yes. The rune placements are rather complex and require extreme precision. I’m rather surprised they can imitate it this well,” she mused, sounding tired as she turned to me.

“Is there a way to stop it?”

“The runes feed on the surrounding mana to remain active, just like lumirias. You just have to interrupt the flow. A little crack in the engraving will do the trick… if you can reach it,” she said.

I looked up at the high ceiling of my cell at her words and grimaced. The ceiling was too high for me to reach even if I stood on the cot. I could try and climb up the steel bar, but I wouldn’t have anything to break the stone.

The guards had thoroughly searched us and taken anything that could be used as a weapon and left us with just the clothes we were wearing. They even took Caradriel’s cloak, leaving her in the white Cleric robe Darla had lent her.

The suppressive sensation in my chest was uncomfortable and slightly suffocating, but at least I now knew the reason for it. Without a way to actually stop it, there was nothing I could do aside from wait.

A grunt came from Caradriel’s cell, drawing my attention back to her. She was grimacing and shivering. Her already pale skin seemed to have lost all its color under the light.

“Hey! Are you alright? What happened?” I asked, pressing my forehead between the steel bars so I could have a better look at her.

The elf didn’t answer for a long while as she concentrated on taking one deep breath after another. Her shivering slowly lessened before a faint tinge of pink returned to her cheeks.

Her gaze shifted up to meet mine, and she said, “I’m alright. I’m fine.”

“What’s going on? Is it the runes?” I asked and couldn’t keep the panic from my voice.

She gave me a small smile before her white brows furrowed with another grimace. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of her face and dripped from her chin on her robe. Then I noticed several dark spots on the fabric and realized she had been sweating rather profusely.

“Hey! Talk to me. What’s happening?” I asked, white-knuckling the steel bars.

Her fingers trembled when she reached up to touch her face, then let out a sigh. “This isn’t good. I might… I might actually die if this keeps up,” she said with a pained expression.

“What do you mean you might actually die?” I asked, panic rapidly rising. “It feels uncomfortable, but it shouldn’t be that bad, right?”

She shook her head slightly, then took another deep inhale. “Normally, it wouldn’t. But this body isn’t… normal.”

I blinked at her words. “What do you mean by ‘this body’?”

Her jaw clenched as she glanced at me with her dual-colored eyes that both enthralled and unsettled me. Several moments passed before she let out a long exhale, then leaned back against the polished wall behind her cot.

“This body isn’t my real body. It’s a hurriedly put together construct,” she started.

I blinked once, then several more times as I tried to make sense of her words. Before I could say anything, however, Amelia blurted the thought that was in my head, “What?”

Caradriel and I both snickered at her reaction, and the mood lightened slightly. She sighed again and said in a reassuring tone, “Don’t worry. I should still be able to hold it together for some time.”

“But what do you mean by this isn’t your real body?” my redhead lover asked, and I could imagine her trying to push her head between the bars so she could see the elf.

“It’s exactly that. My real body is still being encased in stone inside Nythe Anore,” Caradriel said and threw me into even more confusion. The deafening silence that fell around us also meant the girls were also feeling the same thing.

“How is that even possible?” I breathed.

She was quiet for a time, and we gave her the space she needed. Her white brows twitched slightly when she turned to look at me. “As I’ve said, Elyon is experimenting with Sylthariel. He has been creating powerful constructs from monster parts. But those constructs are mere corpses without essence.”

My head was spinning at the implication of her words, but Brielle spoke up before I could. “He’s using the essences of the people in Nythe Anore for his experiment!”

Caradriel nodded grimly. “The Suncrests were renowned researchers who had worked closely with him on artificial lifeforms and essence transference. I was one of the leading researchers who had been working to perfect Sylthariel.”

Question after question popped into my head, but I held my tongue and just waited patiently for her to continue. There had been little records of what had happened during the fall of Maelgroth and the elven civilization, and despite the situation, I couldn’t help but feel a tingle of excitement in my chest.

“From our research, we learned that essence held everything about a being—intelligence, behaviors, memories, and even speech patterns. So, a rat wouldn’t understand language even if it were transferred into the body of a person. It wouldn’t even walk upright, let alone speak,” she went on.

A morbid thought flashed through my mind at the type of experiment they had performed to learn that kind of result. Fortunately, she seemed to have noticed my trepidation and put my worries to rest.

“W-We didn’t actually put a rat inside a person, of course. Well, at least not a living one. We created artificial bodies for the experiments. Those vessels were close imitations of a person but were devoid of essence,” she explained.

Caradriel let out a shuddering breath and pressed the back of her head against the marble wall as she fought down another bolt of pain. My fingers clenched around the steel bars, but could do nothing to help her.

“Fuck!” I grunted. “Don’t give up! Hang in there.”

“I’m not giving up. Don’t worry,” she said after a few more moments of heavy breathing. “The suppression runes are crushing my essence within this body.”

I didn’t understand how the runes worked or why it was doing that to her, but I knew for certain that things would only get worse for her if this kept up. But she continued before I could say anything.

“I’m able to push it back for the time being, but it requires a lot of concentration. I will keep this up for as long as I can, or else…” she trailed off.

“Or else what? What’s going to happen?” Amelia pressed before the sound of something, likely her forehead, banged against the steel bar echoed through the quiet prison. Then she groaned.

The white-haired elf chuckled softly at that. “The suppression runes… scramble mana and essence within an area and interrupt their flows. That’s why you can’t use magic or skills here.” She gulped, then let out a long exhale before she continued, “The tightness in your chest is the result of that.”

“Then why are the runes affecting you far worse than us?” I asked.

She turned her head slightly to look at me with her turquoise eye and gave me a thin smile. “It’s because I haven’t had enough time to develop a strong connection with this body yet.”

“Wait. So, what will happen if you can’t hold the runes back?” Amelia perked up with a heavy tinge of concern in her tone.

The deep crease between Caradriel’s white brows was enough indication of the impending outcome, but she said it anyway. “I’ll die. The runes will scramble and tear my essence apart.”

The girls gasped from adjacent cells before Brielle croaked out, “No…”

“Fuck!” I spat, yanking violently on the steel bars with all my might, but they didn’t budge in the slightest.

“If I had known this would happen, I wouldn’t have helped in the creation of these runes,” the elf chuckled sardonically. Then she flashed me a smirk. “But don’t worry. I won’t give up easily. Soren used to call me stubborn to a fault, and I intend to prove him right.”

I smiled, despite myself, and the girls cheered her on.

Our conversation went into more casual things like the differences and changes between Elathia three hundred years ago and now. It was mostly to pass the time and keep Caradriel distracted from the pain.

However, I couldn’t stop the worries from piling up inside me as more time passed and dark rings formed under her eyes. Her breathing had become more labored, and she was slurring her words. I didn’t know how long we had been in here, but she clearly wouldn’t last much longer.

“Fuck! Guards! Guards! Help!” I shouted through the steel bars as I pressed my face between them. “She’s dying! Someone get in here!”

The girls promptly followed and made as much noise as they could, smacking the walls with their palms and screaming at the top of their lungs. We bellowed down curses and pleas for help until our voices were hoarse, but no one came.

“Stay with me, Caradriel! Don’t you dare give up! Soren is going to be mad at you if you die here! Come on! Wake up!” I yelled at her slumped form in the opposite cell.

Her white lashes fluttered, and her head rolled along the marble wall before her gaze found mine. Her eyes closed for a moment, and my heart lurched. But she pulled away from the wall after a moment, then looked at me with a flare of determination.

The sound of a door slamming open echoed across the prison before I could say anything to the elf. Several footsteps approached us, followed by hurried ones.

“Ma’am! Please! You can’t do this!” a man said just before the girls gasped.

I reflexively pressed myself against the bars, but still couldn’t see anything. Then Roriella appeared, storming through the central walkway with a deep scowl on her face. Noel was on her tail with an equally furious expression.

A guard in white armor showed up in the next moment with pleading hands in front of himself. “Ma’am, please. I ca—”

His words cut off when her bodyguard turned an icy glare toward him. “My Mistress would like a few minutes with these individuals,” he growled out the words with so much menace that the hair on the nape of my neck stood on end. Then he added tartly, “Please.”

The guard grew instantly pale as he stared up at the catkin, but I didn’t care. “Caradriel needs help! You have to get her out of here!” I blurted, pointing past the Assemblywoman toward the elf.

Roriella spun with wide eyes, then stiffened. “What is the meaning of this?” she snapped toward the guard.

“Explain yourself!” Noel ordered, and the other man looked as if he would piss himself.

“I-I don’t know! She was fine when we brought her in. I’m—I’m not lying!” he sputtered, backing away a step.

“It doesn’t matter! She needs to get out of here!” I bellowed.

The Assemblywoman eyed me quizzically for a heartbeat before turning back to the guard. “Open the cell. She needs medical attention,” she ordered.

“B-But… I…” He looked between the catkin and the elf nervously but didn’t move to obey the order.

“I will take full responsibility. Open the cell and take her out of here!”

“Y-Yes, ma’am,” he said before hurriedly rushing forward and pulling a ring of keys from his belt.

Noel stepped inside the cell after the guard and shoved him aside with his shoulder, then scooped Caradriel in his arms. He flashed the other man another glare before stalking into the central corridor. He stopped briefly at his Mistress’s side, nodded, and rushed toward the exit.

The guard came back out of the cell with a stunned look on his face. He looked to Roriella, then her bodyguard before darting after him with an exasperated sigh.


CHAPTER SIX

SNEAKING OUT

The tension bled from my shoulders at the knowledge that Caradriel was safe, and my knees nearly gave out. Then a soft thud came from one of the cells, followed by Amelia’s relieved chuckle, and I laughed with her.

“Fuck. That was too close,” I breathed, pressing my forehead between the steel bars. I glanced at Roriella, who had been looking at me with a raised brow, after a moment. “Thank you. I don’t think she’d have lasted much longer.”

The confusion on her face deepened before she asked, “What happened?”

I inhaled deeply before explaining the situation to her, starting with the suppression runes, the revelation that Caradriel was occupying a construct rather than her actual body, and how the runes reacted to her essence. The Assemblywoman quietly listened while asking questions occasionally.

“I see,” she said, nodding contemplatively. Her turquoise gaze shifted to meet mine after a time. “If you were not the child of my old friend, I would not believe a single word you have said.”

“I know it sounded ridiculous. I’m trying to make sense of everything myself too,” I agreed with a sheepish smile.

She shook her head slightly. “Getting me to believe your words should be the least of your worries right now.”

“What do you mean?”

Roriella let out a heavy sigh as her golden brows furrowed with concern. Her voice held a tinge of exhaustion as she said, “I have tried to persuade the others for the past several hours, but none of the opposition is budging on their decisions. As it stands, the vote is five to four against you.”

From the heaviness of her words, I could only assume a severe punishment was waiting for us once the votes had been cast during the next audience. But another urgent matter pushed through the trepidation in my thoughts.

“What about Rollen? Will the Assembly still send an army to help in its defense?” I blurted.

She gave me a thoughtful look, with a small smile lifting one corner of her lips. “Fortunately, things are still moving forward on that front. A contingent of our guards should be ready to march east within a few days.”

I nodded, stepping away from the bars and blew out a relief breath. “That’s good.”

Her head tilted to one side as she eyed me curiously for a moment before she asked, “Are you not afraid of the punishment that will befall you and your companions?”

“Of course I am! But this is all a misunderstanding. There’s still a chance for us to make our case. The threats are real, and I’ll make sure the Assembly sees that!” I said firmly.

Roriella smiled, but there was a hint of sadness in her expression. “Do not lose that fire in your eyes, child. It is what might save us all,” she said, then drew in a deep breath. “Unfortunately, some of my peers are too blinded by their anger and fear to see reason. I do not think your words alone will reach them.”

“Then what will you have me do?” I asked, frowning and stepping closer.

She didn’t respond and reached through the steel bars to press something into my hand. “Keep doing what you have been trained to do, child. Leave the politics and bureaucracy to me,” she whispered.

“What are you—” I started, but she cut me off quickly.

“The Assembly is seeking the death penalty for all of you,” she said, and her voice shook as she continued, “They want to set an example, so no one will dare fear-monger the public like the Savior again.”

My jaw dropped open at the revelation. Tightness squeezed my heart, and all I could manage was letting out a gasp, “B-But…”

“I know, child. But there is no time. You must act now,” she said as her gaze flicked down to my hand. Then she turned on her heel and walked down the central corridor. “May Inar guide and protect you all,” she said as her footsteps receded.

Once she was gone and the prison fell into complete silence, I lifted my hand to find a key nuzzled in my palm. I blinked down at it for a moment before realization dawned on me. Noel must have swiped it from the guard when he shoved into the man before slipping it to Roriella as he carried Caradriel out.

“So that was what she meant,” I murmured, finally understanding the implication of her words and actions.

“What? What happened?” Amelia asked urgently.

An incredulous smile stretched across my lips as I said, “I think Roriella just told us to break out of here.”

“What?” the girls said almost at the same time.

Still, I didn’t use the key right away. With Caradriel safe, we could afford a little time to plan and prepare ourselves. When I was somewhat sure that things had settled and the guard wouldn’t be barging in here anytime soon, I let myself out of the cell. Then I quickly freed the girls from theirs.

“Do you know how many guards are stationed here?” I asked Darla in a hushed tone as we huddled in the central corridor.

“There are normally three. One in front of the prison and two on patrol,” she said equally quiet. “This is only a temporary holding cell, so the security isn’t as strict as the actual prison.”

I nodded, expecting as much. There was no way anyone would keep a prison this well-maintained and clean. The cells were likely meant to keep people like us, who were awaiting their trial.

We crept toward the only exit. As I drew closer to the polished steel door, the tightness in my chest slowly eased, and my essence flowed more evenly. Then I nearly jumped out of my skin when a panicked voice blasted into my head.

“Lucas! Lucas! Can you hear me? Anyone? Caradriel? Answer me!” Steel Heart bellowed frantically.

Fuck! Stop! I can hear you now! Stop shouting! I shot back, clutching at my temple.

“Lucas!” he blurted so loud that my vision blurred momentarily. “Oh shit. Sorry. What happened? How come I couldn’t sense any of you for hours? Then I sensed Caradriel and her essence was really weak.”

Instead of explaining everything like I normally would to a person, I pushed my memories for the past hours to him, letting him see and hear everything that I had experienced. Concern filled my mind a moment later.

“No wonder she looks different,” he said after learning that the current Caradriel was a construct with her essence occupying it.

I know, I agreed before changing the subject. Keep an eye out on the guards for me. I’ll go get you and Caradriel soon.

“You can count on me, my boy,” he said with a giddy excitement in his tone.

With that, I nodded to the girls. “Let’s get out of here.”

I turned the knob slowly, then pulled open the door until I could peer outside. A brightly lit hall of white marbles lay beyond, making this place look more like a palace than a temporary prison.

The guard in white armor seated behind a table carved from ivory stone fifty feet down the path. His eyes were on a book in his hand, though there was no invested intrigue in his expression. He blinked once, then twice, then yawned loudly.

From this distance, he would have plenty of time to see me coming. Since I couldn’t use Surge without Steel Heart, I likely wouldn’t have the speed to reach him before he could ring the bell on his desk and call for help. I quietly closed the door and turned back to the girls, my mind reeling for an idea.

“I’ll stop him from ringing the bell,” Brielle said before I could suggest anything.

My first thought was to reject her idea, but the determination in her green eyes gave me pause. She was no longer the insecure girl I once knew. She had become a confident and powerful adventurer. The fact that she had fought valiantly against the beast was ‌ impressive evidence of her growth.

I nodded. “Alright. I’m counting on you.”

Amelia and Darla stepped away from the steel door to give the dragonkin space while I stood to the side, so I could rush out after her. At her signal, I turned the knob and swung the door wide.

She burst into the hall like a loosed arrow, and I immediately followed. She was incredibly fast and nimble, even without Essence Explosion, and barely made a sound as she sprinted down the hall.

Brielle was over halfway to the guard before he looked up from his book and noticed her. His eyes bulged in shock, and he scrambled to reach for the bell. The Monk leaped onto the marble table as his hand shot toward the rope clapper. Her foot slammed into his wrist, snapping his hand away, before he could grasp it.

I was there in the next moment, tackling him to the floor. He struggled against me, trying to shout for help, but my hand was already clasped over his mouth. I pummeled him once, then twice before he went limp beneath me.

“Shit. That was close,” I breathed out as I stood, then turned to the dragonkin and flashed her a smile. “Great job.”

She smiled brightly at me before asking, “Where do we go from here?”

Her question prompted us to look at Darla, who was approaching us with Amelia. A tinge of pink bloomed on her cheeks at the attention, but she didn’t shrink away.

“Th-The infirmary and the storeroom are in the east wing. It’s that way,” she said, pointing to the path on the right of the three-way intersection at the end of the hall.

We immediately jogged in that direction. I confirmed with Steel Heart that we were getting closer to him and kept going forward. With his urging, we picked up our pace and arrived at the storeroom after a few minutes.

There was no one inside, so we entered quickly, then closed the door behind us. Just like the rest of this place, the room was well kept. A few sets of white armor hung from the hooks on the wall while all the shelves were empty.

Since the prison we had been in was for temporary holding and didn't have other people aside from us, it made sense that they would only have our equipment here. Steel Heart jutted out from a small crate while Darla’s Spatial Ring was left on a table in the center of the room.

I picked up my sword, grateful no one bothered to unsheathe him. The plain leather scabbard and worn handle wrapping probably made him look like a cheap weapon when compared to the pristine blades the guards were using.

Darla retrieved her ring as I withdrew weapons and armor for Amelia and Brielle before donning my own gear. Then we exited the storeroom after Steel Heart had checked that our path was clear.

“The infirmary is further down the corridor,” Darla said, pointing down the corridor toward an archway.

“Let’s go,” I urged and started toward our destination on a jog.

Caradriel was on one of the four cots arranged in a row along the opposite wall. Shelves and cabinets were sparsely stocked with only a few bottles of potions and herbs.

“Someone is approaching from the other direction,” Steel Heart warned as all of us filed inside the ward.

“Someone is coming,” I hissed, waving for the girls to hide as I pressed myself against the wall next to the archway.

A shadow appeared in the corridor a moment later, and I clenched my fist in preparation to attack. My heart raced with anticipation as footsteps echoed closer and closer. An alarm blared across the prison, startling the guard outside before he rushed past the infirmary toward the holding cells.


CHAPTER SEVEN

TOO CLOSE

The alarm bell continued to blare through the marble corridors. My heart thundered as if it wanted to break out of my chest and run off on its own. I ground my teeth and forced down the panic before turning around.

Three pairs of wide eyes stared back at me. I would have laughed at the looks on their faces if this were any other time. Breaking out of a prison wasn’t something any of us had ever experienced.

The prospect of becoming fugitives if we escaped successfully also hadn’t been lost on me. However, we would certainly receive a death sentence because the majority of the Assembly members were adamant that we were swindlers and wanted to make an example out of us. So, failure was no longer an option.

“Let’s go!” I said and rushed to Caradriel, then scooped her into my arms.

I hadn’t thought much about her incredibly light body since I carried her back to the Roaring Hearth from the Eastern Gate. Now that I had to carry her while running around, I was very thankful for it.

“Brielle, you’ll be the vanguard. Amelia will take the rear with me, and Darla, you stay between us and give support whenever you can,” I ordered before quickly adding to the Archer. “Keep Sense active.”

“Got it!” the girls responded almost at the same time.

Steel Heart confirmed that the guards had gathered in front of the holding cells, so we continued down the hall of the east wing. Fortunately, we had Darla to guide us. Since we had struggled to find the Audience Chamber, I highly doubted we would find a way out of here without her help.

After a few minutes of rushing down the gleaming white corridor, we ran up a staircase, then made our way through another corridor before going up a new set of stairs. Voices and footfalls bellowed through the space, but the echo kept us from knowing which directions they were coming from.

Two guards appeared in our path as we rounded a corner. They gasped at the sight of us, but we didn’t waste time being surprised and barreled into them. Brielle leaped at one of them and slammed the heel of her boot to his temple.

As the second guard’s focus was on the dragonkin, Amelia rushed past Darla and tackled him to the floor. I followed right behind her and knocked him out with a kick to the head.

“This way!” Darla shouted, pointing to the right path in the intersection ahead.

Essences are coming from the right! Steel Heart warned.

“We can’t! People coming from that way!” Amelia interjected before I could relay the message.

“Fuck! Left! Go left!” I said, my boots skidding at the sudden change of direction.

The Cleric followed, her raven brows knitting in concentration, likely trying to map out a different path for us. Then her violet eyes lit up with determination, and she nodded to herself once.

“Over there! I see them!” someone bellowed as we turned the corner.

“Stay back!” Darla screamed, reaching a hand toward the three guards as they burst into the intersection.

For a heartbeat, I was afraid she would send a Divine Lance at them. But a golden shield of light appeared in midair instead. The three crashed head-first into her Divine Shield before toppling in a heap of tangled limbs.

“Nice one!” Amelia cheered.

“Turn left here!” the Cleric said as we approached a three-way split.

We followed her instruction, then ran up a set of stairs and found ourselves in a long stretch of white corridor. As we continued forward, a short, stocky figure strolled out of a room into our path, forcing us to halt with a skid.

My heart hammered, and my lungs burned from the exertion as I stared in a panic at the elderly dwarf casually closing the door behind him. Kragnir’s bald head gleamed in the light when he turned to see us crowding the hall. His dark eyes went wide.

Heavy footfalls echoed from the other end of the corridor, and I knew we were fucked. I was about to set Caradriel down, so I could take the Assemblyman hostage when he hurriedly shoved the door open and waved for us to enter.

The guards drew closer rapidly, and we had no choice but to follow his signal even if a part of me feared this was a trap. Kragnir pulled the door shut as soon as we entered, throwing the room we occupied into complete darkness.

“Can we trust him?” Amelia hissed from somewhere before her body pressed against me.

“I don’t know,” I hissed back, then drew in a deep breath. “But we’ll find out soon enough.”

Footsteps of several people came toward the door, slowed, then stopped. Orders were issued, and people rushed off. I held my breath. Amelia’s grip on my arm tightened before more bodies pressed closer to me.

“Assemblyman Firebeard!” a deep male voice said, coaxing ice to trickle down my spine even when I didn't know who it belonged to.

“Th-That sounds like Flynn,” Darla whispered, and her breath brushed against my right ear.

Despite the situation, I couldn’t help but realize that she was nuzzling against my side as her rosemary scent wafted around me. It might have been the adrenaline or the anxiety of the situation, but she was far closer to me than she had ever been since I had known her.

“What is going on, hmm?” the dwarf asked, sounding completely surprised.

The Captain was quiet for a moment before he said, “The adventurers have escaped, sir.”

“Hmm? How did that happen?” the Assemblyman blurted, now sounding exasperated.

“We… We still don’t know,” Flynn said with a heavy tinge of shame in his tone. “Please stay in your room for now. I will assign guards to escort you shortly.”

“A-Alright, then,” Kragnir said before a long silence fell outside. “Wh-Why are you looking at me like that? Go on! A-Aren’t you searching for those kids, hmm?”

I could almost feel the tension bleeding through the door as I recalled the sensation Flynn’s sharp, glacial blue eyes boring into me during the audience. My heart thundered so hard I was half afraid it would rupture. The Captain was going to break in here at any moment, and drag us back to the cells.

“Please be careful,” the Captain finally said. His footsteps moved away from the room, then faded a few moments later.

The Assemblyman didn’t come in right away. He waited outside as if to make sure Flynn was truly gone before cracking the door open and slipping inside. He deftly touched something on the wall next to the entrance, and lumirias lit up to reveal a very messy office.

Similar to Roriella’s chamber, there were several floor-to-ceiling shelves filled to the brim with tomes and scrolls. However, unlike her somewhat tidy arrangement, Kragnir seemed to thrive in chaos. Open books and scattered parchments were everywhere, with only a small winding path leading around them to the chair behind a large table.

Darla was pressing flushed against my arm when the room lit up. She remained that way for several moments before lurching back with a gasp. An intense blush flared on her cheeks as her ears flattened atop her head.

“S-Sorry. I-I didn’t… I didn’t mean to—” she started.

“Trust me. Luke doesn’t mind it. He likes it when we all cling onto him,” Amelia cut her off with a roguish smirk. Then she leaned closer to the catkin and whispered, “You don’t have to be so shy, you know? Since you’ve already seen everything.”

The Cleric’s face turned the same shade as the smoldering coal in a furnace, and her brain seemed to stop functioning for several long moments. I scowled at the redhead, but she only snickered in response.

The elderly dwarf eyed me, then raised one bushy eyebrow. Fortunately, his question wasn’t about the conversation between the girls. “Now, how did you escape, hmm?”

I opened my mouth to say that I couldn’t tell him, but he cut me off first. “Nope! No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know!” he blurted, waving his hand and shaking his head vehemently. “Plausible deniability, hmm? I can’t be held accountable for the things I don’t know.”

“But you already he—” Amelia started, but I covered her mouth to cut her off first.

Hiding us from Flynn had undoubtedly made him as guilty as Roriella, who gave me the key to the cells. Still, there was no reason for us to point it out and cause him to rethink his decision.

Kragnir paced with arms crossed behind his back, but the piles of books and scrolls limited him only three steps before having to turn around. He continued that way for several moments while murmuring, “What to do, hmmm? What to do?”

All of a sudden he stopped and turned around to face us, his face lifting with an idea. However, Caradriel stirred with a soft groan before he could say anything, and my attention immediately shifted to her prone form in my arms as her eyes fluttered open.

“How are you feeling?" I asked, tension bleeding from my shoulders.

She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment before answering, “I’m alright. I feel better now. Thank you.” Instead of telling me to put her down, however, she leaned her head against my shoulder. “I-If you don’t mind. I’d like to stay this way for a bit longer.”

I blinked down at her as I realized for the first time that she smelled like roses. “S-Sure. Stay as long as you need,” I said, not feeling tired at all even after carrying her and running for half an hour.

A little over a month ago, I was still struggling to lug nine dead rodenites in a canvas sack on a twenty-minute hike. Though the elf felt somewhat lighter than those rat monsters, not feeling any strain after how much I had exerted myself was a pleasant surprise. This proved that my strength had grown significantly.

“Are you ready to listen now, hmm?” Kragnir huffed, scowling up at me.

“Right. Sorry, sir,” I said with an apologetic nod.

“Good! First…” he started, then stepped closer and drew a key from his pocket. He lifted it toward me and realized my hands were full before handing it to Darla instead. “Take this.”

“The key to the secret passage?” the Cleric murmured, staring at the golden key with both surprise and awe.

Aside from being gold, the key didn’t look any different from a regular one. Then I noticed several small runes engraved into its stem and realized it was anything but ordinary.

“The secret passage?” Amelia asked, bending forward to get a closer look at it.

“Yes. Each Assembly member has a secret passage they can use during an emergency close to their office. They are hidden, so only the members and a few others know where they are. These passages can only be entered with their specific key,” Darla explained.

Then she turned to the dwarf with wide eyes. “Are you sure you want to give us your key, sir? This is… very important.”

He waved one hand dismissively. “It’s just a key. I’ll get a new one later,” he said and turned back to me. “Now, listen well, hmm?”

I nodded and opened my mouth to thank him, but he launched into his plan without waiting for me. So, I just shut my mouth and listened.


CHAPTER EIGHT

UNCONVINCED

A knock came at the door a few minutes after Kragnir finished telling us where his secret passage was. Just like Flynn had promised, he had sent guards to escort the Assemblyman home.

Once they left, we waited a little longer until Steel Heart confirmed that our path was clear. I was going to keep carrying Caradriel in my arms, but she insisted she could walk on her own at this point. I might also need to help Brielle if we ran into the guards, so it was better that my hands were free.

With that, we quickly made our way from the office with Darla leading us. Even with Kragnir’s direction, I still doubted any of us could make sense of the corridors without her. Maybe if I spent a few days getting lost in here like the catkin had suggested, I would get the hang of the layout. Maybe.

The door to the secret passage was completely hidden by an illusion, which perfectly replicated both the look and feel of the marble wall. We would have completely missed it if Caradriel hadn’t sensed the magic emanating from the invisible runes on the wall.

The illusion dissipated once Darla held the key near the entrance. An old, worn out mahogany door appeared, covered by a thin layer of dust and cobwebs. It looked incredibly out of place in a building where everything was pristine and flawless.

However, considering it was supposed to be a secret, the servants likely didn’t have access or even knew of its existence. So, it probably hadn’t been cleaned for years, if not decades.

With clear trepidation on her face, Darla hesitated for a few moments before putting the key into the lock and turning it. I couldn’t blame her. She had an intense fear of spiders, after all, and the old passage like this one seemed like a perfect breeding ground for them.

Even if she had managed to overcome her phobia during our dungeon run to save the townspeople of Haeron, the fear wouldn’t just vanish overnight. Still, spider monsters usually lived in dark and humid caves, so we might not ever have to fight them again. Hopefully.

Stale air slammed into us once the catkin pushed the door wide. The thick stench of dust and old stone suggested no one had entered this passage in a very, very long time. Lumirias glowed along the walls to illuminate the long flight of stairs leading down.

“Stay behind me,” I said, stepping in front of the Cleric. The narrow passage only allowed one person to enter at a time, so we set up our formation accordingly. “Darla behind me, then Caradriel. Amelia and Brielle, I’m counting on you two to protect our rear. Ready?”

The girls gave an affirmative “Yes” in near unison, and we headed down.

Fortunately, our descent was uneventful. Aside from the stuffy air and thick layers of cobweb, the only thing that gave us trouble were tiny spiders that made Darla jittery. Well, not just her. All of us were a bit grossed out by the sheer number of them.

The eight-legged things crawled along the walls and hung from the ceiling in large numbers. There was no way to avoid them landing on our clothes and bodies. The sensation of them skittling all over my bare skin caused goosebumps to break out everywhere.

At one point, the Cleric couldn’t take it anymore and screamed. In her fear-induced fit, she withdrew her mace and tried to bash every spider she saw, which was everywhere. I quickly took the weapon from her before swiping the spiders from her clothes to calm her down.

We picked up our pace after that, taking the stairs two or three steps at a time until we reached flat ground. Our path turned into a crude tunnel with exposed support beams. The air grew warmer and more humid as we continued. Thankfully, the spiders had also lessened.

Eventually, we reached the exit after nearly twenty minutes of jogging through several twists and turns. Once Steel Heart confirmed that we were clear, I pushed open the trapdoor to find myself in some kind of storage room.

The space was filled with dust and cobwebs, just like the tunnel. The air was also stuffy and reeked of mildew. We were likely somewhere outside of the United Assembly building at this point and should be able to sneak out of the city from here.

As expected, the front door was locked. Whoever built the secret passage definitely didn’t want anyone to stumble in and find the trapdoor. Fortunately, the same key Kragnir had given us also worked on this one.

“This is…” Darla murmured, glancing around the backyard of a house that seemed to have been abandoned. She didn’t say anything more before starting toward the path along the side of the building.

The rest of us quickly followed and found ourselves on a familiar walkway with two rows of buildings on either side. A shop stood out amongst the lines of white marble. A small shop with a rustic design and exposed reddish brick, nuzzled between two larger ones.

“The Tingling Whiskers!” Amelia blurted before quickly clasping her mouth.

“So, the secret passage leads us all the way to the 4th District. That’s convenient,” I said as the sound of ringing alarms echoed faintly in the distance.

“Should we try and leave through the Eastern Gate?” Darla asked, prompting me to scratch my chin in thought.

The Eastern Gate had collapsed when the beast had attacked Vinhels. The broken pieces of the archway had blocked off the path, so there shouldn’t be anyone guarding the area. Though the rubble had piled up, we could definitely climb over it. If not, I would just break through with Radiant Slash.

“Let’s do that. It may be our best chance of getting out of here,” I suggested, and the girls agreed.

With Darla in the lead, we quickly cut through dark alleys and quiet streets. Lumirias cast a pale glow on New Dawn Road, the wide boulevard that cut across Vinhels from east to west, when we emerged onto it.

The sky had already turned deep navy blue as faint golden light crept over the city wall. There was no one in the area in the early hours. With Steel Heart’s assurance, we rushed toward the Eastern Gate as fast as we could.

Despite nearly dying from having her essence crushed, Caradriel looked as if she had recovered fully. Well, her skin had been incredibly pale from the start, so it was hard to tell, but the determination in her eyes told me she was doing better.

“Wait! There’s someone here!” Steel Heart warned as the collapsed gate came into view. “Oh no. It’s him! This is bad”

What? Who? I asked as confusion and concern surging through my mind.

“Stop panicking, Soren. You’re the legendary Hero!” Caradriel chided.

“Hey! I don’t have my memories yet. So, I can panic as much as I want!”

Who is there? I asked again, with urgency this time.

“It’s the Captain of the Guard!” he said quickly.

“Oh, shit!” I blurted, abruptly halting my steps, which caused Darla to slam into my back. I immediately whirled around to grab her arm, so she wouldn’t topple backward. “Sorry. Are you alright?”

“Y-Yes. I’m fine,” she sputtered, rubbing her nose and nodding.

“Why are we stopping?” Amelia asked, huffing.

“Is everything alright?” Brielle asked without sounding winded at all.

Footsteps echoed across the boulevard before Flynn Wintergale appeared, stalking toward us from the direction of the Eastern Gate. Seeing as he was still quite a distance away, I contemplated running back to the secret passage and finding another way.

That hope was instantly dashed when he closed in on our group with incredible speed. His blade flashed in an arc of white toward my neck. Out of pure reflex, I ducked and only managed to avoid his slash by a mere inch.

However, his boot connected with my chin in the next moment, snapping my head sideways. The world blurred around me as I tumbled on my ass. By the time my vision cleared, the sharp tip of his white sword was pointed at my face. Amelia was on one knee at my side while Brielle snarled with her fists clenched in front of her.

“This is the end of the line for you criminals,” Flynn growled out, and the temperature around us seemed to plummet several degrees. “Surrender now, and I promise to spare your lives.”

I carefully climbed to my feet, then spread my arms in front of the girls protectively and took a few steps back with them. The fact that he hadn’t already killed me meant he hoped to take us back for judgment without bloodshed. So, there might still be a chance to talk sense into him.

“This is all a misunderstanding. We have no intention of deceiving the—” I started.

The Captain cut me off with a sharp swipe of his hand. My skin immediately prickled with goosebumps as the air became freezing. A ten-foot wall of ice suddenly coalesced behind us, blocking most of the boulevard, boxing us in with him.

“Do not test my patience, Lucas Leonus! Return to the United Assembly peacefully, or die here,” he growled.

“What do we do?” Amelia asked, her right hand inching toward the quiver at her hip.

“Don’t do anything yet,” I said, shifting sideways to hide her movement behind me.

The Captain’s pale blue eyes were burning with deadly cold and his expression was a mask of fury. The pressure of his presence alone was enough to make sweat bead on my forehead.

Our chances of defeating him might be immensely low, but I wouldn’t stand by if he were going to hurt my companions. But whether we lost or won, the result wouldn’t benefit anyone.

“We were wrongly accused!” I said, stepping forward and spreading my hands out to show I wasn’t going to draw my weapon. Hopefully, the gesture would make him hesitate to attack us.

“That’s what all the criminals say when they’re caught,” he shot back.

“I am telling the truth!” I insisted. “We didn’t expose the Church of the Savior so we could take their place! We took a Personal Quest from the Appraiser of the Tingling Whiskers. Her friend went missing after he started investigating them, so she asked us to help find him.”

The Captain went quiet at my words, but his expression was unreadable. He didn’t say anything for a long time before he shook his head. “If what you said is true, then why are you running away? If you’re so confident in your innocence, then stay!”

“We can’t! Please. We have our reasons. That’s why we can’t stay,” I said and immediately knew it wasn’t good enough when his expression darkened even further.

Still, I couldn’t tell him that the Assembly had planned to set an example for the public by giving us the death penalty. The votes had already been cast, and only one outcome awaited us. Returning with him wouldn’t end well for any of us. At least until Roriella found a way to convince her peers of our innocence.

“Fuck! I get it! The countless monster attacks across Elathia are making everyone anxious. The Savior used the fear to exploit the Assembly members. Now, they’re afraid I’d do the same,” I said pleadingly. “But we’re not like him! The Verdant Corruption is already here, and Elyon is coming back! We don’t have time for this bullshit!”

“Watch your mouth, Lucas Leonus,” Flynn growled. His glacial gaze bore into me, and I shivered as if frost were literally creeping down my spine. “Return to the United Assembly for judgment, or die here by my blade,” he said through a snarl.

“Dammit!” I growled and immediately reached for Steel Heart as I activated Invigorate and Surge.


CHAPTER NINE

THE WINTER WOLF

I barely had time to react when an Ice Spear soared at my chest. My instinct to activate both Invigorate and Surge was what saved me from getting impaled through the heart.

My enhanced speed allowed me to draw Steel Heart just in time to block the projectile with the flat of the blade. The impact jolted me, but my increased strength allowed me to keep my balance. Flynn followed up by lunging for me, his sword swinging for my neck. Apparently, he had chosen death for me.

With a practiced motion I had done thousands of times, I parried his sword just in time, but the powerful impact caused me to stumble back a step. His second slash came at the opening in my side as I was off balance.

Fortunately, Brielle stepped in with a body blow and forced him to twist out of the way. Without her intervention, I might be spilling my guts all over the floor right now.

“Thanks,” I breathed, then inhaled sharply to calm my racing nerves.

Even if he was retired, the difference in our strength was clear as night and day. He might not have reached the pinnacle of strength as an adventurer, and age might have weakened him, but he was still the most powerful opponent we had ever faced.

On top of that, he also wasn’t the only one we had to worry about. With the alarm still blaring across the 3rd District, guards and adventurers would eventually come. There was no way we could escape if more people showed up. Time was rapidly running out for us.

“There’s no other way around this,” I said, withdrawing my heater shield from my storage and falling into a fighting stance. “We’ll have to fight him with everything we’ve got. No holding back.”

The dragonkin looked apprehensive, and I didn’t need to read her thoughts to know what she was uncomfortable about. The last time we fought other adventurers, we ended up killing four of them. Even if they were bad people, the guilt of taking their lives still lingered in the back of our minds.

Eventually, she nodded, and a flash of determination crossed her face. Then, her sun-kissed skin turned deep crimson as heat radiated from her body from the activation of Essence Explosion.

“Let’s go!” I ordered, and we launched forward together.

The Monk shot ahead of me, of course. She was moving in a blur, charging at the Captain with an intimidating ferocity. The enhancements from her skill had drastically increased after the promotion. I highly doubted even Flynn could keep up with her while she was in this state.

She darted sideways, trying to throw him off, but he wasn’t fazed by her impressive agility. In fact, he didn’t even try to track her movement. His gaze was fixed on me. Brielle appeared behind him in the next moment, her fist drawing back to strike.

Shimmering crystalline flakes suddenly coalesced around her body before encasing her in a spire of ice in the next heartbeat. Her emerald eyes were wide with shock as she was literally frozen midair.

“What the fuck?” I blurted, but didn’t allow myself to falter.

Steel Heart flashed white and blue as I swung at the Captain with an overhead stroke. He deftly deflected it, then returned with a cross slash at my abdomen. I blocked his strike with my shield before thrusting my blade into his chest.

He easily twisted out of the way with graceful footwork. A sharp twang cut through the air, but his gaze remained locked on me. An ice wall formed at his side just a moment before Amelia’s arrows, physical and essence, crashed into it.

“Rosien’s might! Can he read the future too?” I gasped at how casually he defended against all our attacks, like they were nothing at all.

“No, it’s just battle instincts. You develop them over time as you survive tough battles,” Steel Heart chimed in.

I was tempted to ask if his memories had returned for him to know all that and maybe yell at him for not helping, but I didn’t have the attention to spare. Every part of me screamed for me to run, but running wasn’t an option. He had already captured Brielle, and there was no way I would leave her behind.

“You’re not being helpful, Soren,” Caradriel said exactly what I was thinking, but I didn’t dare glance at her. “How you and the others could always joke around in tense situations like this is beyond me.”

By the others, I assumed she was talking about his former companions—the legendary heroes. I was half afraid he would get emotional at the mention of his friends, but fortunately, he didn’t this time.

“Hey! I was about to get there,” he retorted, then gasped, “Watch out!”

I was paying attention, so I reacted in time. His first strike found my shield before his second scraped across my cuirass in a thrust that I didn’t see coming. I would have thanked Gilfren inwardly for crafting such a steady armor, but Flynn didn’t even give me time to do that.

He came at me with a flurry of attacks that seemed to come from all directions. He also kept fighting in close range, so Amelia wouldn’t have a clear shot at him. Fortunately, Darla was able to cast Protection on me and gave me a bit better fighting chance.

“The battle is won in the mind before it is fought on the field,” Steel Heart chose the moment I managed to block the Caption’s vicious slash to say something that made no sense to me.

What? I blurted, stumbling back a few steps to catch my breath.

My redhead lover promptly launched Multi Shot at the wolfkin to draw his attention. Again, he ignored her and just erected an ice wall to block her attacks. That, thankfully, bought me a few seconds of reprieve.

“Someone said that to me… I think. Very profound,” he mused.

What are you talking about? I snapped as I prepared to defend.

“Get to the point!” Caradriel chided.

“Come on. It was interesting and sounded really cool,” my sword protested, then quickly continued when both the elf and I gave him the impression of a glare. Well, my glare was a literal one. “The Captain knows you know he is strong, so he uses it to his advantage and gives you the impression that you can never beat him. It’s an intimidation tactic.”

What? was all I managed before Flynn lunged for me again.

This time he was even faster than before. I blocked and parried with everything I had, catching his blade on my shield more times than I could keep count and deflecting several more on my sword.

However, after several exchanges, I was able to grasp his pattern. He would start his attack with a sideswipe, then reverse in the opposite direction before going into an overhead stroke. After that, two diagonal slashes would follow before he cycled back to the side swipe.

Knowing this, I hunkered down and focused intently on defending his attacks. There was a brief pause after the two diagonal slashes, and I would use it to launch my counterattack. Little did I know, the damn bastard was baiting me.

“Below!” Steel Heart bellowed just a heartbeat after the Captain unleashed his second diagonal slash.

I was too caught up in the moment and couldn’t react in time to his warning. Stepping forward, I activated Bash and swung my heater shield at Flynn. That was when an ice spear shot up from the ground in front of me.

Its pointed tip punched into my stomach just below my cuirass. Pain flared through me as my momentum literally caused me to impale myself on his projectile. My vision blurred, and my knees threatened to buckle.

Someone screamed something, but my heart was pounding too loudly for me to hear. My gaze found Flynn as he raised an ice wall to stop Amelia’s arrows once more. His eyes were on me, cold and deadly. He deftly raised his blade, and the white steel glinted in the light of dawn.

“F-Fuck!” I sputtered, stumbling back a step when the spear shattered.

Blood gushed from the gaping hole in my abdomen and slicked down my thighs. Golden light flared all over my body, and the pain slowly faded. From this distance, Darla couldn’t concentrate her magic in one spot. The healing would take longer, and I didn’t have that kind of time.

Still, I wasn’t going to give up. I gritted my teeth and willed my shield to rise as the wolfkin swung down. He disappeared abruptly.

A powerful gust slammed into Flynn mid-swing, throwing him several feet through the air. He skidded and rolled across the ground before slamming into one of the buildings.

“What the?” I gasped, collapsing to my knees.

Caradriel was holding her hands out and had a deep concentration on her expression. “Heal him! Quickly!,” she ordered and jolted the Cleric out of her confused stupor.

Darla lurched into action and rushed to kneel next to me. Golden light bloomed in her palms when she hovered them over my wound. I grunted as my skin knitted together. With her Heal at Max level, she only needed a few moments when she could concentrate her magic in one spot.

“Thanks,” I grunted before she helped me stand.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help you,” the catkin said and looked as though she was ashamed of herself.

“What? No! Don’t blame yourself. Flynn is a monster,” I said, then reached up to stroke her hair like I had done countless times for Brielle to comfort her. “You did everything you could have, and I’d have been dead if not for your Protection.”

I smiled down at her before realizing she had gone as stiff as a tree. Her violet eyes were wide, with a blush rapidly blooming on her cheeks. Even her ears were pointed straight up, and her tail had stopped moving completely. My mistake rammed into me like a gut punch, and I yanked my hand away.

“Shit! I’m sorry! I-I didn’t mean to touch you… I mean, your head,” I sputtered.

“I-It’s alright. I… I don’t mind,” she said so softly I could barely hear her.

“Luke, help!” Amelia called and spared us the awkward moment. She was stabbing at the ice spire that had been holding Brielle with her dagger.

We rushed over, hoping to free her before Flynn regained consciousness. I glanced over at where he had slammed into the building, and he was still laying on the ground. I prayed to Rosien that he would stay that way for a long while.

I stabbed at the ice with Steel Heart, and he plunged in much deeper than I had anticipated. Even after all these times, I still underestimated how durable and sharp his translucent edges were.

“Damn! That was close. I really thought you were a goner, my boy,” my sword said exasperatedly as I broke off a large chunk of ice.

Tell me about it, I agreed and took out another piece. Then I recalled the powerful gust that had blown Flynn away. Caradriel is a Wizard?

“Yes… I was,” Caradriel said, stepping up behind me. “I didn’t think I’d be able to use magic in this body, but it looks like I was wrong.”

“Thank you for the save!” I grinned at her before turning around to hack off another piece.

With me breaking off the bigger parts of the spire, and the girls chipping away at the parts closer to the dragonkin, we worked quickly. Ice shards burst and flew around us as we dwindled the ice spire down enough for us to pull her free.

Brielle was freezing when I held her in my arms. Essence Explosion had deactivated after she lost consciousness inside her frozen prison. She looked fine even if her breathing was irregular because of the cold.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, standing with the dragonkin cradled against my chest.

A dreadful scraping of metal against stone sent an icy shiver down my spine before I could even take a step toward the Eastern Gate. The girls also paused around me with blood drained from their faces.

The Captain was climbing to his feet. His blue and white hair was a mess, and dirt stained his white armor. His glacial gaze was on me, and he looked absolutely pissed.

“Rosien, god of creation. Can’t you just give me a fucking break?” I grumbled before carefully passing Brielle to Darla.


CHAPTER TEN
THE WIZARD
I stepped forward with my heater shield held firm and my sword at the ready, gritting my teeth at the killing intent Flynn exuded through his furious glare. Still, I wouldn’t let fear stop me from protecting the girls.
“Please stop this useless fight!” I said before lowering my stance in preparation. “I did not lie about the Verdant Corruption and Elyon. We must leave to save Rollen. Please don’t stop us!”
The Captain didn’t respond. He rose to his feet with the sword clutched in his hands as if he was preparing for a powerful attack. The intensity of his gaze was enough to make me second guess myself and stay defensive.
“Calm down! You’re getting too worked up,” Steel Heart said in a calming tone. “Your opponent is strong, but you’re also underestimating yourself, Lucas.”
What are you talking about?
“I can see his essence. He isn’t doing all that great right now. That hit from Caradriel did some serious damage.”
Are you sure? He doesn’t look that hurt to me, I retorted.
“Like I said, he used intimidation tactics on you. He’s messing with your head and making you think he’s way more powerful than he actually is. Think about it. All his attacks have been focused on you. Why? Because he wants to hammer that fear into you.”
But he was a Rank 8. He’s strong. There’s no doubt about that.
“You’re not wrong. But he has aged. He has passed his prime. I doubt he’s seen that much combat in the past five years,” my sword interjected. “Also, he’s a Wizard, not a Knight.”
I blinked at his words. The growth of each class would enhance the attributes that directly benefitted that particular class. Knights would gain attributes like strength, physical defense, and physical damage, while Wizards would see improvements in intelligence, magic attack, and magic defense.
Flynn isn’t built like a frontline fighter! I said as realization dawned on me.
“Exactly! You have to look at this fight from a different perspective, my boy. You’re not fighting a Knight who can use magic, but a Wizard who is good with a sword.”
Fuck! Steel Heart, you’re a damn genius! I said as tension bled from my shoulders.
“Of course, I am!” he shot back with a snobbish expression.
I would have sent something snarky back if the Captain hadn’t lost his patience at that moment. He sent an Ice Spear at me. I lifted my shield to block, then activated Invigorate and Surge once more.
What Steel Heart had said made total sense, and the puzzle pieces immediately fell into place. The reason there hadn’t been more combat hybrid Wizards was likely because of the limitations.
A Wizard could never become as physically adept as a Knight no matter how much he trained. His base stats would never reach the level it needed to be for a frontline fighter. On top of that, any skills he could buy or obtain from dungeons would only provide moderate enhancements compared to the class specific ones.
That was probably the reason Flynn had only reached Rank 8 before he retired. Fighting in the melee against high Threat-Level monsters without the proper stats or skills would have put him at a massive disadvantage. The magic might give him an edge at the beginning, but the battle would still be gruesome, no doubt.
“Please, sir! I don’t want to fight you!” I pleaded after batting his Ice Spear aside. “Please listen to me!”
The Captain didn’t respond but lunged at me with his blade swinging for my neck. I caught his strike with Steel Heart before stepping into him and using my superior strength to try and wrench the weapon from his hand.
He was prepared for it and countered by slamming the palm of his free hand into my chin. My head snapped backward sharply, and I stumbled backward from the impact, my vision swimming.
A flash of white cut through my hazy sight before a brilliant golden light blinded me. By the time I recovered, Darla’s Divine Shield was shimmering in the air between me and the Captain.
He growled and swept a hand toward the Cleric. I instinctively lunged at him before he could cast a spell, but Amelia beat me to it. Her arrows were already soaring.
With us clustered together, he wouldn’t have time to erect an Ice Wall. For a heartbeat, I feared my redhead lover would have to kill him to protect us. Fortunately, that wasn’t her plan, and the projectiles flew toward his limbs, away from his vitals.
Flynn merely twisted out of the way before leaping backward to recover. I didn’t let him. If he wouldn’t see reason, then there was no other way for this to end. I would have to defeat him.
Our swords clashed with flaring sparks, and he grunted as the force of my blow drove him back a step. I didn’t let up and followed with an overhead stroke, a diagonal slash, then a crosscut. He parried, sidestepped, before deflecting my last with practiced ease.
With that, he instantly turned defense into offense and pressed me back with a series of thrusts. His first stab grazed off my pauldron. I managed to barely block his second with my shield before the third drew blood from my outer thigh.
More arrows came at him, but Flynn already saw through them and simply blocked with an Ice Wall. Without missing a beat, he rammed a boot into my gut, doubling me over, then swung down at my neck.
I dropped to my knees and avoided losing my head by mere inches. Fighting through the pain in my abdomen, I launched myself sideways before tucking into a roll.
He was on me by the time I recovered in a crouch. I reflexively thrust up my shield. The crash of steel on steel rang out across the boulevard before I lurched backward to gain some distance.
The Captain followed, his white blade rising high over his head. I moved to block, but something felt off about this attack. He seemed to take a few heartbeats too long when all his strikes had been swift and precise.
A cold dread ran down my spine as I recalled the last time he purposely left an opening in his barrage of attacks to bait me into his trap. Without even knowing what he was about to do, I spun sideways instead of blocking his slash.
An Ice Spear stabbed up from the ground and would have punched a hole in my stomach again if I hadn’t twisted out of the way. Its icy tip still cut a small gash in my side, but that was nothing compared to what it could have done.
I thought you said he’s weak. There’s nothing weak about him! I complained to my sword.
“No. I said he’s weaker than he makes himself look. I didn’t say anything about him not being strong,” he retorted, then added an impression of a smug grin.
I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.
“Just stay calm, my boy. He’s strong, but you guys outnumber him. And I’m not the only one you can talk to telepathically, remember?”
Shit! You’re right! My eyes went wide at his hint.
I had been thinking of ways to defeat Flynn, but he had been keeping me busy and away from the girls to coordinate with them. Even if Amelia knew my habits and could read my intention with mere eye contact, the others couldn’t.
My redhead lover had been aiming at the Captain’s blind spots, but he seemed to have completely read her. The two of us alone clearly weren’t strong enough to defeat him, and I also couldn’t just shout out the plan if I wanted to catch him off guard.
Caradriel, can you still use magic? I asked as I parried a cross slash.
She didn’t respond right away, but I could sense trepidation through our connection. “I don’t think so. This body is… too new,” she eventually said.
I was tempted to ask what she meant by too new, but that wasn’t important at the moment. That’s fine! Don’t worry about it.
Our swords clashed again and again. My enhanced agility gave me a slight edge over Flynn, but he made up for it in precise movements and pinpoint accuracy. Still, things were gradually moving in my favor.
I saw through his attack and deflected his strike in our next exchange before forcing him back with a slash aimed at his thigh. Though his expression remained stoic, the sheen of sweat on his face and the slowing of his movements were enough to tell me he was getting tired.
Then I realized the alarm bells had gone silent and the noises from the United Assembly building were moving closer to our location. We didn’t have much time left. The guards would arrive soon.
Tell Amelia to hold her attack until I’ve created an opening for her! I ordered.
“Understood,” she said before an impression of a nod pressed into my mind.




I darted toward the Captain for our final clash. If we didn’t take him down with this attack, we wouldn’t have time to escape. However, he would likely not go down easily, so I couldn’t afford to hold back.
With a diagonal swing, I unleashed Steel Heart’s Radiant Slash at him. As expected, Flynn shifted out of the way easily. But I wasn’t done. Following his movement, I launched my Radiant Slash at him in a cross swipe.
That caught him utterly off guard, and his eyes bulged in shock. Still, he was nimble enough to duck beneath the blade of light. However, his awkward evasion left him wide open to my follow-up attack. I stepped in close and slammed my shield into him. Bash immobilized him while the impact threw him backward.
An arrow stabbed into his thigh in the next moment. Its pointed tip punched through his flesh and burst out the back of his leg with a spray of blood. I grimaced at the gnarly wound as he let out a guttural grunt, collapsing on one knee.
“Take Brielle to the gate!” I ordered before cautiously approaching the Captain with my sword pointed at him. “Please don’t come after us. I don’t want to fight you again.”
His glare was frigid as he growled, “You’ll pay for your deceit here and now, Lucas Leonus.”
Before I realized it, my feet were stuck to the ground. Then the girls yelped from behind me, and dread slithered down my back. We might have bested Flynn, but that didn’t mean he would give up. He only had to keep us here until the guards arrived.
“Fuck!” I spat as icicles encased my boots and rapidly crept up my calves.
The Captain climbed to his feet, then staggered forward. An Ice Wall protruded from the floor just a heartbeat before arrows crashed uselessly into it. His sword glinted in the sunlight as he lifted it in both hands.
Grinding my teeth, I held up Steel Heart and my shield in preparation for his attack. My pinned feet made my stance awkward, but I wasn’t going to just stand here and let him cut me down.
“No! Stop!” Amelia cried, but she likely didn’t have a clear shot with him standing directly in front of me now.
As I contemplated using Obliterate on him, shadows warped behind him. A figure cloaked in darkness appeared in the next heartbeat just as a dagger pressed into the Captain’s throat.
“Let’s stop this nonsense now. Shall we, old friend?” the newcomer said smoothly before the darkness receded to reveal Noel standing behind Flynn.
“What is the meaning of this, Noel?” the wolfkin snarled, but didn’t try to resist.
“You’ve been beaten. These kids could have killed you just now, but they didn’t. That should have been enough to prove their innocence, don’t you think?”
Before Flynn could respond, Noel snapped his fingers and shattered the icicles around my feet with his shadows. The gasps of surprise from behind me also meant he had done the same for the girls.
“Go, Lucas! I’ll handle this,” the catkin ordered.
I hesitated for just a moment before nodding gratefully and turning to my companions. I took Brielle into my arms, then spared another glance at the two men. The Captain was glaring at me while the housekeeper gave me a bemused smirk.
“Thank you,” I said and started off toward the Eastern Gate in a sprint.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

REPRIEVE

One week had passed since our escape from Vinhels. We had pushed hard on the first five days, trekking through the grassland well into the night and only taking a few hours of rest. Steel Heart had been keeping watch for pursuers, but none showed up.

After pushing ourselves to the absolute limit, we finally slowed down and took longer breaks. The girls were more than happy to set up camp at nightfall and rest their legs. Being the only one with the stamina to spare, I offered to keep a long watch while they slept.

“Let’s camp here tonight,” I said as we entered a small clearing several yards behind the tree line.

We had been keeping close to the sprawling forest north of Suncrest Steppe, so we could use the trees to hide if we spotted pursuit. They would also keep our cook fire from being easily seen from afar, allowing us to have hot meals and warm ourselves at night.

“Rosien’s mercy. I don’t want to walk another step,” Amelia groaned before plopping on the ground and stretching out her legs.

Despite the hard travel, she looked as gorgeous as she had always been. Her short red hair might be a mess, and small smudges of dirt smeared her cheeks, but they did nothing to diminish her charm.

Aside from Brielle, the other girls looked completely exhausted, and I couldn’t stop the pang of guilt from weighing down on my shoulders. Darla didn’t have the physical training that the three of us had growing up, while Caradriel hadn’t fully familiarized herself with her constructed body yet.

Pushing to cover over one hundred and fifty miles in a week was difficult for me, who had been training rigorously for years. A part of the reason we managed to do that was because the Spatial Storage had allowed us to travel light. Still, the fact that they could keep up without falling behind or voicing a single complaint was a feat worthy of praise.

“You guys rest. I’ll go hunt us something to eat before we lose the light,” I said, glancing at the setting sun through thick foliage before withdrawing our packs from my storage for them.

The fight with the beast and Caradriel’s appearance had thrown our plan into disarray, so I didn’t get a chance to buy packaged food for our travel.  Luckily, we had been prepared to leave the city before the fight with the beast and had already bought potions, along with other adventuring essentials.

“I can keep watch,” the dragonkin offered.

A thought occurred to me, and I turned to the elf. “Can you detect essence as well?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Essence detection is a skill Soren developed himself. I can only sense the emotions of people who have a telepathic connection with me.”

I nodded, finally understanding why she seemed to be panicking during our fight with the Captain. If she had been able to sense his emotions, she would likely have been more calm.

“Be careful,” I said, turning to Brielle and reaching a hand to stroke her hair between her green horns.

She leaned into my touch with a soft purr and let me comb my fingers through her raven locks for a moment. “I will.”

“I’ll help you,” Amelia said, pushing to stand, but I waved her off.

“I’ll be fine. Stay with everyone just in case.”

I didn’t need to say the rest before her expression grew dark. Even if we hadn’t seen any pursuers since we left Vinhels, things could change at any moment. If anyone came after us while I was gone, she and the dragonkin were the only ones who could put up a fight.

“I’ll be quick,” I added before heading for the trees.

The hunt didn’t take long, but I had to venture a bit from camp for anything substantial. Steel Heart only detected small game around the clearing and suggested I hunt a wild boar, which was slightly further out.

I agreed, since I would rather kill a boar than several rabbits to feed the five of us. Plus, we would likely have left over to keep in the Spatial Storage as supply for the next day or two.

How are you feeling? I asked as I trudged back to camp with my sword guiding me.

“How am I feeling? About what?” he asked back.

I contemplated my words for a moment, not really knowing where to start. So many things had happened since our discovery of the elf that we didn’t have time to talk about any of the revelations yet.

About everything? Reuniting with Caradriel, confirming that you really are Soren Rydon, your current… body.”

He was quiet for a long while until I was about to apologize for bringing up the question when he spoke. “I don’t know. It’s strange and confusing, I guess.”

I nodded and waited for him to continue.

“Back at the inn, when I was talking to Caradriel alone,” he started, and I knew exactly when that was without needing him to elaborate. “She told me that the only other person who could have performed Syl… Syltha… Dammit! Why is elvish so hard? I mean, the only one who could have cast Echo of Essence was Teriani.”

Doesn’t Elyon also know the spell? Could he have used it on you? I asked.

“She was quite adamant that it was Teriani who cast it. The spell takes a bit of preparation to cast, so she didn’t think Elyon would be able to do it while fighting us. There must be a good reason for her to do that. I’m sure of it,” he said with a confidence that brooked no argument.

From what I had felt of their bonds in the dreams, I could understand why he would feel that way. The love they had for one another was deep and pure. There was no way she would ever betray him, or he would her.

I think so too, I said.

“So, I’ve decided to stay positive and take things as they come. Everything will become clear once my memories return.”

I smiled. Now, you sound more like the brave hero who sacrificed himself to save all of us in old tales.

“Hey! I am Soren Rydon! I am the legendary hero! Of course I’d sound like him, you brat!” he shot back, then laughed. “Fuck! It felt good to say that out loud.”

So, should I be calling you Soren from now on?

He was quiet for a moment before giving me an impression of a shrug. “I don’t see why not. Caradriel is already doing that anyway.”

We were approaching the edge of the clearing as our conversation ended. I called out to the girls, so they wouldn’t be afraid at the sound of my footsteps.

They were gathering around a small fire when I emerged from the forest. The exhaustion seemed to have eased from their expression somewhat, but the tension still lingered in the air.

Aside from the United Assembly accusing us of being swindlers, we had also been put in prison. Then we broke out of that prison, injured the Captain of the Guard, and became a group of wanted fugitives.

I couldn’t blame them for being tense. The fact that Amelia hadn’t begged me to bend her over a tree and rail her behind the bushes in a week was proof of how much our situation bothered her.

However, our level of distress was likely nothing compared to what Darla was feeling after the turn of events. She had been working for the United Assembly and trusting in their system of government for years.

To suddenly be accused of a crime she didn’t commit by the people she had believed in must have hurt her more than she was showing. I would talk to her about it later. For now, it was probably better to give her some space.

With that, I stopped at the edge of the clearing and withdrew the boar from my Spatial Storage. Instead of a whole carcass, however, the storage had neatly cut up and separated out the bones, innards, and meat for me. So, I was left with nicely trimmed thick slices of boar steak.

“Can I help?” Amelia asked, stepping up to my side and peeking at the slabs of meat in my hand.

I smiled and retrieved cooking utensils from the storage before handing her a knife and a cutting board. “Sure! Why don’t you cut up the vegetables? I’ll take care of the meat.”

We worked quietly, just enjoying the comfortable silence. She likely wanted something to occupy her mind for a time, so everything that happened wouldn’t feel so daunting. Knowing how resilient she had been since we were children, she would definitely bounce back soon enough.

Once we were done preparing the meal, a simple vegetable stew with boar meat, I hung the pot over the fire and waited for it to cook. Then I sat with the girls while using a wooden spoon to stir the pot occasionally.

“How is your… umm… your body? The construct?” I asked awkwardly, turning to Caradriel.

The elf was sitting with her knees tugged against her chest and her arms wrapped around her shins. She stared into the flame for a moment as if assessing her own condition before answering my question.

“It seems to function fine at the moment,” she said before meeting my eyes. “Thanks to Elyon’s impressive work, this body might actually last much longer than I’d anticipated.”

“What do you mean by ‘last much longer than I’d anticipated?” I asked, not liking the sound of the words at all.

“The artificial bodies I’d built back in the day could only function for around four to six weeks before the Separation Process began,” she said with a shrug that betrayed the seriousness of her situation.

“What is this Separation Process?” Amelia asked, trepidation tinging her voice.

Caradriel pressed her lips into a thin line that showed she was also worried. “It’s when the connection between the essence and the artificial body starts to break down. I essentially lose control of the body once that happens.”

“You’ll die once the Separation Process starts,” I said what she had tried to omit.

She gave me a scowl, but nodded. “It takes a few days before the essence becomes completely separated from the artificial body. But you’re right. I’ll eventually die.”

Silence fell around the camp at her words. More bad news wasn’t what we needed with how complicated our situation was. Our journey to Rollen would already take a month. Even if we pushed hard and kept going with as little rest as possible, we might only cut down a few days—a week at most.

If we took her worst estimate into consideration, we would only have one week to find her body once we arrived in Nythe Anore—three if we were lucky. The timeframe would be tight, but knowing this in advance would allow us to adjust our plans accordingly.

“Like I’ve just said, Elyon had created an impressive artificial body. This one should have around six to eight weeks before the Separation Process begins. A significant improvement from the ones I could create back in the day,” Caradriel said, likely trying to ease our concern.

I nodded, appreciating the good news, even if small. “Do you mind if we talk about your magic?” I asked before reaching up to stir the stew, then sat back.

She shrugged and tugged her chin into the crook between her knees. “Sure, I don’t mind. It’s better for you to know my strength too since we’ll have to fight sooner or later.”

“I assume you’re a wind Wizard, but what was the spell that you used to knock out Flynn?” I asked.

A tinge of pink colored her pale cheeks at my question. “I-It… It wasn’t a spell.”

“What do you mean? It was so powerful,” Amelia perked up, and the elf sank even lower between her knees.

“I was merely channeling the wind and pushing it at him,” Caradriel mumbled so softly that I could barely hear her. “It’s the fundamental of elemental manipulation. Crude and unrefined.”

I quickly clasped my mouth to keep a snicker from escaping. I didn’t know why she would be embarrassed by using the fundamental skill to attack our enemy, but she looked incredibly cute when she was flustered.

Her dual-colored eyes narrowed at me before a glare pulled her white brows together. Right. She might not be able to read my thoughts, but she could sense the amusement in my mind. Telepathy was going to make hiding things from her immensely difficult.

“I don’t see why you should be embarrassed about it,” I said, lifting a placating hand. “You said it yourself. This body is too new, so you need time to adjust. There’s nothing wrong with using whatever works for the moment.”

“Lucas is right. In a battle, you don’t have time to pick your method of winning. You just use everything you have,” Brielle interjected from my left before giving me a supportive nod.

The glare turned toward the dragonkin, and she shrunk back with an awkward expression on her face. I couldn’t help but snicker at their interaction. Caradriel was a meticulous person, so using crude and unrefined methods wasn’t something she could accept, I realized.

“Will you be able to use more powerful magic once you’re adjusted to the body?” I asked.

She looked thoughtful for a moment before she said, “Normally, I should be able to. But I’ve never built an artificial body in such a short time before, so I might have messed up something.”

“Wait. You said that essence contains everything about a being, right? So, how come the beast behaved nothing like you? It was completely different,” Amelia said.

“Somehow, Elyon has managed to create an artificial body with a personality and only use my essence to animate it. I believe the flower bud was what kept my consciousness from taking control of that body,” the elf explained.

Her gaze drifted over us one by one before she continued, “When you destroyed the flower bud, it severed Elyon’s connection with the beast and allowed me to take control of the body. This construct was all I could manage within that brief moment before the beast completely disintegrated.”

Amelia, who was sitting to her left, leaned in closer with her amber eyes narrowed. She pursed her lips, then glanced up and down the other girl as if curious about something.

The elf blinked at her, one of her brows raising quizzically. “Wh-What are you doing?” she asked.

A smile slowly bloomed on the redhead’s lips, and I groaned inwardly. “Can your constructed body have sex?”

The blush that came over Caradriel instantly spread all the way to the tips of her pointed ears as her eyes widened at the blunt and incredibly inappropriate question. Still, I should have expected that since Amelia had done the same thing to Brielle after knowing her for just a few days.

“You don’t have—” I started, but the elf lifted her chin and answered before I could finish.

“Yes, it can,” she said with a slight quiver in her voice. Still, she did her best to look dignified even though the deep flush was starkly visible on her pale skin. “I’ve rigorously studied elven anatomy for decades. Despite the time constraint, I can assure you that this body has all the functionality a normal person would have.”

“Nice!” the redhead grinned before her head tilted to one side, and I could almost see more inappropriate questions rolling in her mind.

“Dammit, Amelia. Stop bothering—”

“Does that mean you can also get pregnant as well?” she blurted, ignoring my protest.

Caradriel opened her mouth, then closed it. Twice. “Of—Of course! As I’ve said, Elyon’s creation had been well-constructed. Even if the body was originally male, I was able to convert all the parts to build a female form with every necessary functionality… along with the reproductive organs.”

I sighed, giving up on stopping them and turned to Brielle in the hope of starting a different conversation. Unfortunately, the dragonkin was listening to the two girls with vested interest. Her green tail was tapping the ground in a slow rhythm while the black slits in her eyes dilated until they nearly covered her entire irises.

Darla was also staring at them with wide eyes and reddened face. Her black ears were pointed straight up, and her tail twitched incessantly behind her as if she found the topic immensely captivating.

Amelia was tapping her lips in thought when my attention returned to her. “Will a contraceptive potion work on you? You know, in case you want to have sex?” she asked.

“Of course, it will,” the elf snorted, seemingly getting more comfortable with the sexually pointed questions at this point. “But my race rarely conceives, so birth control is often unnecessary.”

The stew chose that moment to boil over. I lurched forward to take the pot off the fire with a thick piece of cloth and set it down on the ground. Its rich scent of spice and herb wafted through the air, causing my stomach to grumble in response.

“I guess it’s time to eat,” I said before grabbing the ladle and a bowl.

Brielle spoke up as I scooped the stew into bowls. “Father told me about a shortcut in the canyon that can save us two days of travel.”

“Really? That’s great!” I said excitedly before handing the food to Amelia before she passed it to Caradriel, who then passed it to Darla.

“Yes, but it’s also a high Valorant-Tier dungeon,” she said and grimaced.

My hand paused midair at her words as I was handing the second bowl to the redhead. A high Valorant-Tier dungeon had the minimum recommended adventurer’s Rank of 7. There was nothing stopping us from entering the dungeon, of course, but completing it would be immensely difficult at our current strength.

I turned my attention back to the stew and passed the one in my hand to Amelia as I contemplated our options. An extra two days would allow us to reach Rollen sooner, but we might not survive the dungeon. Dying would completely negate the benefits we hoped to obtain.

“I think it’s a better idea to use the longer path. The dungeon may be too much for us to handle,” I said, handing another bowl of stew to the redhead.

“Okay,” Brielle said with a nod before I served her the food.

I scooped out my portion, then sat back. “We can talk about it more if things change.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

DOUBLE TEAMING

The sun was sinking beyond the horizon, and deep purple was bleeding over the orange sky as the girls and I approached a small village. Wooden palisades encircled the settlement, but they didn’t look promising as a means of defense against attacks from more than a few monsters at a time.

A catkin guard, equipped with an ill-fitted set of leather armor and a crude spear, stood by the entrance. His triangular ears perked up and his tail went stiff when he noticed us, then his brown eyes narrowed.

“Who goes there?” he asked in his gruff voice once we were within earshot of one another.

We stopped a cautious distance away, not wanting to spook him. Especially when there might already be bounties placed for us. I wouldn’t have any trouble dealing with an old guard in a fight, of course, but I also didn’t want to hurt people unnecessarily.

“Hi there. We’re a party of adventurers, heading to Susacre Valley,” I said, spreading my hands wide to look as non-threatening as possible. “We’ve been traveling for a week, so we’re hoping to have hot meals and warm beds to sleep in tonight.”

His gaze scrutinized us one by one before lingering uncomfortably long on Caradriel. It was inevitable since she had her hood drawn over her head to hide her long, pointed ears.

He was quiet for so long that I thought he would deny us entry. Then he nodded and said, “There aren’t many travelers coming through these parts, but the innkeeper will take your money for hot meals and beds. Though it's plain fare, nothing fancy.”

“That will be plenty enough for us. Thank you, sir,” I said with a courteous bow.

The guard gestured for us to enter before giving us directions to the inn. We thanked him again and made our way across the village. Thatched roof houses lined the dirt road as villagers glanced at us curiously. None of them showed signs of hostility, while a few even nodded at us in greeting.

Do you sense anything off with their essence? I asked Soren, still wary of the bounties that I was certain had already been placed on us.

A part of me was afraid that this village might be an elaborate ambush, set up by the people who were hunting us—bounty hunters or other adventurers. The guard would let us in, so they could surround us from all sides.

“Nope. They’re all pretty peaceful. Nothing out of the ordinary here,” he said with an impression of an approving nod.

The wariness bled from me at his words, and my shoulders relaxed. I had already assumed as much from what I saw, but I wanted to make sure. All of us were tired from the journey, so getting ambushed was the last thing we needed.

After a few more minutes of walking, we arrived at the inn the guard had mentioned. The establishment was a small, two story building with just the sign ‘INN’ hung above its entrance.

The owner of the place was a brawny man with short gray hair, yellow eyes, and a massive beard. From his short, circular ears and masculine frame, he was likely a lionkin. Despite his intimidating physique, the man was friendly and thrilled to see customers.

He introduced himself as Jorgen with a broad grin and didn’t seem to mind that Caradriel was hiding her face. However, his face fell when we asked for four rooms before explaining that his small inn only had three available.

When I turned around to consult the girls, Amelia was smiling and insisted that we take them. I asked her how we would manage the sleeping arrangement, but she just brushed me off. Then she herded the other girls up the stairs, telling me we would take the last room, while I paid the innkeeper.

I assumed they had already come to an arrangement beforehand, and my redhead lover was just excited to finally spend time with me on a bed. So, I was a little confused to find Brielle standing awkwardly in the middle of the room when I entered.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to…” I said, turning to look out into the corridor before finding I was at the right place.

Amelia’s words immediately flashed through my thoughts, Maybe Brielle can join us next time. I gulped, realizing why the redhead was smiling and insisting on us taking the rooms instantly.

“Look. Look! This place also uses the piping system. It’s so convenient!” Amelia said cheerily before emerging from the bathroom to my left. Mischief glinted in her amber eyes when she saw me at the door. “What are you doing? Come in.”

She grabbed my wrist and pulled me inside before I could say anything, then pushed the door shut behind me. After that, she strolled over to wrap an arm around Brielle’s waist and gave me a lecherous smile.

The dragonkin still had her emerald gaze fixed on me, excitement dancing behind her eyes. She definitely didn’t look reluctant or hating the idea of being here. She just seemed nervous.

Too many things had happened for any of us to think about sex for the past week. I had hoped to spend time with each of them once we had a bit of reprieve. Apparently, Amelia just couldn’t wait anymore and took matters into her own hands.

“Shall we take a nice, long bath together?” Amelia cooed, leisurely stroking her fingers over the other girl’s toned midriff.

I narrowed my eyes at her as I said, “Did you force her into this?”

To my surprise, Brielle perked up at my question. “N-No! Amelia didn’t. I-I… I want this. I want to be with you and…” she started, then turned to the redhead. “And her.”

Her gaze dropped to Amelia’s lips, and she swallowed. Time seemed to stop as all thoughts evaporated from my head when she leaned forward to kiss the redhead. Not just a quick, gentle peck but a full on deep, passionate indulgence with tongue and all. She definitely wanted to be here—no doubt about that now.

My pants suddenly grew several sizes too small before I reflexively unclipped Lexidus and put the sword on the table to my right. Thankfully, Soren didn’t say anything and remained quiet—or he could be complaining to Caradriel about what a horny asshole I was.

I just didn’t have the mind to worry about it. Not when two of the most gorgeous women I had ever met were making out in front of me. The way Brielle’s sun-kissed skin drew a sharp contrast against Amelia’s milky complexion was too mesmerizing for me to look away.

They broke apart a few moments later, thin strands of saliva snapping between their glistening lips as they did. Their gazes shifted to me. The redhead’s amber eyes twinkled as she smiled roguishly, while the dragonkin looked at me with an unmistakable hunger.

“The tub is a bit small, but I’m sure we can make it work somehow,” Amelia said.

“B-Bath,” I started, then cleared my throat. “Bath sounds great to me.”

As soon as I said it, Amelia stepped behind Brielle and pulled her white bandeau up, fully exposing her perky breasts and dusty rose tips that had stiffened to hard points. The dragonkin yelped in surprise but didn’t resist when the other girl dragged the garment over her head.

“Come on, let’s get these pesky things off, so we can take care of our man,” the redhead purred.

I would have thought Brielle had just activated Essence Explosion if her skin grew any redder. Fortunately, the lack of intense heat radiating from her body told me otherwise.

She turned around and fumbled with Amelia’s clothes in response. Her dextrous fingers worked on the other girl’s belt while the redhead untied the drawstring around the dragonkin’s waist.

The tiny leather shorts and flowing black pants dropped to the floor nearly at the same time, and I was treated with the glorious sight of their perfect, round asses. Their panties followed in the next moment, leaving Brielle completely naked and revealing the glisten wetness on her inner thighs.

I hurriedly unclasped my armor. The motion was second nature to me at this point, and my cuirass came off in a heartbeat. As I undid the straps of my bracer, Brielle lifted Amelia’s leather crop top off her ample breasts before the supple mounds burst free with an entrancing bounce.

“Th-They’re so big,” the dragonkin breathed before gingerly touching her soft flesh.

“You can play with them. I don’t mind,” the redhead urged with a snicker.

Brielle licked her lips at the invitation before she started kneading and massaging the other girl’s breasts with engrossed fascination. I knew exactly how they felt in my hands and immediately understood the awe that played on her face.

“Mmm… Not so hard. You’re going to bruise me before Luke gets to have his fun if you keep squeezing them like that,” Amelia purred into her friend’s pointed ear.

“S-Sorry! Th-They’re just so soft and… and full,” the dragonkin said.

The redhead grinned, then pulled her into another languid kiss as if appreciating the compliment. The contrast of their bodies, one luscious, the other toned, coiling and pressing together in a sensual exploration was nothing short of hypnotic, and my jaw went slack as I watched unblinkingly.

Brielle was breathless by the time they drew apart, her eyes gleaming with intense lust as she stared into Amelia’s amber depth. I, too, had lost myself in those endless wonders. Still, when the redhead shifted her gaze to me, she followed.

Without a word, they sauntered forward and stripped me from my remaining armor and clothes. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought they had done this countless times from how fast and synchronized they were. Within seconds, I was completely naked.

Their gaze roamed my firm muscles before traveling down to my hard cock, and hunger flared in their eyes. I was tempted to just press Amelia against the wall and fuck her from behind until she was a shivering mess.

However, a week of travel meant we were pretty much coated in layers of sweat and dirt—not to mention the blood of monsters we had slain along the way. My aching hard-on could wait just a bit longer. I preferred all of us nice and clean before we got ourselves dirty again.

“Come on, let’s go clean up,” the redhead urged before the two girls grabbed my wrists and guided me toward the bathroom.

Steam wafted around the tiny space with a rectangular tub that was big enough for one person on the left side. Water was spilling over its lip. A gentle floral scent filled my lungs as I stepped inside, reminding me of the first time I had bathed with Amelia.

The redhead strolled forward with an exaggerated sway of her hips. She eyed me over her shoulder with a smirk before bending low over the tub to turn off the faucet, letting me have a full view of her slick, hairless pussy.

Her fingers returned to my wrist before she gently tugged me forward. That was when I noticed a small stool at her feet. She gestured for me to sit with my back turned toward the tub, the grin never leaving her lips. I did, and she scooped water from the tub to pour over my head with a bucket.

The heat soothed my aching muscles, and I groaned. Brielle was kneeling in front of me when I could open my eyes again after wiping water from my face. She lathered soap over my chest and arm, her touch gentle.

“Do you like it?” Amelia asked teasingly from behind me before scrubbing soap over my back.

“You two are spoiling me rotten,” I moaned as their fingers explored my body.

She leaned into me, pressing her ample mounds into my back and using them to rub like the highest quality sponge. Her nipples were hard against my skin, and her lilac scent combining with the floral fragrance of the soap was intoxicating.

Her hands stroked up and down my chest, then moved lower and lower until she found what she was looking for. “Looks like someone else is also enjoying this,” she snickered into my ear, her hands curling around my shaft before teasing along my length.

Brielle paused her scrubbing along my arm to watch the redhead with wide-eyed fascination, her face bright red. I reached up to cup her flushed cheek and drew her gaze to mine.

“Come here,” I said, guiding her to lean forward.

Our lips met in a hungry embrace before our tongues came together in a familiar dance. Her scent was heady and alluring, the sweetness of lily. I could stay like this forever, enjoying and savoring their touches and supple bodies.

The dragonkin leaned further into me, wrapping both her arms around my neck, so she could kiss me harder. The needy sounds she made rushed straight down my spine, and I throbbed against Amelia’s hands.

“Slow down, love. We haven’t gotten to the fun part yet,” the redhead cooed, then nibbled on my earlobe as she released my length.

The loss of her touch made me groan audibly, and she giggled in response. Brielle bit my lip softly, then pulled back, her eyes gleaming with need as she said, “I-I’ll clean your hair.”

With that, she stood and applied soap to my head. Her fingers massaged into my scalp with just the right amount of pressure that sent goosebumps down my back.

“Fuck. Whatever you do, please don’t stop. It feels so good,” I groaned, my eyes fluttering shut.

Amelia poured a few more buckets of hot water over me to rinse off the suds on my body first. Then she cleaned off my hair while Brielle continued to caress my scalp with nimble fingers.

When they were done with me, they lathered each other in soap and made the temperature in the tiny room rise several degrees. Watching them explore one another with their fingers and tongues while their skin glistened with moisture was nothing short of tantalizing.

I fought down the urge to stroke myself as the two of them made hair cleaning into a sensual art that was more beautiful than any real art I had ever seen. Granted, I hadn’t seen many paintings, but that was beside the point.

My cock was throbbing angrily by the time they were done. I was on the verge of jumping up to bend Amelia over the tub and fuck her senseless when they dropped onto their knees in front of me.

“Are you ready for us, Luke?” the redhead snickered, stroking a hand over my thigh.

“Always,” I breathed, my heart pounding in anticipation.

With a lick of her lips, she dropped onto her hands and crawled between my legs. Her mouth wrapped around me, then her tongue lapped over my oozing tip, and I shuddered in delight.

She took me deeper, her throat wrapping around me like a velvety vice. I threw my head back and groaned, leaning against the tub and resting my arms on its rim.

Brielle climbed up and straddled my left thigh while Amelia worked on my length. She took my face in her hands and gave me a passionate kiss. Her hips rocked back and forth slowly, grinding her clit against me and smeared her arousal on my leg.

“Ohhh Lucas… I’m… I can’t stop…” she moaned between peppering kisses on my lips, her breath growing more labored with every passing second. “I can’t stop thinking about your cock. I want… more.”

“You can always have more,” I breathed, squeezing her firm ass beneath her green tail.

Amelia replaced her lips with her hands as she leaned up to kiss the other girl’s back. “He’s ready for you, sweety,” she whispered.

In a daze, the dragonkin moved to straddle my lap, then lowered herself onto my waiting cock with the redhead guiding her. She moaned blissfully when I parted her folds, and pushed deep inside her sweltering depth.

“Lucas… ahh… You’re—You’re so big…” she sputtered, sinking further down until all of me was hilted between her legs.

She writhed atop me, bouncing up and down slowly at first before picking up her pace. Her hands shifted from gripping my shoulders to lace around my neck as she leaned forward to kiss me once more. She tasted like a potent drug that would keep me addicted for the rest of eternity.

Behind her, Amelia caressed her hands over the girl’s tan skin, tracing the gentle lines of her toned muscles and teasing the softness of her flesh. Then her fingers found a stiff dusky peak and rolled it playfully.

The reaction was immediate, and I groaned at the sudden tightening of her pussy. “Ohhh Amelia! Amelia! I—I can’t,” Brielle cried out but didn’t stop impaling herself on me.

Over her tan shoulder, the redhead was grinning wickedly. Her free hand dipped downward, and I knew exactly where it was going. The dragonkin shrieked a heartbeat later, and her pace grew frantic. My hands went to her bouncing ass, groping and guiding her.

She rode me as if that was the only thing she knew while Amelia teased her nipple and clit. Our body slapped wetly again and again in the tight space of the bathroom.

“Lu—Lucas! I’m… I’m about to—ahhhh!”

She pressed tight against me as the climax tore through her. But the redhead didn’t stop, she continued to stroke Brielle’s clit and made her whimper with prolonged ecstasy.

Her walls squeezed deliciously around me, and the pleasure was too much. I pulled her down one last time until I buried deep inside her and erupted. She mewled and convulsed as I filled her womb. She held me close for a long while,  squishing her pert breasts on my chest before slumping limply in my arms.

“That was so hot. We should have done this sooner,” Amelia cooed, then pressed a soft kiss on Brielle’s shoulder. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

After a minute of rest, I carried the dragonkin out of the bathroom and headed for the bed. But instead of laying along its length, the redhead told me to lay her across, so her legs dangled off the mattress.

I raised a brow at her, but did as she asked. Then blood drained from my brain to reinvigorate my spent cock when she knelt between the other girl’s legs and slurped on my cum that was oozing out from her pussy.

Brielle shuddered and moaned, her hands reaching for Amelia’s head but seemed unsure if she wanted to push her away or pull her closer. In the end, she didn’t do either and let the redhead feast on her until she climaxed a second time.

“O—Ohhhh… A-Ame—lia… Ahhh!” The slits in her eyes dilated until they nearly concealed the green as she gasped out the broken words with her head thrown back.

I watched in awe, my hardness returning in a blink from their lecherous display. I didn’t know watching two girls eating each other out could be this arousing, and I certainly wouldn’t forget the magnificent sight. Ever.

“Thanks for the meal,” Amelia giggled and stood, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. When she turned to me, her eyes were blazing with ravenous need. Her gaze flicked down to my crotch and a grin stretched across her lips.

“Are you ready to fuck me silly, love?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said and stepped closer to wrap an arm around her waist. “For you, always.”

The redhead hummed delightfully before crawling on the bed to straddle the dragonkin, who was still catching her breath. With her thighs spread wide, I was given an unobstructed view of her pussy and… ass.

I gulped, stepping behind her. My hand came up to test the softness of her round cheeks before my thumb slipped down to tease her rear entrance. She stiffened but didn’t pull away. Instead, she let out a shuddering sigh.

As I applied more pressure, she pushed back into me, a moan escaping her lips. Her amber gaze shifted over her shoulder to meet mine, and she bit her lower lip as if daring me to fuck her there—to use her there.

“I’m all yours, love. Wherever and however you want,” she purred.

I breathed out as a grin spread across my face at her words. She was so fucking unbelievable, so needy and insatiable. I would make her mine, all of her.

My thumb breached her resistance, her tight ring of muscles giving way easily, submissively. The hammering of my heart echoed deafeningly in my ears. I wanted nothing more than to plunge inside her virgin depth immediately and fuck her until she became a heaving mess. But I knew better.

I didn’t give into my raging need right away. There would be plenty of time for that later when she had accustomed herself to my size. I smeared my length with her dripping juices first, then made a mental note to get lubrication later.

“Relax for me, Amelia,” I ordered as I pressed my crown against her pink pucker.

“Yes, Luke,” she moaned, then arched her back, so I could take her more easily.

“Tell me if it hurts too much,” I said and slowly pushed forward.

“Yes—nghh! Ohhh, Luke. You’re stretching me out… so wide,” she rasped, her breathy tone driving me wild.

I paused once my bulbous tip popped inside her, allowing her time to adjust. She drew in a quivering inhale, her eyes never leaving mine, before she nodded for me to continue.

Amelia collapsed on top of Brielle when I pushed halfway in. Her clenching tightness was almost too much. I blew out a trembling breath to calm the intense urge to plow all the way.

“Are you alright?” I asked through gritted teeth.

She nodded, her head resting between the dragonkin’s breasts. “I’m… I’m fine,” she said shakily before adding, “I can take it. G-Give it to me, love.”

“So needy,” I chuckled as my palms stroked along the smooth curve of her back.

I trailed my fingers across her smoldering skin, then curled them around her slender waist. I gave her a moment to prepare herself. Below her, Brielle was staring wide-eyed at me. Her expression was a mixture of fascination and curiosity.

As if knowing her thoughts, Amelia cupped the other girl’s face in her hands before rising to kiss her, deep and passionate. Their tongues teased and danced together in a mesmerizing display, and I couldn’t help but remain still to enjoy the show.

“Luke’s cock feels good anywhere. Trust me,” she said with a snicker once their lips parted.

“E-Even there?” Brielle asked uncertainly, but her tone was more curious than judging.

I plunged to the hilt as the redhead opened her mouth to respond, coaxing a squeal of delight from her instead of words. She gave me a playful scowl once she calmed down a bit and said in a pouty tone, “You’re so mean.”

“I’m just giving you what you want, love,” I said with a wry smirk.

“What I want… is for you to fuck me silly,” she cooed, then wriggled her ass invitingly against me.

I definitely didn’t need any more encouragement. Still, I wouldn’t let loose just yet. I drew back slowly before pushing in again. She groaned into Brielle’s neck as she writhed beneath me, her inner muscles squeezing me like a pliable vice.

Once I knew she was used to the sensation, I picked up the pace. I fucked into her more forcefully, hilting myself inside her with every thrust. Her moans were a rousing melody that spurred me on, driving me to rut her with everything I had.

“Ohhh Luke! Fuuuuck… You’re… mmm… You’re soooo deep. You feel so—hah!”

Her words cut off abruptly as she collapsed onto the dragonkin’s chest. I watched her squirm for several moments before I saw the mischievous smile on Brielle’s lips. That was when I felt her tail thrusting in and out of Amelia’s pussy through the delicate wall that was separating us.

“Bri—ahhh! Brielle! You-You’re cheating!” she gasped helplessly against our assault.

“Good girl,” I breathed, grinning at the dragonkin.

I reached forward to grasp the redhead’s shoulder with one hand, so I could drive into her with more intensity. The sound of our colliding flesh echoed across the room. A sharp, punctuating contrast to the deliciously raspy moans. She tightened around me, gripping and clenching as her climax approached rapidly.

I pulled her up until her back was flushed against my chest, so I could plunge even deeper into her. One of my hands wrapped around her waist while the other found her swaying breast. My fingers sank into her flesh, kneading and enjoying her softness.

“Ohhhh Luke. Fuuuuck. I’m going to—I’m going to cum!” she moaned, her hips rocking into my thrust.

“Then cum for us, Amelia,” I whispered into her ear, and she did.

“Ahhhh! I’m… I’m—ohhhh!” she wailed.

Her channel convulsed around me when I slammed inside her one last time and erupted. I clutched her against my chest as I filled her ass with one thick jet after another until I was spent.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

UNEXPECTED COLLATERAL

Brielle and Amelia were still fast asleep when I slipped out from between them. I definitely did not want to leave the comfort of their soft bodies, but my bladder dictated otherwise.

By the time I was done relieving myself, the girls had already cuddled together as if to give each other warmth. I smiled down at them and decided to not disturb their sleep. We would have to leave soon, but I could spare them an hour more.

We ended up sleeping on the floor because there was no way the narrow bed would fit the three of us, even if we didn’t mind pressing tight against one another. With blankets and pillows available, along with our bedrolls, we managed to make a comfortable nest for ourselves.

It might not matter if I were being honest. By the time we were done fucking, I was so exhausted that I could have just passed out on the floor. I had severely underestimated how ravenous my girls were.

I already knew what an insatiable little thing my redhead lover was. I just hadn’t expected the dragonkin to have a seemingly bottomless need as well. Once she let go of her inhibition, she was more than eager to ride me over and over.

Last night made me realize something very important. I would need some kind of rejuvenation skill, spell, or tonic that replenished my stamina if I wanted to keep my women satisfied.

But that was a problem for the future. Right now, we needed to reach Rollen and save the village. Hopefully, we weren’t too late.

With that in mind, I dressed quickly, then grabbed Lexidus from the table. I closed the door quietly behind me and headed down the narrow corridor to the tavern below.

“You’re heading down?” Soren asked as I descended the stairs.

I am. Why? I asked, raising a brow.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

What is that supposed to mean? I’m hungry, and we need to order food for the journey ahead.

“You can do that later. Just don’t—”

His words cut off when my foot touched the rough stone ground of the tavern. A chill ran down my back, and my steps faltered. I blinked once, then twice, uncertain of what the ominous sensation pressing into my mind meant. It wasn’t malicious, but somehow frightening.

What is this feeling? I asked, my hand creeping toward my sword.

“Good luck,” Soren said.

What the fuck? I blurted, but he didn’t respond.

With that, I had no choice but to cautiously scan the hall for the threat. My gaze found the innkeeper first. The lionkin was cleaning glasses and plates with a towel before stacking them on the shelves behind the bar. He greeted me with a broad smile, and I returned the gesture.

His behavior confused me. The alarm blaring in my head warned of the danger lurking nearby, but Jorgen seemed oblivious to it. Something was definitely wrong. Maybe the enemy could hide presence with skills like Camouflage?

I frantically swept my eyes across the empty hall until I found a lone figure in a gray cloak sitting in a corner booth, her delicate fingers curling around a mug of something steaming on the table. As soon as I did, the pressure in my head intensified, and the hair on the nape of my neck stood on end.

“Stop that! It wasn’t his fault you could sense everything,” Soren chided.

I tipped my head to one side. What are you talking about?

He didn’t reply for a long moment before an impression of a frown pressed into my thoughts. “Do I really have to spell it out for you?”

I looked between him and Caradriel before realization dawned on me. My jaw dropped open, then closed, then opened again as heat erupted on my face. Before I could decide on my next course of action, her head turned in my direction, and her turquoise eye met mine.

An awkward smile lifted the corners of my lips as I sent, G-Good morning!

Her white brows slammed down into a scowl before she turned away and looked down at her mug once more. The intense pressure from earlier lowered into a simmer, so I braved her foul mood and ordered breakfast for us when the innkeeper confirmed she hadn’t done so.

On top of that, I also asked him about other menu items that he could pack for us. He suggested four dishes, and I ordered two weeks’ worth of food for all five of us.

The large man quickly calculated the price in his head, which came out to two thousand vinhs. Finding the price reasonable, I retrieved my money from the Spatial Storage and paid for all our food and rooms. He grinned broadly and thanked me for the business before heading into the kitchen.

With that, I strolled toward her corner table and slipped into the opposite chair, then gave her the most genuine apologetic smile I could muster. The scowl remained on her brows, but the ominous aura dissipated some more.

A rich aromatic scent wafted around me from her mug, and I tilted my head to one side. I hooked a thumb toward the bar, then asked, “He didn’t say anything when you ordered coffee?”

Caradriel shook her head, making her hood sway from side to side. “I didn’t order it. He just brought a mug for me when I sat down,” she said.

I nodded, glad that Jorgen didn’t ask any question about her even when she kept her face hidden from him. The man either took his client’s privacy very seriously or just didn’t want to get involved with things that would cause him trouble.

“I didn't know you’re an early-riser,” I said, smiling as I tried to lighten up her mood further.

The intense pressure immediately returned as the crease between her white brows deepened, and I knew I fucked up. “I’m not,” she said flatly.

“Bad move. Retreat! Retreat!” Soren shouted in my head.

“No?” I chuckled awkwardly, realizing why she was up so early. “Was it the… thing?”

She nodded, then her pale cheeks bloomed with redness. She ducked her head and said almost too softly for me to hear, “That and… the moaning.”

My mind immediately flashed to the first night I spent with Amelia. According to Sydney, the clerk at the Adventurer’s Guild in Emberfell, everyone in the vicinity of the Bull’s Tankard was treated to a not-so-subtle confirmation of our union.

“Shit! I’m sorry. I should’ve known better.” I smacked a palm on my forehead, heat burning my face.

The elf cleared her throat before she said, “It wasn’t all bad. It forced me to practice magic. Thanks to that, I’m able to use a few spells now.”

“That’s great!” I cheered, then looked at her quizzically. “What did that have anything to do with the… noise?”

“Because of that particular noise, the first spell I forced myself to re-learn was Gwenileth,” she explained, looking pointedly up at me.

“Gweni—what?”

Her brows furrowed in thought for a moment before she said, “It’s probably called Veil of Silence in the common tongue. The spell creates a barrier that keeps sound contained in one place.”

I blinked at her words before relief flooded me. “So, nobody heard anything?” I asked. No wonder the innkeeper didn’t give me a dirty look.

“Yes, after an hour or so when I successfully cast the spell,” she said.

Smiling, I opened my mouth to thank her but fell short when she glared up at me. “The spell couldn’t block out your thoughts, and that was far worse than the noise,” she grumbled.

I shrunk back with an awkward chuckle. “Sorry. Is there something I can do about it? Some way to shut it off? The telepathy, I mean.”

She nodded before adding, “There is a way. I’ll teach it to you for my sake.”

“Th-Thanks,” I said, ducking my head apologetically.

An uncomfortable silence fell around us as soon as the conversation ended. Fortunately, our food arrived a few minutes later. Two eggs, two sausages, and toast were steaming enticingly on the plate, and my stomach growled in response to the delicious sight.

I thanked the innkeeper for the meals, and he left us to it. We dug into our food, and I realized Caradriel was as hungry as I was. She was just doing her best to keep the stoic facade.

A smile lifted one corner of my mouth as I watched her devour everything with meticulous efficiency. She would use a piece of toast as a base to stack a slice of sausage and egg before spearing through them with her fork, so she could have a bite of all three things at once.

Compared to Amelia and Brielle, who preferred to stuff their faces with food, Caradriel had a refined grace in the way she ate. Not that she was eating slowly, she just did it more elegantly.

Her eyes flicked up to see me watching, and a blush bloomed on her pale cheeks. “Wh-What are… What are you looking at?” she sputtered, reaching for a napkin to dab her mouth.

“Nothing. I just thought you look cute when you’re enjoying the meal,” I said, smiling.

She blinked at me once, then several more times before her entire face turned beet red. Intense emotions slammed into me suddenly, too fast and too many for me to make all of them out. However, a few were stronger than the others, and I was able to grasp them.

Embarrassment. Joy. Excitement.

“What the?” I blurted, jerking back.

The flood of emotions ended abruptly, and I stared dumbfounded at the elf. She dipped her head and even pulled down the hood of her cloak to cover her face.

“S-Sorry. I… I lost control just now,” she said, not meeting my eyes.

“Lost control?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.

Her hood wavered in rigorous nods. “S-Strong emotions tend to break through my control. When that happens, I’d project my feelings through my telepathic connections.”

I took in her words, then frowned. “Isn’t it normal to feel things? Why do you have to suppress them?”

She gave me a scowl before she said, “I do not suppress my feelings. I keep them from projecting. There is a difference.”

“But why hide them? Soren blasts his feelings into my head all the time,” I argued.

“Hey!” Soren called out.

“Don’t compare me to him. I don’t understand how he can just let people know what he’s feeling all the time? It’s embarrassing!” Caradriel shot back.

“Hey! I’m right here!” Soren grumbled.

“Well, it was a bit strange at first, but I got used to it pretty fast. Now, I think it’s refreshing and earnest. That's why I know I can trust him with my life,” I said.

“That’s… rude? Actually, I’ll take that as a compliment. Thank you.”

Caradriel didn’t say anything for a long moment before she peered up at me again. “You don’t understand. As telepaths, our feelings can affect one another. If we let our emotions run wild…”

I nodded in understanding as I recalled the intense sorrow Soren had projected into my mind when he saw the statues of his former companions. The pain that had torn through me was incapacitating.

“We have trouble,” Soren said before I could return to the conversation, and a cold dread trickled down my spine.

From the wince on the elf’s face, she also felt the icy touch of his emotion too. Her gaze shifted down to my sword, then up to mine.

“Pursuers?” she asked through telepathy.

“I want to say yes, but it’s actually much worse. It’s Flynn and four other people, probably the city guards. They’re moving fast. On horseback, probably. They’ll be here soon,” he said.

After a week of no pursuit, I had half hoped that Roriella had convinced the other members to see reason and drop the accusations they had thrown at us. That was definitely not the case, seeing as the Captain of the Guard himself had come for us.

The two of us stepped out from our booths hurriedly before I ordered, “Caradriel, you go check on Darla. I’ll get the others. Meet back here as soon as you can!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

TIARA

Amelia and Brielle had just woken up when I burst into our room. The sight of them naked and lazing in our makeshift bed threatened to drive blood from my brain, but I managed to not get distracted for once. I told them of the approaching pursuit, and they immediately jumped into action.

The girls took a few minutes to clean up the mess I had left on their bodies before quickly slipping into their clothes. Once they were properly dressed, we headed down to meet with Caradriel and Darla, who had been waiting anxiously.

Soren alerted us that Flynn and his guards were already at the entrance of the village. He assumed they were asking questions about us, and should be coming this way shortly.

As I was contemplating our next move, Jorgen came out from the kitchen with our packed meals—meals which I had already forgotten. I thanked him for the food and gathered them into my storage.

“Is there another way out of this village aside from the entrance in the south?” I asked, remembering the wooden palisades.

The brawny lionkin eyed me with a raised brow for a moment before he nodded uncertainly. “We used to have a north entrance, but it’d been barred to stop monsters from entering that way.”

I nodded, scratching my chin in thought for a moment. My first idea was to sneak out of the village through a different exit. Once we were outside, we could enter the forest where they would have a difficult time following us on horseback. From there, we would hike through the dense foliage for the canyon.

With an alternative exit not being an option, we would have to sneak out of the village through the southern gate and do our best to avoid getting noticed by the guards. Definitely way easier said than done. We would never outrun them when they were traveling on horseback.

The innkeeper cleared his throat, and I blinked up at him before realizing I had been standing in front of the bar without saying anything for a long moment. I flashed him a sheepish grin and opened my mouth to bid him farewell when an idea occurred to me.

“This may be a weird question, but do you happen to have a wagon and a horse?” I asked, leaning closer to him.

I had already caught a glimpse of a wagon parked behind the inn when we came in last night. He probably needed some kind of transport for getting supplies and other necessities to run his business, so there was definitely a horse somewhere out in the back too.

Both of his brows rose as he stared quizzically at me. “Y-Yes. Why?”

“Whatever you’re thinking of doing, better do it now! They’re moving through the entrance now,” Soren warned

“Can I buy them from you?” I asked.

He stared at me as if I was crazy, then let out a dry chuckle. He probably thought I was joking. But when I didn’t smile back, his jaw dropped open and his eyes went wide at the realization that I was serious.

“Wh-Why do you want to buy them?” he asked, his voice thick with trepidation and confusion.

“We’re heading east to protect our friend’s village from monster attacks. We need to travel faster, or we’ll not get there in time,” I explained, choosing half truth rather than completely lying to him.

He was quiet for a long while, the furrow between his bushy brows deepening with each passing second. My jaw clenched as I waited impatiently, but I also didn’t want to press and make him suspicious of my motives. We needed some kind of transport if we wanted any hope of escaping.

“What are you doing? Shouldn’t we be moving already?” Amelia asked with urgency in her tone as she stepped up on my right.

“I’m trying to get us a wagon,” I said, glancing at her.

“A wagon?”

“We’re in a hurry to reach Rollen, so the wagon will let us get there faster,” I said, nodding and hoping she would catch my meaning without any further explanation.

She caught onto what I was trying to say quickly, as understanding flashed behind her amber eyes. Our nine years of being together every day had allowed us to communicate wordlessly without the need for telepathy. Well, she had been reading me like an open book for most of that time, anyway.

“That’s a great idea!” she chirped before looking over at Jorgen, then spun and walked away.

I assumed she was returning to the others and letting them know what I was up to, so I turned my attention back to the brawny lionkin. After several more moments of no response, I decided to finally press for his decision, but someone pushed up beside me first.

Brielle was there when I turned to my right with Amelia behind her, hands clasping the dragonkin’s shoulders. I raised a brow at the redhead, but she wasn’t paying attention to me.

“Brielle here really needs to get home, sir,” Amelia said in a pleading tone, gesturing to the girl in front of her. “Monsters have been attacking her home for months now. We don’t know what it’s like out there. That’s why we want to hurry.”

The dragonkin scrunched up her face and looked as if she would cry when she said, “Please, sir.”

I stared at them in utter surprise. Well, truthfully, Brielle might not have been faking it at all. Her home had really been attacked by horde after horde of monsters. Even if she hadn’t shown it, I was certain she was concerned for the safety of her father and the other people in Rollen—not to mention the dragons as well.

The innkeeper looked down at them with a tight expression. A part of me expected him to refuse and kick us out for making an irrational request. I was surprised again when his lips quiver and his brows lifted into a sympathetic frown.

“I’ve heard the news,” he started, his fists clenching on the countertop. “I’m sorry to hear that, young lady. I hope your family is still alright.”

“Thank you, sir,” Brielle said with a bow of her head and looked like she would really cry this time. Yup! She had definitely been holding it back.

“Alright, young man. I’ll sell you my horse and wagon,” Jorgen said, turning to me as his gaze bored into me with a fiery determination. “You better get this young lady back to her family safe and sound, you hear?”

“Yes, sir. I will even if it’s the last thing I do,” I said with a firm nod and meant every word.

We were outside behind the inn after I paid the innkeeper six thousand vinhs for our transport. I was certain the man made quite a bit of profit, but I wouldn’t start throwing accusations since I had no idea how much a horse and a wagon was supposed to cost.

On top of that, I also didn’t have any other choice, so there was no point in complaining. The horse looked healthy and strong. Though the wagon was on the smaller side, it had a canvas cover that would keep the girls hidden while also seeming to be in good shape.

The lionkin told me the horse’s name was Tiara and gave me a few pointers on commanding her. I was thankful for it since the last time I had any close interaction with a horse was several years ago when Sammus taught Amelia and I how to ride.

“The guards are coming down the central road now,” Soren warned as the innkeeper guided Tiara toward us with the wagon attached behind her.

He pointed a thick finger down the path along the palisade while the girls climbed inside. “You can go down this back road, and it’ll lead you to the village entrance.”

“Got it,” I said tightly, trying my best not to let the tension show in my voice.

“Take good care of her for me, young man,” he said, nodding to the horse before reaching up to squeeze my shoulder.

“I will,” I promised, then quickly adding, “We have to go now.”

The lionkin nodded and stepped back. I withdrew a cloak from my Spatial Storage and wrapped it around my shoulders before drawing the hood over my head.

Covering one’s face while riding wasn’t uncommon. The clothes would protect my skin against the harsh wind if I were to travel fast. That was what I learned from the retired Knight. Jorgen seemed to think the same since he only tipped his head in farewell, then stepped back inside the inn.

With that, I pulled myself onto the driver's seat, then looked into the wagon. “Is everyone ready?” I asked, and the girls nodded.

Turning back toward the path, I sent a thought to Soren. Where are they now?

“They’re closing in on the inn,” he said as a pulse of trepidation thrummed through my mind.

Clomping of hooves echoed from somewhere in the village in the next moment. My heart pounded harder against my chest with each passing second.

We had only managed to best Flynn by catching him off guard. However, we wouldn't have escaped if not for Noel’s intervention. Without those two factors, we wouldn’t have escaped Vinhels. Now that he had four guards with him, we wouldn’t stand a chance in another head-on fight.

Blowing out a breath to calm my nerves, I snapped the reins once. Tiara walked forward at the command before the wagon lurched after her. With that, we rolled forward at a steady pace.

As the path curved along the palisade, and the inn disappeared behind the bend, the sound of galloping horses rumbled from the other side of the buildings. My hands clenched around the reins until my knuckles bleached white.

Through the small gap between the thatch-roof houses, Flynn and his guards thundered through the dirt path. Low murmurs of voices followed once they passed as the villagers came outside to examine the noises.

“Secure the perimeter! Do not let any of them escape!” Flynn bellowed, making me jolt in my driver seat.

“Alright. Here we go,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to the girls, and they nodded.

I snapped the reins twice and coaxed Tiara into a trot. The wagon lurched once more before the houses passed by us in a blur. The noises of our wheels crunching on hard earth and clomping of hooves sounded deafening in my ears.

There was no way Flynn, or any of the guards wouldn’t hear it. But there was no shout of alarm or people coming after us even when the exit came into view. My heart pounded even harder, and I prayed to Rosien for his miracle—just a tiny bit, so we could escape without being seen.

The god of creation would turn me into a heretic at this moment if he had chosen to send the guards my way. Fortunately, he seemed to still want me as his worshipper, and we slipped out of the village without anyone noticing.

I nodded farewell to the village guard, and he stared wide-eyed up at me. His reaction was unsurprising. The guards from Vinhels had just been asking about us. He had likely put things together and knew we were fugitives. Because of that, he undoubtedly assumed we had just stolen the wagon and the horse.

Without slowing down to explain myself, I tugged on the reins and guided Tiara eastward before she obediently turned with a soft neigh.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

PURSUIT

Tiara trotted along the dirt path as we moved further and further from the village. My nerves had calmed down slightly, and the sound of chirping birds and rustling of leaves replaced the pounding of heartbeats in my ears.

I let out a long sigh to gather myself before turning into the wagon. “Hold on to something. This will get rough,” I said, and the girls gave me an affirmative ‘yes’ in response.

Turning back to the flat expanse of the grassland and the long stretch of rutted road ahead, I snapped the reins three times and sent our horse into a canter. The wagon lurched once more as we launched forward, the wheels creaking and the wood frame groaning.

We might have slipped out of the village unnoticed, but I had no illusion that Jorgen wouldn’t just tell Flynn everything about us when the Captain asked. Soon enough, our pursuers would be on our tail.

All we could do now was create as much distance between us and them as possible. Fortunately, the flat terrain and well-traveled road would allow me to push Tiara hard without a high risk of injury or damage to the cart.

According to Brielle, the high Valorant-Tier dungeon would allow us to cut through the canyon that bordered Susacre Valley and saved two days. I had hoped to avoid taking that path since we might not have the strength to defeat the boss.

However, it seemed we didn’t have that choice anymore. With Flynn and his guards pursuing us, taking the shortcut was the only way we could lose them. Even if the Captain was once a Rank 8 adventurer, his guards likely weren’t trained to fight powerful monsters. Hopefully, that would deter him from following us.

That was also our biggest problem. The dungeon dwellers would be at least Threat-Level 5, with boss being a 6. Though defeating a Threat-Level 6 monster with five Rank 6 adventurers wasn’t impossible, the fight would be immensely difficult for us.

To make matters worse, we also didn’t have an Exploration Scroll or information on it, aside from what Brielle heard from her father. The odds were definitely not in our favor.

“Is everyone doing alright?” I yelled over my shoulder into the wagon.

“Yes!” Amelia said, and I could hear the grimace in her voice as she added, “But I think my ass is going to bruise from all this bouncing!”

“Better a bruised ass than getting locked up and waiting for the death penalty, if you ask me.” I dared a quick glance over my shoulder at her, and she smirked back.

“I agree. Getting my essence torn to shreds was not a good feeling,” Caradriel chimed in.

“I won’t let that happen. I promise!” I said, wincing at the memory of her nearly dying in the cell.

“We’ll do everything we can to keep you safe, Caradriel!” the redhead added.

“Yes! I’ll protect you!” Brielle joined in.

“Me too!” Darla said.

Keeping my eyes on the road, I smiled. The elf might have only been with us for a little over a week, but she seemed to fit in easily. Too bad she wouldn’t be able to register as an adventurer, or she could be part of the Mystic Seekers for real.

“And if feeling good is what you want, you’re always welcome to join us,” Amelia teased, and I could see the wry smirk curling her lips even without looking.

“That’s not what she—” I started, but a surge of emotions slammed into me before I could finish.

Longing, intrigue, and curiosity flooded my mind, coaxing a grimace from me. They were gone in a heartbeat, disappearing as if nothing had ever happened. I blinked in surprise, somehow feeling my pants suddenly tight around the crotch.

What was— I sent my question out, but Caradriel cut me off first.

“No! Don’t talk about it! Don’t even think about it!” she practically screamed in my head, and I could feel her gaze burning a hole in my back.

“That was… interesting,” Soren mused with an impression of a smirk.

“I said, don’t talk about it,” the elf growled through telepathy.

I didn’t say anything, I said defensively.

Soren chuckled before panic filled his thoughts. “They’re coming! Fast too!”

“Flynn is coming! Get ready!” I bellowed into the wagon.

The sounds of movement from behind indicated the girls were getting into position. I returned my focus back to the road ahead and pushed down the hood. The canyon was only about a mile out, so there was no way I would give up now.

I snapped the reins on Tiara’s back three more times and commanded her into a gallop. Wind whipped against my face as the horse dropped her head and launched forward. The wagon rocked and bounced violently before surprised yelps followed.

“Everyone alright?” I asked, daring a look over my shoulder.

The four girls were a tangled heap on the floor of the wagon, glaring up at me, but no one fell off, and they didn’t seem to have any injuries. I smiled sheepishly and ducked my chin in apology before quickly returning my attention to driving once more.

“Shit! Go left! Go left!” Amelia cried, and I reflexively tugged on the reins.

We veered to one side abruptly as Tiara obeyed my command. The wagon tilted precariously, one side of the wheels lifted from the ground before dropping back down with a crash. An ice spear shot past us to smash on the ground ahead. It would have hit us directly if we hadn’t swerved out of the way.

“Fucking shit!” I spat as we ran over the broken shards of icicles.

I hadn’t expected Flynn to hold back. However, since all his attacks had been focused on me during our fight in Vinhels, I had hoped he wouldn’t attack the girls. Apparently, I was wrong.

Before I could formulate a plan, an arrow pierced through our canvas covering to lodge itself on the seat just a few inches from my thigh. Three more rained around us in the next heartbeat, and I ducked my head instinctively. Fortunately, they missed both us and Tiara.

“That’s it!” Amelia growled before a twang of her bowstring rang out behind me.

A distant cry followed, and I twisted my head around to look. One of the guards was crashing on the ground with an arrow shaft protruding from his shoulder before bounding and rolling across the dirt road. Hopefully, his armor would absorb most of the impact and leave him with just a puncture wound.

Then my gaze shifted to Flynn, he was conjuring another ice spear in his raised hand. I immediately whirled back toward Tiara and pulled on the reins to guide her sideways more gently than last time, so as to not send Amelia tumbling off.

The magic attack sliced through our canvas covering and one side of the support frame, opening up the wagon and leaving the girls with no place to hide. The redhead sent another volley of arrows at the guards in retaliation and struck one more, causing him to fall off his horse with the essence shaft protruding from his thigh.

“They’re gaining on us! Go faster!” Brielle cried before poking her head next to me.

“I can’t! Tiara is at her limit!” I said, grimacing at our horse who was gasping for breath. Fat globs of saliva dribbled from her open mouth as she galloped. Considering she had only been doing supply runs for the inn, she was already doing way better than I had hoped.

I dared another look over my shoulder, and a cold dread ran down my back. The guards were a lot closer now. Flynn was forming another ice spear while his men were drawing back their longbows.

Golden light suddenly coalesced in the air before turning solid. One of the two guards crashed face-first into it, causing him to tumble from his horse and slamming into the ground.

“That was awesome, Darla!” I praised, remembering her using the same trick on the prison guards.

The Captain roared indignantly and launched his spear at the same moment the last guard released his arrow. I tugged on the reins, but Tiara was too tired to react in time. Fortunately, Caradriel called a powerful gust across the grassland and swept both the projectiles off course.

In return, Amelia sent Multi Shot at our pursuers. Flynn swiftly ducked low on his horse and completely avoided the projectile. Fortunately, the last guard wasn’t as agile. He cried out when the arrows found his shoulder and thigh, then fell off his horse to smash on the ground.

“Tiara! Come on, girl! Just a little further!” I urged as the expansive stone wall of the canyon grew larger and larger at a rapid pace.

Sweat ran down my face as I looked back just in time to see Darla cast another Divine Shield in front of Flynn, trying to throw him off his horse like the other guard. He didn’t fall for it, of course.

With an acrobatic move, he smoothly twisted down to the side of his horse and passed beneath the Divine Shield. He pulled back into the saddle before swiftly sending another ice spear at us.

“Fuck!” I blurted in surprise, pulling on the reins, and the wagon veered sideways but too slowly to avoid a direct hit.

The shift in position caused the projectile to fly directly at Amelia. The sudden change in direction messed with her balance and kept her from evading in time. Her body lurched downward just a heartbeat before the ice spear reached her when Brielle grabbed the back of her shorts and yanked her to the floor.

I blew out a sigh before seeing relief flash across Flynn’s face as well. It was gone in a split second, replaced by anger and frustration. A part of me was glad he didn’t want to hurt any of the girls, but that didn’t mean he would stop chasing us or trying to kill me.

We need to shake him off. Is there a spell you can use to hold him back for a few minutes? I sent my question to Caradriel through our connection.

She was quiet for only a few seconds, but it felt like several minutes in our current situation. “I do. But it'll take a lot of mana and a bit of time to cast.”

Do it! I said without hesitation, and she gave me the impression of a nod.

The canyon loomed in front of us now, its stone wall seemingly blocking out the horizon and casting long shadows over the land. The rapid thumping of wheels against hard ground made me realize the grassland had turned into rocky terrain.

“Keep Flynn busy! Don’t let him attack us!” I ordered.

“Leave it to me!” Amelia said before the twang of her bowstring rang out.

“I’ll help,” Darla said and a golden light flashed behind me.

When I turned back to look, the Captain was blocking the arrows with an Ice Shield he had formed on his left arm. Then he twisted in his saddle to avoid Divine Lance that was aimed at his right shoulder.

Aiming to kill him or at the horse might have made things easier for us, but it just felt wrong. As much as Flynn had been trying to kill me, he hadn’t harmed any of the girls, so taking his or his horse’s life felt wrong.

“I’m ready!” Caradriel said before adding, “Try to keep the wagon steady.”

Keeping the wagon steady on such rocky terrain at the speed we were going was practically impossible. I was turning around to tell her so, but she was already pushing up to stand.

“Fuck!” I snarled, quickly turning back to Tiara and tugging on the reins gently.

She slowed to a canter at my command. The rocking motion of the wagon immediately reduced significantly, but losing speed also meant the Captain would catch up to us. Fortunately, I worried for nothing.

Caradriel swept her arms from left to right, and a powerful gust swept across the ground. When she threw her hands back in the opposite direction, a massive whirlwind coalesced between us and the Captain, blocking off his path and jolting his horse in fright.

The swirling dust and debris swallowed him up in the next moment, leaving us to ride away. All of us were silent as we moved further and further away from the whirlwind.

“Y-You didn’t kill him, did you?” I finally asked after a minute or two.

The elf blinked at me for a long moment as if she didn't understand my question before she blurted, “No! Of course not! I made sure to not hit him directly.”

Amelia blew out a breath while Brielle and Darla sagged with relief where they sat. Flynn was only doing his job, even if that job was arresting us. His motive wasn’t something malicious like that of the Savior and Zedak. He only wanted to protect Vinhels from us, who he believed were swindlers.

I nodded before her words sank in, and my eyes widened. “Wait… What happens if you hit him directly?”

She pressed a finger to her lips in thought, then turned her dual-colored gaze to me. “Vaelrenthal… or Tempest’s Wrath is the most powerful spell I can use right now. He probably wouldn’t die, but would likely suffer significant damage. His horse, on the other hand, would have been torn to shreds.”

“R-Right. That’s good to know,” I said with a dry chuckle before returning my attention to driving.

“Hey! You should be happy. Caradriel was only able to re-master her spells because of you,” Soren chimed in brightly.

A burning sensation of a glare slid down my back at his words, and I glared down at my sword. Asshole! I sent, only for him to chuckle in response.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE CANYON DUNGEON

I let Tiara slow down to a trot once we entered the canyon path. Though Caradriel’s magic wouldn’t hold the Captain for much longer, I still wanted to give the horse a small break. Considering we had no clue what would happen in the dungeon, we might need her speed later.

“I’m sorry for pushing you so hard. You can have all the hay you want once we reach Keshra. I promise,” I soothed, and she huffed in response.

Keshra was about a day's ride away. We would need to find a place to camp for the night after we exited the canyon, and should arrive at the town before dark the next day. We would rest there, then head for Rollen the following morning.

The cliffs towered over us on both sides. The path was wide enough to fit two wagons side by side. However, the incredibly high stone walls and the inability to see the full expanse of the sky triggered the sensation of being boxed in, which made the walls seem several times closer.

We trotted along for a few minutes until the canyon split into two paths—one forward, the other branching to the left. A large wooden sign protruded from the ground to the right of the forward path with a warning that said,

WARNING!!!

CANYON DUNGEON ENTRANCE

FULL PARTY ENTRY REQUIRED

[MINIMUM RECOMMENDED RANK: 7]

I glanced over my shoulder into the roofless wagon, and four pairs of eyes stared back at me expectantly. I had told the girls about my inclination to take the shortcut before explaining that it would give us the time we needed to reach Rollen without Flynn catching up to us.

All of us would be making that decision, of course. We would be putting our lives on the line if we decided to enter the canyon dungeon, so I couldn’t just come to that conclusion alone.

“This is it. What do you guys think? Should we take the shortcut?” I asked.

“Like you said, it’ll give us the extra time we need. So, let’s do it!” Amelia said, then lifted her fist in front of me.

“Yes! I think so too,” Brielle nodded firmly and thrust her gauntleted fist forward.

“I agree. It’ll be very dangerous, but I’ll do my best to help,” Darla added before copying the dragonkin’s gesture.

Caradriel glanced between the outstretched hands and me, looking confused. “We kind of bump our fists together as a way to motivate ourselves before a battle,” I explained.

She nodded, then placed her fist next to the catkin and looked at each of us one by one. “Although we’ve only known each other for a short time, I hope you’ll accept me as one of your party members.”

“Of course we will!” Amelia chirped, and the other two girls nodded in agreement.

“That settles it then. Let’s go!” I said and bumped my fist with them.

Before we entered the dungeon, we quickly created Return Markers on the ground outside. Teleporting out would mean leaving Tiara behind, so we would do our best to avoid it. However, there was also no reason for us to not be prepared for the worst.

I also took this chance to water the horse, giving her a short moment of reprieve. Once that was done, and everyone had settled back in the wagon, I snapped the reins twice. Tiara neighed, then huffed before starting out in a trot.

A heavy weight dropped on my shoulders as we rolled past the warning sign and into the dungeon. I took a deep inhale to calm my nerves and assessed our situation with a clear mind.

The recommended number of adventurers needed to safely slay a Threat-Level 5 monster was five Rank 6s. Though we had no way of determining Caradriel’s Rank, Tempest’s Wrath looked like an advanced spell that only adventurers of Valorant Ranks or higher could use.

She should be at least a Rank 5 Wizard. We wouldn’t be at the minimum recommended rank with that assumption. Still, we should manage just fine as long as we could focus on taking down one monster at a time.

Our biggest problem was dealing with the boss. Though taking it down wasn’t impossible, it would be immensely difficult and dangerous. We were five Rank 6s, short of the ideal number, but there was nothing we could do about it.

Still, we had survived multiple impossible situations before. We could do it again. We just needed a good plan that would allow us to overcome the odds that were stacked against us.

“Brielle, do you have any info—” I turned to ask the dragonkin before the ground rumbled violently, causing Tiara to jolt.

“Easy… Easy, girl,” I soothed, pulling on the reins to keep her from bolting.

I frantically searched the empty path for any sign of danger. The cliff face cracked and broke apart before crumbling to the ground, throwing up dust clouds across the passage.

“What now? A monster?” Amelia asked, climbing into the driver’s seat, so she could have a better look.

“She’s right. Get ready!” Soren warned, and I immediately relayed the message.

We got off the wagon and fell into formation quickly. The loud grating noise of grinding stones rumbled all around us. The ground shook once more before a large shadow rose behind a thinning cloud.

“You’ve got to be shitting me!” I gasped when the dust settled and the monster appeared.

The creature stood on two legs like a person, but that was where the similarity ended. It was twice my size and completely made up of rocks. Its head was a rectangle that was flat on all sides, and its fists were two heavy boulders.

“That’s a stone golem! Father said the only way to kill it is destroying the core in its chest,” Brielle said from my left.

“Thanks,” I said before glancing at several massive hunks of rock that made up its torso. “Break through the stones, destroy the core. Simple enough.”

I activated Invigorate and Surge, then launched forward with the Monk at my side. She shot forward at an incredible speed, leaped into the air, and rained blow after blow on the golem’s chest.

The crash of steel on stone echoed off the towering cliffs, but she only managed to chip off the outermost layer of the rock. Kicking into its chest, she launched herself backward as the monster swung its boulder fist at her.

She landed nimbly next to me before she said with a slight panic in her voice, “Its body is too hard. Normal attacks don’t do anything!”

“Let me try.”

I darted at the monster with Lexidus held at the ready. However, unlike the Monk, I didn’t have the acrobatics to leap toward its chest. So, I ducked under its powerful strike, stepped in close, then swung at its leg with all my might.

The translucent blade bit deep into its stony flesh before getting stuck. I grunted in surprise at the strange sensation of cutting into a living rock. It wasn’t as hard as the dreadweaver’s carapace, but had a lot more resistance than normal flesh and muscles.

A shadow fell over me, snapping my attention toward the golem’s rising fist. I frantically yanked on my sword. However, before the monster could swing down, a lance made of pure light stabbed into its shoulder before a blade of wind slammed into its chest.

Both attacks didn’t deal any significant damage, but they caused the stony creature to halt its movement just long enough for me to dislodge Lexidus. I leaped under another swing, then rolled to safety.

“Fuck! That thing is tough.”

“What should we do?” Brielle asked, stepping up to my side and falling into a fighting stance.

“Looks like normal attacks won’t cut it. I don’t think we can afford to hold back,” I said.

She nodded in agreement, and we launched forward at the same time. The stone golem lumbered toward us, then lifted its fist to attack. We didn’t slow down. After all the tough battles we had fought together, we had learned each other’s rhythm, and there was no need to communicate verbally.

The dragonkin circled to the monster’s left while I darted right, pinning the massive creature between us. She reached it first, drawing its first swing as I closed in. I activated Critical Hit and slashed down on its thigh.

Lexidus sliced through its stony flesh this time around, severing its leg and causing the golem to lose its balance. I leaped out of the way as it crashed down on its side. The monster reached for me even in that state, but I was already outside of its range.

Brielle dashed in with her fist drawn back, then unleashed a punch with all her weight behind it. Her steel knuckles slammed into its hard chest with a deafening crash that reverberated across the canyon passage. Undoubtedly, she had also activated Iron Fist.

A fist-size crater appeared when her strike landed before countless cracks spider-webbed out. The rock shattered and crumbled away to reveal a pulsing core that looked like a heart.

The sharp twang of a bowstring rang out just as the weak point was exposed, and the Monk stepped to the side like she already knew in advance. In the next moment, four arrows stabbed through the core, killing the stone golem instantly.

“Great job!” I praised, reaching out a fist before Brielle bumped it with a broad smile.

“That wasn’t too hard,” Amelia chirped, beaming.

“It’s definitely a good start, but don’t let your guard down,” I said as I joined the girls around our wagon.

“You know, you’re sounding more and more like my dad,” the redhead said, then narrowed her amber eyes at me. “Are you trying to hint that I should start calling you Daddy?”

I stared at her for several seconds before understanding dawn on me. “Wh-What? No! Wh-Why would I want you to call me that?” I sputtered, my face burning.

I wasn’t the only one getting caught off guard by her comment. The other girls also stared at Amelia with a flush on their cheeks. Caradriel’s reaction also implied that the term had been used in that way three hundred years ago.

The redhead shrugged and flashed me a wry smirk. “Like I’ve said, I’ll try anything you want, love. If that’s your thing, I’m all for it,” she said in a sultry tone that threatened to drive blood from my brain.

Adding that to the way her clothes hugged her enticing body and the scandalous amount of her exposed cleavage, I would have bent her over something and just gone for it if we weren’t in the middle of a dangerous dungeon. That and the three other girls surrounding us. Still, I was tempted.

Fortunately, Caradriel cleared her throat and drew my thoughts out of the gutter. “I believe we still have a dungeon to clear, and a Captain of the Guard to outrun,” she said matter-of-factly.

“R-Right!” I quickly agreed before turning to find her scowling at me.

Yup! She had just experienced a full blast of my horny thoughts. I smiled sheepishly at her before sending an apology through telepathy. Sorry about that.

“I-It’s not your fault. I was… I was just surprised,” she said and the flush on her pale cheeks deepened.

I blinked, tilting my head to one side, and for a fraction of a heartbeat, I felt a strong emotion from her. It was gone before I could make sense of it. She looked away and wrapped both arms around herself as if she was… embarrassed?

When her gaze never returned to me, I forced myself to focus on the task at hand. “Alright! Let’s continue forward,” I said before the girls gave an affirmative ‘yes’ in response.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

AERIAL ASSAULT

We continued down the rocky path on foot, with Darla holding the reins and guiding Tiara behind us. After the first encounter with the stone golem, we realized that getting in and out of the wagon for every battle was a terrible idea. We would also be at a massive disadvantage if the monster ambushed us.

An hour passed as we followed the dungeon path through the canyon. Three more stone golems had appeared, lumbering out from the rocky walls. Luckily for us, they came out one at a time, so we dealt with them without trouble.

However, we had to use up quite a bit of essence to take them down. Even if our Essence Wells had expanded significantly, we would likely run out of essence long before we reached the dungeon boss at this rate.

At least Flynn would probably not follow us in here. After seeing how powerful the stone golems were, I highly doubted he would risk the lives of his men to pursue us in here.

He was also unlikely to attempt the run alone. Even if he was a former Rank 8, fighting through a high Valorant-Tier dungeon by himself was nothing short of suicidal.

“How’s everyone doing?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder at the girls.

“I’m fine,” Amelia said with a slight edge in her tone as a frown creased her brows.

I knew what was going on in her mind without needing telepathy. Her attacks had been useless against the golems until we opened up their chests for her. For someone who had always been fighting alongside me for years, having to constantly wait for an opening was definitely frustrating.

“Hey. Don’t be so annoyed,” I urged and turned around to face her. “You’ve been the one dealing the finishing blows and using Sense to detect the monsters for us. You’re doing great!”

She pouted, scowling for a moment, before her shoulders sagged. “I know. I just want to help out more, you know.”

“Maybe we’ll find some kind of skill that will let you blast through the rocks. If not, we can try and get you a new skill when we get to Keshra.”

“Yes! This is a high Valor dungeon. There must be plenty of treasures we can collect for sure,” Brielle chimed in brightly.

At the mention of treasures, a smile bloomed on Amelia’s lips, and her amber eyes sparkled. “You’re right! We may even get new gear and skills!”

“Exactly!” I agreed with a chuckle before turning my attention to Caradriel and Darla. “How are you guys doing?”

The catkin blushed slightly as she said, “I’m alright. Thank you.”

“This body… can replenish mana surprisingly fast,” the elf said, looking down at her hands in awe. “How did that mad bastard manage to create such an incredible construct? At this rate, I’ll be able to cast Tempest’s Wrath again when it comes off cooldown in a few hours.”

“Great!” I said to both of them. “Don’t hesitate to let me know when things get too rough. We can take it slow and rest as much as we need, so don’t push yourselves too hard.”

They nodded firmly in response before I turned back to the dragonkin. Amongst the five of us, she and I had been the ones doing most of the fighting. Her normal attacks hadn’t been effective against the golems, so she had been relying on Iron Fist to deal damage.

“How’s your Essence Well looking?” I asked as we strolled forward again.

She looked at me and smiled. “It’s still good. I’ve used a few Iron Fists, but thanks to the Essence Booster, I still have plenty left in my Well.”

I glanced at the one-inch thick silver armband on her left bicep and nodded. The item was given to her by Niel during the defense of Emberfell. It had proved incredibly useful for her, since she relied heavily on her essence to fight.

“That’s good. But don’t push yourself too hard. We also need to conserve our essence for the boss. Let me deal the damage while you focus on distracting the monsters,” I said before reaching a hand to stroke her raven hair.

She leaned into my touch, purring softly, before nodding. “Got it.”

The monster encounters grew in difficulty as we progressed further, just like I had expected. Stone golems appeared more frequently before coming at us in pairs. Fortunately, we had already fought quite a few of them and managed to deal with them rather easily.

However, the dungeon still had plenty more to throw at us. Other types of monsters soon accompanied the golems and made the battles much more challenging.

As we stalked through the bend of the canyon, we came into a straight path that had a rocky overhang protruding from the cliff face. I didn’t notice anything strange until Soren warned me of three essence signatures in the area.

Two black shapes were dangling beneath the overhang, but I couldn’t tell what they were until they unfurrowed their leathery wings. They were giant bats with expansive wings and long fangs.

“Chironites!” Brielle gasped from my left, then launched into an explanation without waiting for me to ask. “They’re aerial monsters and have a long-range attack called Sonic Blast and—”

She was about to say something more, but the ground rumbled violently. Cracks appeared on the cliff face before a stone golem emerged. That was when the chironites dropped from their perch to launch at us.

“They’re coming! Get ready!” I warned, lifting my shield and sword.

Amelia reacted quickly and unleashed Multi Shot at the flying creatures. They twisted out of the way, then halted their forward momentum and hovered in the air. Wind whirled around us as the monsters flapped their wings rapidly, causing dust and small debris to rise from the ground.

“Their other skill is Blinding Cloud!” Brielle shouted over the roaring of the gust.

“Fuck!” I spat, only  able to see a foot from my face.

More arrows flew over my head in the general direction of the bats, but the strong wind blew them off course instantly. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the ground quaked beneath my feet, and a cold dread ran down my back.

“The golem is coming! Straight ahead!” Soren warned, his voice full of panic.

“The golem is coming! Watch out!” I bellowed, but couldn’t hear any response over the deafening noises.

Gritting my teeth, I activated Invigorate and Surge, then hunkered down with my shield raised. My heart raced as the rumbling drew closer and closer. A massive shadow appeared in front of me suddenly—the golem was upon me.

I didn’t have time to react. Its boulder fist slammed into my shield with so much force that I was thrown off my feet and flew backward. I crashed into something… no, someone before we tumbled to the ground together.

As I scrambled back to my feet, the Blinding Cloud abruptly dissipated and the view of the canyon reappeared in front of me. That didn’t change my situation, though. The golem had followed after me, its arm raised and ready to swing down.

Without hesitation, I slashed Lexidus upward and unleashed my Radiant Slash at the stony monster. The blade of light slammed into its chest, breaking the outer shell and exposing its core. It staggered backward a step before a lance of golden light stabbed through its heart.

I turned to look down behind me and found Darla laying on the ground with one hand outstretched at the golem. Her short raven hair and white clothes were a mess, but she seemed unharmed. I moved to help her up, but indignant screeches stopped me in my tracks.

Arrows soared toward the chironites, and they easily dodged them. “Dammit! They’re fast!” Amelia growled, drawing another arrow.

“They’re too far away. There’s no way we can reach them from this distance,” I said, helping Darla stand.

“I may have a way,” Caradriel said, stepping forward and raising her hands.

Before she could cast her spell, however, the bat monsters swooped toward us. Their muzzles yawned open, and a blast of vibrating energy shot out. I instinctively pulled the catkin against my side as I wrapped an arm around the elf’s waist and pulled both of them out of the way.

The two Sonic Blasts smashed into the ground, blowing up shards of rocks and shaking the canyon. Once the attack passed, I quickly turned my head to look for Amelia and Brielle, then blew out a sigh of relief. They were pressed up against the cliff on the other side, safe and unharmed.

But the chironites weren’t done yet. They swung around through the air and came for us once more. I moved and attempted to fend them off with Soren’s Radiant Slash. However, Caradriel stretched out her hand toward the bats, and a powerful spiral of wind slammed down on their backs from the sky.

“Now!” the elf bellowed, but Brielle was already sprinting toward one of the chironites, and Amelia had unleashed her Multi Shot on the other.

The monsters screeched indignantly, flailing their wings and trying to gain altitude. They struggled in vain. The shift in the air current and the downward press of wind magic forced them toward the ground.

One of the chironites shot a Sonic Blast at the Monk as it tumbled, but she darted sideways with ease. The attack slammed into the ground and blew up more chunks of rocks and dust.

I tugged Darla against my side as I stepped in front of Caradriel to shield both of them from the debris. Jagged shards of stones pelted us, but my heater shield managed to repel most of them.

Rumbling thuds of bodies crashing on hard ground followed, then more screeching. By the time I lowered my shield, one of the chironites had eight shafts protruding from its face and was laying limp with its long tongue lolled out.

I hadn’t thought much about it when Amelia acquired her recurve bow, Serenity, back in the spider dungeon. But its bonus damage against winged creatures was going to be incredibly helpful here. That was likely why her arrows had buried almost to the fletching in its skull.

The other didn’t fare much better since Brielle was already upon it. She slammed her fist to the side of its head, and a reverberating crack echoed across the canyon walls. A fist-size crater appeared on its cheek, and blood burst from its eye.

Caradriel’s magic dissipated soon after. With the wind pressing down on its back gone, the bat flapped its wings frantically to fly. It managed to lift off the ground, but that was a mistake. The dragonkin ducked beneath its rising body and rammed her steel knuckles into its chest before dodging out from under it.

The crack of bones this time was even more deafening. The chironite’s eyes bulged as blood gushed from his wide-open muzzle. Its wings stopped moving, and it dropped lifelessly back down.

I smiled broadly. I already knew Amelia and Brielle were strong and dependable. Seeing them in action only reinforced that belief further. Pride swelled in my chest at the thought of them being mine—my companions and my lovers.

“She’s going to have a heart attack if you keep holding onto her like that,” Caradriel’s voice drifted into my head.

What are you— I started before my gaze shifted to Darla, who was standing stiffly in my arm.

Her face was bright red, and even her raven ears had turned a darker shade. The vertical slits in her violet eyes were dilated so much that her irises were nearly black. Though her arms were at her side, they were rigid, and her fingers were clenched into fists.

“Shit! I’m sorry!” I blurted, quickly pulling away from the catkin. She remained frozen, and my brows knitted with concern. “Darla?”

“What’s wrong?” Brielle asked, joining us with Amelia at her side.

The redhead smirked up at me. “Were you doing things to her while we were fighting? That’s so naughty, Luke.”

“What? No! I was just holding her close so I could shield her from the debris,” I retorted.

“That’s it?” Amelia pursed her lips, looking disappointed.

Darla blinked once, then several times before she snapped out of it. She looked around at the four of us as if unsure of where we were for a moment before her gaze returned to me, and her cheeks flared deep crimson once more.

“Are you alright?” I asked in concern.

She nodded vigorously but still had a dazed look on her face. “Y-Yes. Yes, I’m alright.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

She shook her head vehemently. “N-No! I don’t mind. D-Don’t worry about it,” she said, looking up at me through her dark lashes.

My heart skipped a beat as I stared into her beautiful eyes. Knowing that she was only being shy made her expression incredibly cute. I didn’t know how I managed to mistake her body language as hostile and unfriendly before, but I knew better now.

A crumbling sound rumbled across the canyon, drawing our attention toward the dead chironites. Their bodies had dissolved, and a chest appeared in the middle of the path.

“A treasure!” Amelia chirped, pointing at the box, and we strolled toward it.

I dropped to one knee and grabbed the lid with my hands on either side. My pulse raced, and I drew in a breath. Hopefully, whatever item inside would be something useful for us to beat this dungeon.

A quiver of arrows and a bed of gold coins lay at the bottom of the box when I opened it. I drew everything into my Spatial Storage, raising our funds up by two thousand vinhs. Scanning the countless slotted shelves overlaying the canyon in front of me, I examined the new item.

Howling Arrows were wind-imbued arrows, which had Piercing capability. If the Flaming Arrows were any indication, these new projectiles would likely deal an incredible amount of damage as well.

“I believe these are for you,” I said, smiling up at Amelia before withdrawing the twenty arrows and handing them to her.

She beamed, taking them from my hand. Then she leaped into my arms and pressed her lips to mine.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

PERSISTENT

Amelia marked the arrows as I explained to her what they were. After that, she put them away and kissed me again. She hadn’t been finding every chance to lock lips with me since our escape from Vinhels, but she seemed to have loosened up quite a bit after last night.

A thought occurred to me when we finally parted, and I blurted, “Tiara!”

Through all the chaos of the battle, I had completely forgotten about our horse. The monsters definitely didn’t hurt her, at least not directly. But the debris from their attacks might have hit her, or she could have run off.

We frantically scanned the canyon before our gazes landed on the brown horse nuzzling against the cliff. It might have been my imagination, but she seemed to be glaring at me… or at least questioning her luck for getting roped into this kind of danger.

“I’m sorry, girl. You’re not hurt, are you?” I said, walking toward her with both my hands in front of me in a calming gesture.

She huffed and shook her head as if to say she was fine. Well, the huff might have been her swearing at me, but I kind of deserved it. I stroked a hand over the long mane on her neck, and she blew out another breath, then lowered her head for me.

“Good girl,” I snickered.

We decided to stop for a short break since everyone except Caradriel and I hadn't eaten breakfast, and their stomachs were making their displeasure known, loudly. I quickly distributed the food, then watered the horse before joining the girls to eat with minimal conversation. After that, we checked our inventory and moved out.

Though the path meandered with several twists and turns, it didn’t branch out like the cave system of the spider dungeon. We had the capability to navigate a complicated dungeon without an Exploration Scroll, of course. Amelia and I had been trained for such a challenge, but it would have slowed us down drastically.

The difficulty kicked up another notch as we ventured deeper, but we had already expected as much and were somewhat prepared. The chironites seemed to wait for us on every corner, along with new types of monsters.

One of those monsters were large scorpions with red carapaces and a stinger that was the size of my head. Brielle called them redstingers. Needless to say, one stab of their needle tips would deal serious damage, and the Poison that followed would slow us down and leave us vulnerable.

Just like the terranics and ashenics, their shells were too tough for Amelia’s arrows. Fortunately, the scorpions shared the weaknesses of their insectoid counterparts as well. Their eyes and mouths were vulnerable to projectile attacks.

Knowing the real threat were the chironites since they could stay out of our reach and attack us from a distance, we focused our attention on them first before dealing with the ground enemies. However, to say we made quick work of them would have been a lie.

The fights had gotten easier as we encountered the same monsters and learned how to take them down, but this was a high Valorant-Tier dungeon for a reason. As soon as we became slightly more comfortable, a new type of monster would appear to keep us on our toes again.

After the redstingers, fire lizards called salamanders joined the fray. They could spit lava balls and crawl along the walls, which instantly added another layer of complexity to the battle. With the fights getting tougher, we couldn’t afford to hold back and used everything we had just to stay alive.

Because of that, we had to take another break after two more hours of fighting. Our Wells and supplies had depleted at an alarming rate. Even as incredible as Darla had been, the cooldown of her spells and the overwhelming number of monsters had pushed her to the limit.

Still, her immaculate support had been vital for our survival. I had no idea how we would make it this far without the Cleric. Her new party heal spell, Revitalize, had been what kept most of us in fighting shape.

Unfortunately, it didn’t apply to Caradriel who wasn’t a part of Mystic Seekers. I would need to try and register her as a party member at the Guild. It would benefit all of us greatly if she could receive the party buffs and heals as well since we would be heading into Nythe Anore to find her real body.

“How’s everyone doing?” I asked after taking a sip of water from my bottle.

We were seated in a circle on the ground in the cooling shade of the cliff. The girls looked haggard. Their hair was a mess, and there were several smudges of dirt on their faces and clothes. However, their eyes still shone with determination.

“I knew this place would be tough, but I just didn’t expect it to be this tough,” Amelia said before taking a bite of the sandwich in her hand.

“That’s a high Valorant-Tier for you,” I chuckled.

My eyes drifted to Brielle who was hugging her knees with a worried look on her face. She had barely touched the sandwich or drank her water. After fighting in countless battles alongside her, I didn’t need to read her mind to know what she was thinking.

“It’s not your fault that we’re here. Everyone agreed that this was our best option, and we made the decision together,” I said and gave her a pointed look.

The dragonkin looked at me as a deep frown creased her brows. “But I was the one who brought it up,” she protested.

“Yes, you did, and I’m glad for it,” I said, then pushed on before she could retort. “There was no way we could have outrun Flynn and his men if we’d taken the long path. This is the only way. We had time to make an informed decision because you’d brought it up and warned us of the danger beforehand.”

“Luke is right! Entering this dungeon was the choice we made together. It’s not your fault,” Amelia chimed in, then wrapped an arm around Brielle’s shoulders to give her a sideway hug.

“I feel the same way,” Caradriel said with a nod. “Every one of us knew the danger and decided for ourselves. All we can do now is focus on fighting and getting out of here. Self doubt will only get in the way of our survival.”

“Y-Yes! I agree as well. We’re here together, and we’ll get out of here together!” Darla said firmly.

I smiled at their words. All of us might not have been fighting together for very long, but it felt as if we had been through countless hardships together for years. Even if Caradriel wasn’t an official member of Mystic Seekers, all of us were a party, a team, that had forged our bonds through life and death.

“We will make it,” I announced and felt the conviction resonate in my chest. “We just have to take it slow, rest when we need to, and fight with all we have.”

Brielle’s expression softened before she nodded with a smile, and the others followed. With that, I placed my fist in the middle of our circle, and the girls bumped it with theirs.

We made our way through the dungeon, slaying one group of monsters after another and taking breaks whenever we could. Our progress was slow, but that was much better than rushing ahead and getting into a fight we couldn’t win.

After another hour, we encountered a new type of enemy—a brown snake with venomous fangs and the ability to hide their presence called dustbanes. These slithering assholes might not be as annoying to deal with as the chironites, but they were a close second.

Though they couldn’t fly and attack from a distance like the bats, their Camouflage skill made them impossible to detect even with Soren’s ability or Amelia’s Sense. They would stay hidden behind rocks or crevices, then jump at us from behind when we passed.

Amelia and Darla got bitten during our first few encounters. Fortunately, the snakes were easy to kill, and we had Poison Cures on hand. However, the threat of surprise attacks caused our progress to slow even more. We didn’t take any chances and cautiously checked behind every nook and corner before proceeding forward.

Still, not everything was out to get us. The high difficulty dungeon also came with several treasure chests. Most of them replenished our dwindling potion supplies, while a few gave us new equipment and scrolls.

Brielle received a new pair of gauntlets called Ashforged. Like the name implied, the gear had a matted, gray color with black patterns coiling along its length, from knuckles to forearms.

Aside from having higher base damage than her current ones, it also had Consecutive Strikes—a passive Equipment Skill that allowed her to deal increasing damage with each follow-up attack as long as she didn’t take any damage herself.

Then we found a Poison Ward, a plain silver ring that provided Poison immunity, inside another chest. I took the accessory after a brief consideration. Since I was the one who would be poking behind rocks and crevices for the dustbanes, I was likely the person with the highest chance of getting bitten by them at this point.

We came upon an area where the canyon walls curved out to form a circular chamber-like space. The sight of it filled me with both relief and trepidation. This was where we would likely face the dungeon boss or a large group of monsters guarding another treasure chest. Either way, we were definitely close to the exit.

“Let’s take a break before we go in there,” I suggested, turning to the girls.

“That’s a good idea,” Amelia agreed before the others nodded as well.

I distributed another round of sandwiches and water before we found flat rocks to sit on under the cool shade of the cliff. Exhaustion hung heavy on everyone’s shoulders as we ate in silence, trying our best to regain as much energy as possible.

“How many of the Howling Arrows do you have left?” I asked the redhead once I finished my food.

“Seven,” she said before taking a sip of water, then down the last of her sandwich. “I used most of them on those stupid chironites and salamanders.”

“I know. They were so annoying to deal with,” I chuckled.

“Do you think the boss is waiting for us in the next area?” Brielle asked from her perch next to Amelia.

I scrunched up my face in thought for a moment before I nodded. “I think so. Most of the treasure chests we found were along the canyon path. That wide open space suggests something big is definitely waiting for us in there.”

“I can’t wait to get out of here,” Amelia said.

“I know, but let’s take our time and come up with a plan to defeat the boss first,” I suggested, and everyone nodded in agreement.

As much as all of us wanted to leave the canyon dungeon, we also knew that facing the boss without being fully prepared was suicidal. There was no point in rushing ahead to just end up dead later.

Returning my attention to the dragonkin, I asked, “Did your father tell you anything about the boss?”

“He said it’s a huge snake called shadowbane. Its scales are as hard as steel and it also has three skills,” she said grimly.

Considering it was a Threat-Level 6 monster, that didn’t surprise me. As long as we knew what it was capable of and could come up with a viable tactic to overcome it, winning was still a possibility.

Well, at least that was what I had hoped to do until Soren warned, “We have company.”

I immediately leaped to my feet and drew Lexidus. Where?

A familiar but unwelcoming voice cut through the silence before he could respond. “Lucas Leonus!”

My head whipped toward the path behind us to find Flynn Wintergale standing there with a vicious snarl on his lips. His grizzled blue hair was a mess, pointing in awkward directions atop his head. Several streaks of blood marred his face and smudged his white armor.

“For the love of Rosien! Why won’t you give it up already?” I growled, lifting my shield and preparing for the fight.

“This guy is so damn persistent!” Soren complained.

Tell me about it!


CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHANGE OF PLAN

The Captain stalked forward without another word, his white sword glinting in the sunlight. The man believed we were swindlers, and I was the leader. He would either take me back to Vinhels for judgment, or kill me right here for resisting arrest.

From the malice in his glacial eyes, the latter option was more likely. We were fugitives who had injured several of his men, so there was no reason for him to hold back at this point. Hopefully, he would still focus on me and keep from harming the girls like he did in Vinhels.

“What are we going to do?” Amelia asked, stepping up next to me with an arrow nocked.

“His essence is weaker than before. Do you want to take him on?" Soren interjected, but there was no confidence in his tone.

My mind reeled, trying to come up with a plan. From Flynn’s battered appearance, he had undoubtedly fought through the dungeon by himself. I didn't think he was capable of such a feat, but he proved me wrong.

Still, taking on several Threat-Level 5 monsters by himself must have taken a lot out of him. With a well-coordinated attack, we might actually best him again. But the man had shown he was more resilient than his appearance suggested, so the fight could drag on and drain our strength more than I would like.

“We head for the boss now,” I said just loud enough for the redhead to hear, then sent the same message to Caradriel through telepathy.

Amelia nodded without hesitation, trusting in my decision. For her part, she had likely weighed the options and came to the same conclusion as me—we could only take on one threat, not both.

Tiara whined, drawing my attention to her. Another problem was taking her with us. She was close enough for me to grab the reins. Hopefully, she would follow my command without resistance.

“Let’s go!” I bellowed, drew my shield into my storage, then grabbed Tiara’s reins with my freed hand.

Everyone turned on their heels and sprinted toward the entrance to what we had assumed was the boss’s chamber. I was jolted backward a step when the horse refused to move forward. She whined and huffed in annoyance.

“What are you doing? We’ve got to go, girl!” I ordered and tugged on the reins again.

Behind her, Flynn had already rushed forward. A snarl pulled back his mustached lips, and his eyes blazed with anger. He was closing on me quickly, so I made a snap decision.

Stepping to the side, I slashed my sword upward and launched my Radiant Slash. Not at the Captain, but at the cliff wall several yards in front of him. The blade of light sliced through the rocky surface, causing it to creak and crack.

His steps didn’t falter, despite the threat of being crushed by a massive boulder. The cliff immediately groaned and creaked before debris tumbled from the fissure I had created.

“Stop! Are you crazy? You want to die?” I shouted at him, but the man didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow down.

Massive slabs of stone fractured and tore free, plummeting with a tremulous crash. They slammed into the opposite cliffside, triggering a secondary rockslide that buried the initial debris under a mountain of scree.

As dust billowed from the wreckage, more boulder-sized fragments shook loose from both precipices. The impact sent a shudder through the ground so violent I nearly lost my footing. Beside me, Tiara bucked at the deafening roar, her panicked neigh cutting through the thunder of falling stone.

I held tight to her reins, doing my best to avoid being crushed by her front hooves. “Easy! Easy, girl! We need to go. Come on!” I said and guided her forward gently.

The noise finally spurred her to move, and she trotted forward as I ran beside her. The girls had stopped and turned around to watch with wide eyes, but started moving again once they saw me and Tiara approach.

“You didn’t kill him, did you?” Amelia asked, jogging at my side.

“Of course not! Just had to stop him from coming after us.”

“You think that’ll be enough to hold him back?”

“I was planning to do that at the entrance to the boss’s chamber, but here will have to do.”

If this place was the same as the other dungeons, which it should be, then the chamber ahead would be sealed off while we fought with the boss. That would keep Flynn out, but he would still be waiting for us when the area unsealed after the battle.

Wasting my Radiant Slash wasn’t ideal before a fight with a Threat-Level 6 monster, but it was a necessary compromise. Hopefully, it would be enough to keep him off our backs for a long while.

“I hate to break it to you, but the Captain’s essence is surging. I think he’s going to try and break through the rocks,” Soren warned.

“Pick up the pace! Hurry!” I bellowed, and we sprinted with all our might.

An explosion crashed through the canyon before we could go far. I whipped my head around to find a massive icicle protruding from the ground. The pile of scree had been split open by two massive ice walls, creating a path in the center.

I snarled at the persistent asshole, who had just crushed my hope of losing him in seconds. Still, it was good to know that my plan wouldn’t have worked from the beginning. Now, I was left with no other choice but to deal with both him and the dungeon boss.

What do you think are our chances of taking him out? I asked Soren, my steps slowing, and the others followed.

“Better than last time, I think,” he said with apprehension in his tone. “He’s much weaker than before, and he’s definitely tired after using that powerful spell.”

He was also in his fifties, he was certainly not as fit as he once was. Considering he had just fought through the high Valorant-Tier dungeon on his own after hunting for us over the past week, I should have surmised that without Soren telling me.

“Let’s fight him!” I said, halting, and the girls looked at me in surprise—not skepticism but curiosity.

“What’s the plan, Luke?” Amelia asked, drawing an arrow from the quiver at her hip and nocking it.

I looked at the others, and they stared back with determination in their eyes. “I thought blocking off the canyon would hold him back, but that didn’t work. He won’t stop coming for us. This fight is going to happen sooner or later. Let’s deal with him now, then we’ll find a way to defeat the boss later.”

“We aren’t going to kill him, are we?” Darla asked, her raven brows furrowing with worries.

“No, we won’t. This is just a misunderstanding. We’ll just have to knock him out and tie him up or something. Maybe we can talk some sense into him afterward,” I said, and her expression softened.

“What do we do?” Brielle asked, looking from me to the swirling cloud of dust surrounding the boulder.

“Flynn is at his limit too. We’ll overwhelm—” I started.

“He’s coming!” Soren warned, cutting me off.

I turned just in time to see the Captain burst through the fading dust cloud with his sword glinting menacingly. With a grunt, I withdrew my shield, and it appeared, equipped on my left arm. I had done it on instinct and would have been pleasantly surprised if a spear of ice wasn’t soaring at me.

Smashing my shield into the projectile, I shattered the icicle and darted at the wolfkin. He still wore the fierce expression, despite his haggard state. However, he didn’t give off the intimidating aura that had sent chills down my spine like last time.

“You can do this, my boy! I believe in you!” Soren cheered.

I activated Invigorate and Surge as I clashed with the Captain. His white blade swung at me from below, and I caught it with Lexidus. He came at me again and again, from the top, the left, and the right. I parried, blocked, and dodged as best I could.

Brielle moved in from the side, and I had half expected him to freeze her  like last time. He did, or at least, he tried to. The dragonkin refused to fall for the same trick twice. She darted sideways just before a column of ice coalesced where she had been.

The Captain grunted in annoyance before pulling back his leg to avoid my slash. However, he wasn’t fast enough to block the Monk’s strike to his gut. He let out a choked gasp as he stumbled back.

She followed, hoping to press her advantage. Unfortunately, Flynn was expecting it. No, he was waiting for it. He twisted his head in time with her punch and negated most of the damage. Catching her outstretched arm in his hand, he yanked her forward and rammed his knee into her stomach.

“Brielle!” Amelia cried, loosing her arrows at the wolfkin.

Just like last time, he simply formed a wall of ice to block her attack. I lunged forward, forcing him to release the dragonkin as he sidestepped my blade. He returned with a side swipe that I blocked with my shield, then he retreated a few steps.

“Are you alright?” I asked the Monk.

“Y-Yes.”

“Let’s go again!”

We launched forward at the same time, then spread out to pin him from both sides. Flynn didn’t falter, he faced us head-on. My sword crashed with his white blade before he spun away to avoid the Monk’s low kick.

I followed, swinging for his arm and slicing open his white uniform just below his pauldron. He grunted as red tinted his clothes and thrust the pointed tip of his weapon at me, forcing me to bat it away with my shield and halting my momentum.

The difference wasn’t drastic, but his movements were slower compared to the last time we fought. Because of that, I was able to anticipate his attacks. The fact that I no longer feared him must have contributed to the change. Still, he wasn’t someone I could underestimate.

As if to prove that point, his fist smashed into my face from my blindspot when we crashed again. My head whipped sideways, and my vision blurred for several heartbeats. Fortunately, Brielle was there to help. She blocked his slash with her gauntlet and forced him back with a barrage of strikes.

I quickly shook off the daze and joined the fray. I struck high while the Monk hit low, then we switched. Our movement grew more synchronized as we continued before our attacks landed, little by little. A punch in his shoulder, a nick on his thigh, a cut on his arm, then a body blow that doubled him over.

Flynn stumbled backward, his knees buckling and his gaze unfocused. Still, he managed to send a spear of ice my way. Just like my dragonkin lover, I also wouldn’t fall for the same trick again and kept my defense up. The projectile shattered harmlessly against my shield.

The dragonkin appeared beside him with her fist drawn back in the next moment. He shifted his weight to evade her strike, but didn’t move fast enough. Her knuckles connected with his face, and his head snapped sideways. Then, with a crash of steel on stone, he toppled on the ground and went still.

I blinked down at the unmoving wolfkin before I understood what was happening. Is it over? Did we knock him out? I asked Soren.

“Yeah. He’s out cold. You did it, my boy!”

My brows rose at his words as I said aloud, “That went easier than I’d expected.”

Amelia jogged toward me and Brielle as she asked, “Is it over?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s treat his wounds and tie him up.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

THE SHADOWBANE

Once Darla treated the Captain’s injuries, I slung him over my shoulder to lay him out on the wagon. Even if he might cause trouble for us later, I couldn’t just leave him unconscious inside a dungeon.

Amelia came up next to me before pulling out a length of rope from the pouch on her waist. It looked smooth and soft, nothing like the coarse and steady type for utilitarian purposes.

I raised a brow at her before asking warily, “Why do you have a rope in your pouch?”

The grin she flashed me was downright wicked. “For reasons.”

“For reasons?” I repeated with a raised brow.

She only flashed me a wry smirk in response. “Turn him over for me, love.”

I did as she asked before she proceeded to tie Flynn up with expert efficiency. I was curious when or where she had learned such a skill but thought better of asking.

After over nine years of knowing each other and training together every day, I realized there were still things about her I didn’t know—at least the sex stuff. The redhead in front of me was far kinkier than I had expected, and somehow that made her… endearing?

Yup! Endearing.

I found that side of her as intriguing as the rest of her. The things we had done last night were probably just scratching the surface, and I wanted to explore more of her needs and desires.

Heat ran down my back as I watched Amelia work, and my attention was drawn to Caradriel. She was standing with both arms wrapped around her midriff and a deep blush on her face. Her white brows were drawn together as she seemed to be glaring at the pebble on the ground.

Something was… shimmering within our telepathic connection. She still kept most of her emotions blocked off, but her control had been slipping. I frowned and was about to ask if she was doing alright when Amelia spoke up.

“Done! That should keep him from causing problems for a bit,” she said, sounding proud.

I turned back to find Flynn hogtied and laying on his side. Both his wrists and ankles were bound together behind his back. The awkward position made his look so undignified that I actually felt bad for the man. He was going to be so damn pissed when he woke up.

“Do you want me to gag him too?” the redhead asked with a wicked grin on her lips.

“What? No!” I immediately said before adding, “That’s… That’s enough. Just leave him be.”

She pouted, looking more disappointed than she should. But the smile returned to her almost as soon as it disappeared. She leaned forward and whispered, “I don’t mind if you want to try gagging me later, you know.”

Her comment nearly sent my mind spiraling out of control, but I managed to stop my thoughts from rushing south. Still, I wasn’t fast enough. The heat radiating from Caradriel through our connection sent a shiver down my back, and I finally realized what it was.

S-Sorry. I was just caught off guard, I sent her an apology.

The elf turned to meet my eyes, but there was no anger in her expression. She looked away quickly, and the heat was snuffed out. She cleared her throat before glancing in the direction of the boss’s chamber.

“Sh-Should we rest for a bit before going in there?” she asked, a bit louder than she normally would.

“Y-Yeah. Let’s do that. We can come up with a plan to defeat the boss while we’re at it,” I agreed.

Fortunately, the fight with the Captain wasn’t as tough as I had anticipated, so we didn’t need a long break. His exhaustion might have played a part in our rather easy victory, but I could also tell that he was holding back.

Just like back in Vinhels, he was doing his best not to harm the girls. Because of that, he was fighting us with quite a disadvantage. However, that was also how I knew he was a man with virtue, and guilt would haunt us for the rest of our lives if I took his life.

Hopefully, once we got out of here, we could somehow make him see the truth. We shouldn’t be fighting when there was a bigger enemy threatening to end all lives on Elathia. He would certainly believe Caradriel’s warning once he saw what the Verdant Corruption was really like.

Since we had taken care of Flynn, I contemplated whether to backtrack and use the long way around instead. However, the sun was already dipping low and casting long shadows over the canyon. We had spent a good seven hours to reach this point, so we would never make it back to the entrance before dark.

Well, we could use the Return Scrolls, but that would mean leaving Tiara and the Captain behind. Other adventurers might feel like that was a reasonable trade-off, but we just couldn’t make ourselves do such a heinous thing.

In the end, we decided to press forward and spent our break going over our plan to defeat the dungeon boss and learned as much as we could about its skills. Unfortunately, Tekwon only gave her the brief descriptions of its skills and didn’t elaborate much on them.

According to her, he had adamantly forbade her from entering the dungeon no matter what. So, he likely hadn’t anticipated her becoming a fugitive and having to use this dangerous path to escape from Flynn.

I gave Poison Ward to Brielle after learning that the shadowbane had a skill called Toxin Hail, which was a wide-area Poison attack. Since she relied heavily on her agility for defense by evading attacks, getting caught in the Slow effect of Poison would be detrimental to her chance of survival.

“Is everyone ready?” I asked, standing and dusting myself off.

“Let’s go! I want to get out of here already,” Amelia agreed, rising to her feet at my side.

“Yes! Let’s go!” Brielle joined her.

Darla stood, then cast Protection on the dragonkin before turning to me. “I’m sorry I can only cast Protection on one person at a time,” she said with a slight frown as if she was disappointed in herself.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m glad that one of us is getting buffed,” I said with a smile.

I reflexively reached up to stroke her hair but paused just before touching her, remembering how shocked she was when I held her tight against my side. However, she didn’t move away and even looked up at me expectantly.

Did that mean she wanted me to stroke her head? I shrugged inwardly and just went with it. She immediately nuzzled against my palm and purred softly. I gulped. The adorable sound from her was doing strange things to my heart.

Caradriel cleared her throat after a moment and startled me out of my purr-induced stupor. “Shall we get going?” she asked.

“R-Right! Let’s move out,” I agreed, heat rising to my cheeks.

The catkin nodded with a slight pout, but didn’t protest. Amelia nudged me with her shoulder before flashing me a wry smile. I scowled at her, and she scuttled away to link arms with Brielle, giggling.

I inhaled deeply to calm my nerves, then turned to grab Tiara’s reins. “It’s almost over, girl. Hang in there, alright?” I soothed, and she whined softly, then dropped her head and followed.

Once all of us were inside the boss’s chamber, the ground rumbled as a massive wall of stone rose to block off the entrance, sealing us in. I quickly tied the reins to a piece of jagged rock protruding from the wall and stepped in front of the girls.

“Here we go. It’s all or nothing now,” I said, extending my fist between them. They bumped it with their own while voicing their affirmation.

I turned back to the chamber and withdrew my shield from the Spatial Storage. It came out equipped on my arm. With a moment to appreciate how convenient this was, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would be able to do it with my own clothes as well.

My thought was quickly snatched away by the tremulous quake that seemed to shake the entire chamber. As I scanned the overly large space, examining boulders and stone spires, a massive… no, colossal form slithered out into the open.

Expectation and reality were vastly different. When Brielle mentioned the shadowbane was a huge snake, I had imagined it to have the same size as the bloodfang—ten-foot tall with fangs as long as my arms.

The boss exceeded any of my expectations by several orders of magnitude. Its crimson, beady eyes glared down at us as it rose to at least twenty feet in the air, with a lot more of its body still coiling on the ground.

Sunlight of the approaching dusk glinted off its obsidian scales, making the colossal snake shimmer with an ominous aura. Its fangs were twice as long and thick as the bloodfang. Getting injected by venom suddenly became the least of my worries at the sight of them.

“Rosien, god of creation. We’re really going to fight that thing?” Amelia murmured, staring up with as much trepidation as I felt.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Caradriel said with a slightly shaky voice.

“Just follow the plan! We can do this!” I bellowed and fell into a fighting stance.

“Yes! Let’s give it everything we’ve got!” Brielle said, readying herself beside me.

“Be careful!” Darla urged, and we nodded.

The shadowbane roared deafeningly as if signaling the start of our battle. I activated Invigorate and Surge while Brielle unleashed Essence Explosion as we rushed forward.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

RADIANT CROSS

The shadowbane lunged forward, its massive body devouring the distance between us in a heartbeat. We promptly split up. Brielle darted left while I dashed to the right just before the boss crashed into the ground where we had been.

The other girls scattered to find cover where they could support us from afar while the dragonkin and I kept the boss distracted. The plan would work better if I were a tanker Knight with Taunt, but we rarely had that kind of luxury in battles, and we did our best with what we had.

My boots skidded on the stone ground as I pivoted and rushed at the snake’s massive body before it could rear back. The pounding noise from the other side of the monster told me Brielle was already doing her job.

Lexidus glinted white and blue as I swung down with all my might, then nearly had the sword jarred from my hands by the impact. The obsidian scales were both denser and harder than I had anticipated. My blade only managed to draw a groove on them as I slashed through.

However, I also hadn’t expected the fight to be easy. I struck again at the same spot, and Lexidus cut deeper, drawing a speck of red blood from the shadowbane. It hissed indignantly before its head twisted around to me.

The black vertical slits in its red eyes narrowed to thin lines as its maw yawned open. I planted my feet, preparing to lunge out of the way, but the familiar twang of a bowstring sang through the air.

Three essence arrows and one real arrow, engulfed in spiraling current, soared toward the boss from behind a large boulder. Amelia faded into view soon after, her Camouflage broken.

The essence arrows dissipated upon impact, but the Howling Arrow shattered the black scales with a booming crack before punching a hole. A hiss of outrage echoed across the chamber as the shadowbane’s head snapped sideways from the attack.

It growled, shifting its attention to the Archer who had already disappeared behind her cover. Before it could move for her, however, the dragonkin leaped onto its body, then dashed along its length toward its head.

Her tan skin had turned bright red with steam billowing around her body as she leaped high into the air. She slammed a fist down on its snout and sent its massive head crashing downward.

The ground exploded as the tremulous quake sent dust and debris in all directions. I darted into the fray, Lexidus glowing bright with gathered energy. With the first diagonal swing, I unleashed Soren’s Radiant Slash, then I activated Critical Strike as I closed in on the shadowbane.

Just like when I had used it on the abominable beast, I swung downward from the opposite side and used my Radiant Slash at close range. The two blades of light combined and amplified each other’s damage.

Radiant Cross, or at least what I called it, was probably my most powerful attack. It had allowed me to break through the abominable beast’s ribcage and expose its heart for Amelia and Darla to destroy.

Black scales ripped, flesh tore, and blood erupted on the side of the snake’s maw where Radiant Cross struck. A flash of blinding light exploded across my vision in the next moment before a deafening crack shook the chamber.

The massive head jerked sideways from the explosion as the shadowbane screeched indignantly. A large cross-shaped gash had torn open the side of its mouth, leaving broken scales and severed flesh. Blood poured from the wound, coating its maw and dripping from its fang.

Shit! It looks pissed, I said when the monster rose high in preparation for its own attack.

“Yup! Very, very pissed. Be careful!” Soren warned.

Its crimson eyes fixed maliciously on me, and my fingers reflexively tightened around my sword. I might not have Taunt, but I certainly had its attention. Mission accomplished. Now, I just had to stay alive until we could wear it down enough to kill it.

That was easier said than done, of course. Especially when the dungeon boss just turned into liquid and disappeared into the ground. Shadow Weave was one of its skills, which allowed it to phase between physical and shadow form for a short duration.

According to Brielle, this skill worked in similar ways to the Rogue’s Shadow Walk. Sylvia Roshanel had used it during our fight with the abominable beast and gave all of us a glimpse into what to expect. Except, instead of a lithe woman, the one using it now was a fifty-foot long snake with a maw large enough to swallow any of us whole.

The chamber suddenly fell eerily silent, causing my spine to tingle with cold dread. “Stay on the move and watch your feet!” I bellowed and immediately followed my own advice.

“Watch out, Luke!” Amelia cried from somewhere.

The warning saved me. I had only run a few steps when shadows swirled beneath me. With a grunt, I leaped forward. A burst of air slammed into me a split second later as I was tucking myself into a roll.

The massive form of the shadowbane shot up from the ground with its maw wide open. If I had thrown myself out of the way any slower, I might have lost a leg, or two, or worse yet, found myself in its belly.

However, the boss wasn’t done. It arched downward, aiming its sharp fangs at the Monk who had stopped to watch me. Fortunately, her enhanced agility from Essence Explosion allowed her to dart sideways and escape easily.

Four arrows flew at the snake before passing through its body like it was air as it plunged into the ground. That instantly confirmed our suspicion—the monster was invulnerable in its shadow form.

“Keep moving!” I ordered.

The others shifted from cover to cover while the dragonkin and I ran circles in the open. We purposely made ourselves easy targets, so the boss would focus on us instead of going after our other companions.

Apparently, I didn’t have to worry about that. After cutting open a gash on its mouth, the shadowbane seemed intent on having a taste of me first. However, it didn’t come for me from below this time. That damn thing was smarter than I gave it credit.

The colossal snake burst from the ground several feet in front of me, its maw stretching wide, and its fangs glinting in the waning sunlight. I scrambled to change direction, but my boots failed to find traction and skidded on the stone.

A powerful gust of wind slammed into me at the last second, sending me tumbling sideways and rolling on the ground and away from the boss’s yawning mouth. It hissed indignantly before submerging into the shadows once more.

Thanks. That was close, I sent to Caradriel who had moved again after saving me.

“Don’t mention it. We’re in this together. Remember?”

I chuckled, and that was all I had time for.

The snake whirled into existence several yards away, its Shadow Weave finally ran out. “Another skill incoming!” Soren warned.

“It’s using another skill!” I relayed the message to everyone.

The shadowbane drew back into a tight coil, and its crimson eyes flashed. With a piercing screech, it swung its head from side-to-side while spraying green viscous fluid from its mouth.

Toxic Hail was a wide-area attack that rained a poisonous spray in a large cone in front of the boss. Anyone who came in contact with the green globs would become affected by Poison and Slow for thirty seconds.

“Fuck!” I grunted.

The venomous goo splattered on my shield and sizzled as I sprinted away while holding it over my head. I glanced over to where Brielle had been and was relieved to see her escape unscathed.

I wasn’t so lucky, or fast enough. A few droplets splashed on my clothes and exposed skin just before I reached safety. My steps immediately faltered, but I managed to throw myself outside of the Toxic Hail’s range at the last second.

Pain seared through my veins as Poison invaded my system and Slow drastically hindered my mobility. I was prepared, though. Forcing my mind to focus, I fought through the agony and drew my shield into the Spatial Storage, then withdrew a Poison Cure into my left hand.

Biting down on the stopper, I yanked the cork free with effort, spit it out, then downed the shimmering green contents of the vial in one big gulp. The effect of Poison faded and the pain eased quickly, but Slow remained. Unfortunately, there was no cure for that abnormal status, and I had to wait for it to run out.

“Rosien’s mercy. This shit is painful,” I grumbled, sluggishly climbing to my feet and pulling out my shield once more.

“That’s definitely something I don’t want to remember when my memories return,” Soren chuckled.

I knew it’d hurt. I just… didn’t know it was… this bad. Fuck! Even my thoughts… are slow, I said.

“Watch out!” Brielle screamed, snapping my attention toward the massive snake.

A massive dark shape was rushing toward me. The shadowbane had finished unleashing its skill and was coming for me. Again. Its yawning maw closed in rapidly. I ground my teeth and shifted my weight sideways. My heart thundered as my body moved like I was neck-deep in sand.

Still, I managed to sidestep just out of the way. Its wide-open maw rushed past me by mere inches. The powerful gust from its passing crashed into me, and I lost my balance, toppling backward when my legs weren’t fast enough to catch my weight.

Its tail slammed into me in the next moment, flinging me through the air. I pinwheeled over and over until I crashed into the chamber wall. A choked grunt tore out of me as the stone cliff cracked against my back.

If not for Gilfren’s high quality armor, I would have undoubtedly shattered at least a few bones. Still, every inch of me felt as if it had been pushed through a grinder. I collapsed to the hard ground on my hands and knees, my head spinning, and the world was darkening around the edge of my vision.

“Lucas! Talk to me, Lucas!” Soren yelled in my mind.

I’m… fine. Fuck. Everything hurts, I said, wincing from his loud voice.

A golden light enveloped me, and the pain immediately eased. I sighed as relief flooded me. My vision cleared just in time to see as another of Amelia’s Howling Arrows erupted on the boss once again.

Its head snapped sideways from the impact as the projectile broke through its obsidian scales and blew another hole in the side of its neck. Red blood sprayed out around the protruding shaft as the shadowbane screeched in pain.

I grabbed onto the rocky wall for support and climbed to my feet as the boss was reeling from the redhead’s attack. Still, the puncture hole looked insignificant on its enormous neck—definitely not enough to take it down. Worse yet, Amelia had drawn its wrath and become the new target.

I shuffled forward with a growl at my trembling legs, “Move! Dammit!”

Brielle came to the Archer’s rescue, landing blow after blow on the shadowbane to make it turn around. She succeeded. Her Consecutive Strikes made her attacks dealt increasing damage until they were too painful to ignore.

However, getting the snake away from Amelia didn’t solve any of our problems. The dragonkin had activated Essence Explosion quite some time ago. I feared she would run out of essence soon.

Fortunately, we still had one last trick up our sleeves. As the shadowbane snapped toward the Monk, a spiraling current enveloped it from above. My gaze shifted to Caradriel who was standing tall on a flat rock, waving her arms left and right—the same motion she had used to cast Tempest’s Wrath.

The wind howled and whipped around the chamber as the whirlwind grew more intense with every passing second. Dust and debris spiraled upward, forcing me to shield my eyes. The snake’s head and a third of its body disappeared inside the vicious vortex before screeches of pain followed.

It’s working! I sent to the elf excitedly.

“Not yet!” she grunted back through our connection.

Droplets of red spun like mist around the whirlwind, and the shrill noises that the boss made became piercing. Then several obsidian scales shot out and smashed into the rocks, forcing us to take cover.

The shadowbane was left battered and bloodied once Tempest’s Wrath dissipated. Its black scales were missing in several places on its head and neck, one of its eyes was cut, and its front third dripped with long rivulets of blood.

But it was still alive.

Alive, and in pain, and very, very angry.

Its remaining crimson eye raged as it glared down at Caradriel’s hiding place. It abruptly lunged for her, and she scrambled out. A Divine Shield coalesced several feet in front of the snake before it smashed through the barrier. The impact changed its trajectory just enough to save the elf from being crushed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

SNAKE AND WOLF

I ground my teeth and slammed the pommel of my sword into my thigh. The effect of Slow seemed to have faded, but my damn legs still wouldn’t comply with my command. I limped forward, fighting down the pain and the aches in my limbs.

“Release me!” Flynn growled from my right.

I whipped around toward the voice before realizing I was standing next to the wagon. He was staring back at me with a mix of anger and desperation. I couldn’t blame him, Amelia had put him in an embarrassing position. He seemed to have been struggling against his binds for a while, but to no avail.

“Release me if you want to live!”

My gaze shifted from him to the battlefield. Brielle’s Essence Explosion had been deactivated, but she was doing her best to keep the shadowbane’s attention on her. However, it barely paid any attention to her even when her strikes should be dealing quite a lot of damage at this point.

The boss only had eye for Caradriel. She had become a powerful threat after unleashing a devastating attack on it. Now, the boss would do everything to eliminate her first.

“Untie me now! We’ll all die if you don’t!” the Captain ordered.

I wasn’t convinced that we would all die like he said. Everything had gone as we had expected—according to plan with a considerable amount of difficulties. Tempest’s Wrath had landed directly and dealt significant damage to the snake monster. If we kept going at this pace, we could most likely take it down.

Still, there were many variables that could throw everything off the rails. Having a Rank 8 adventurer, even a retired one, on our side would definitely increase our chances of success drastically.

“Fuck!” I growled, then jumped onto the wagon and cut the rope binding the wolfkin.

Flynn rubbed at his wrists to massage blood into his fingers, then scowled up at me. “Give me my sword.”

My jaw clenched at his request, but I reached into my Spatial Storage and withdrew his weapon into my left hand. The man had been honorable enough to only aim his attacks at me and did his best not to hurt the girls. I would trust in that honor and hope he wouldn’t stab me in the back.

He snatched the blade from me, then stood with a soft grunt. He looked out at the colossal snake battling my companions and said, “Our only options are cutting off its head or destroying its heart. I’d pick the latter.”

“That has been our plan from the beginning. It’s just taking a bit longer than we’d expected,” I said.

The Captain stared at me as if I was mad or stupid for thinking that we would have any chance against this colossal monster. I scowled right back at him.

“Don’t give me that look. You were the one who forced us in here,” I protested.

He looked away with a grunt and just changed the subject. “I can kill it, but I’ll need time to cast Glacial Death,” he said.

I had no idea what kind of spell Glacial Death was, but I had no doubt it would be powerful. So, I just nodded in acknowledgement before activating Invigorate and Surge, then leaped off the wagon to join the fray with Flynn behind me.

Brielle’s body glowed with the light of Protection just a heartbeat before the snake’s massive tail slammed into her. She flew through the air with a cry. I caught her in time, or she would have crashed into a boulder.

“Are you alright?” I asked, holding her lithe body in my arms.

“Y-Yes! I’m fine…” she trailed off when her emerald gaze found the Captain standing next to me. “What is he—”

“Don’t worry. He’ll help us kill the boss,” I explained.

She nodded before I helped her stand. However, she still eyed Flynn with open skepticism. He outright ignored her. A towering shadow fell upon us before we could say anything more. Several arrows had pierced the snake’s flesh where its scales had been ripped away.

“Keep it busy! Fuck!” Flynn started, then spat.

The shadowbane turned into liquid darkness, then disappeared into the ground. Shadows rippled beneath our feet in the next moment, forcing us to scramble out of the way.

Two terrifying fangs shot up from below, followed by its massive head with a wide-open maw. It rose high into the air like a monstrous fish leaping out of the water, and I knew instinctively who it would go for next.

Without waiting to confirm my suspicion, I broke off into a full sprint for Caradriel and sheathed Lexidus as I went. She was the only one amongst us who had dealt immense damage to the boss. My boots clomped on the stony ground faster and faster, Surge allowing me to move with incredible lightness.

Her dual-colored eyes were staring upward in fright, her jaw going slack. I didn’t follow her gaze. I already knew what she was seeing. I was several feet away from the elf when the snake’s head came crashing down in my peripheral vision. I leaped off my feet with my arms stretched out toward her.

We collided, and she let out a surprised yelp before we tumbled to the side. The snake plunged down into the ground where she had been, missing us by mere inches. We rolled along the ground and came to a stop with  me on top of her.

A gentle scent of jasmine wafted around me as I took in the softness of her body. Her cheeks turned bright red the moment my thoughts went there, and I quickly pushed away from her.

“S-Sorry,” I said, standing and pulling her from the floor while scanning the area for the shadowbane.

“I-It’s fine,” she said and pushed close to me as I drew Lexidus.

The boss appeared in the center of the chamber and screeched indignantly. Its one crimson eye glared down at me and Caradriel. I stepped in front of the elf and raised my shield.

A Howling Arrow stabbed into the snake’s side and blew open a new hole in its flesh. It let out a shrill hiss as blood gushed from the gaping wound. Its head immediately whipped toward Amelia, who was several feet away from us, then screeched furiously.

“It’s going to use a skill!” Soren warned, but I was already on the move at full speed toward the Archer.

The shadowbane’s red eye flashed at the same moment I stepped in front of the redhead with my shield held protectively. Several shadows in the shape of scythes launched from its yawning maw, and I immediately recalled our fight with the bloodfang.

Taking the Piercing Howl head-on with the round shield to protect Amelia had been incredibly painful. My body had felt as if it was being shredded. But I would do it again without hesitation to save her.

Fortunately, we had more help this time around. A massive wall of ice burst skyward in front of me just a second before the Rending Scythes reached me. The blades chipped and tore at the barrier with deafening crashes that sent a cold shiver down my back.

As if knowing that the attack would break through, Darla erected a Divine Shield just in time to protect me and Amelia from the shadow blades that slipped through. They smashed into the protective spell until it was overwhelmed and shattered. By then, however, only a few found my shield, and I deflected them with ease.

“That went a lot better than last time,” I chuckled.

“Teamwork makes great work, right?” she snickered before darting off to the side and drawing another Howling Arrow.

I laughed before rushing toward the boss to draw its attention. She loosed her arrow with a sharp twang, and it flew directly for the still gushing wound on the boss’s side. However, it shifted sideways at the last second and avoided the projectile completely.

“Hey! Heads up! I only have enough essence for one Obliterate or one Radiant Slash and one Surge,” Soren said in my mind, and I acknowledged with an impression of a nod.

I had expected as much. Just like the rest of us, he had also been expending essence throughout our dungeon run. Even with an expanded Well, all of us were running low and wouldn’t last much longer.

Not just us. The boss also seemed to be reaching its limit too. Its massive head was drooping, and its movements had slowed drastically. A few well-placed hits would definitely take it down.

“Buy time for me!” Flynn bellowed from behind me.

“Leave it to me!” I said.

The shadowbane lunged forward, forcing me to leap sideways. I tucked myself into a roll, then reactivated Invigorate when I landed in a crouch. Lexidus flashed blue and white as I slashed down at the open flesh of the boss. It hissed in pain and immediately reared back to attack me.

Brielle darted forward to land a few blows on its side, but the snake ignored her. I sidestepped at the last moment, then unleashed Bash into the side of its face. It didn’t work. The damn thing was just way too big, and it just slithered away unscathed.

“Dammit!” I grunted.

“I’m ready! Get out of the way!” Flynn bellowed.

The temperature around me immediately plummeted. Icicles crawled along the ground and crept up my boots in the next moment. Something massive was happening, and my mind flashed to my dad’s Calamity Break.

“Shit! Run!” I shouted at Brielle before activating Surge.

The dragonkin immediately spun on her heels and ran. I was a few steps behind her, my breath forming white clouds in front of me. The shadowbane hissed, sensing danger. However, its Shadow Weave must still be on cooldown because it lunged for the wolfkin instead of using the skill.

It was too late. Countless massive spikes made of ice thrust upward from the ground, spearing into the boss’s head and long body. Its obsidian scales were pierced, and its flesh sundered as droplets of red turned into snowflakes in the frigid air.

With its massive head skewered from below, the shadowbane only managed a muffled shriek before it crashed down with a tremulous quake. The ice spikes shattered from the impact, falling like shards of glass around the colossal snake.

The boss lay on its side with its forked tongue lolled out barely ten feet from the Captain. Blood poured out from countless tree-sized holes along its body, and several unbroken spikes had turned a faint shade of red. The ice field beneath the monster was quickly drenched deep crimson.

Flynn staggered back a step, then fell to one knee. Sweat dripped from his brows as he drew one deep inhale after another. He was already exhausted when he fought us, so I could only assume casting a spell this powerful had pushed him beyond his limit.

“It’s not—” Soren bellowed in my head, but he was too late.

The shadowbane lunged forward before any of us could react and sunk one of its massive fangs into the wolfkin’s stomach. He cried out in pain and struggled to free himself from its maw as the snake drew back.

“No!” I bellowed, darting toward the boss.

It tried to rise, but only managed to lift its head a few feet because the ice spikes still pinned a lot of its body to the ground. A Howling Arrow plunged into a gaping hole in the side of its head and carved out even more of its shredded flesh.

The boss shrieked as it jerked sideways. The violent motion flung the Captain from its mouth. He dropped with a painful thud on the icy ground and didn’t move, but I didn’t have time to worry about his condition yet.

A spiral of wind slammed down on the shadowbane from the top and smashed its head on the ground, holding it in place for me and Brielle. The dragonkin landed blow after blow on the scales around the massive wound Amelia had opened for us.

Consecutive Strike made her punches grow stronger with each hit, causing the obsidian scales to break and fall away. I followed up with Soren’s Radiant Slash in a downward slash before quickly unleashing my Radiant Slash with an upward cut.

The blades of light sliced through its flesh with ease, severing its head from the rest of its long body. Blood gushed from the two stumps like a dam had been broken as Brielle and I scrambled away.

“Flynn!” I shouted, tearing my gaze away from the shadowbane.

Darla was already there, kneeling beside him with her hands hovering over his stomach. I ran toward them with the dragonkin at my side before Amelia and Caradriel joined us a moment later.

“How is he doing?” I asked and couldn’t keep my voice from shaking.

The Cleric was scrunching up her face in concentration, but she still said, “His injury is bad, but I think I can save him.”

“Thank, Rosien,” Amelia murmured and looped her arms around mine.

I kissed her forehead and watched intently as Darla worked.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

SACRIFICE

Rolling green hills stretched out in all directions across the highlands of Susacre Valley. Mist cascaded down from snow-capped peaks as gray clouds loomed beyond them in the distance. The temperature was comfortably cool as we rode along the rutted path that would lead us to Keshra.

The sun had moved past its apex and was dipping toward the horizon, which meant we only had an hour or two before we would need to make camp. Unlike on the grasslands of the Suncrest Steppe, where the night was a welcome reprieve, the night in Wolfcrown Heights was a gruesome ordeal.

The scorching temperature of the day would plummet drastically when dusk arrived. However, the sudden shift from extreme heat to freezing cold was only the beginning. The dense humidity and drizzle of rain also put us at a high risk of getting hypothermia.

Fortunately, we found an outcrop with rocky walls that protected us from the frigid wind and rain after we left the canyon dungeon. Between the large fire and our warm clothes, we managed to fend off the cold without an issue before setting out again the next morning.

I glanced over my shoulder down at Flynn, who was lying on the wagon floor. He would let out a murmuring groan of pain every time our vehicle rocked, which was frequently since the ground was rather rocky.

Darla had done her best to heal him after the fight with the shadowbane, but she was low in mana and could only give him primary care. We fed him Healing Potions after that to keep his condition stable.

Just like with Sammus, there was a limit to how much healing magic and potions could recover at once. Cuts and scrapes were easy, but having a massive fang punch a huge hole through one’s stomach would take a bit more time to fully heal.

“How is he doing?” I asked Darla, who was kneeling beside the wolfkin and wiping sweat from his brows.

“He’s far from danger now. He should be able to recover faster once we reach Keshra,” she said, looking up at me.

I nodded, then returned my attention to the road ahead.

A treasure chest had appeared after we took down the dungeon boss. Inside, we found a heater shield, a Skill Scroll, and five thousand vinhs. I had taken everything into my storage and only examined them once we had set up camp last night.

The shield, Serpent Bane, was polished silver with intricate engravings of coiling vines and snakes in the center. Aside from having higher defense than my current one, it also came with Poison Immunity.

Rending Strike was the skill inside the scroll, which would give bonus damage upon activation along with adding Defense Break to the next attack. The status effect would cause the target to take more damage. However, the skill required the user to equip a sword.

Because of the equipment type and the skill requirement, I was the only one who could use them. I felt bad for taking both treasures, but the girls insisted I didn’t need to worry about it. Amelia took it a step further and told me I could make up for it once we had a bedroom.

The invitation had Brielle biting her lower lip, obviously recalling the last time the three of us were in a bedroom together. Caradriel erupted with another outburst of emotions, which she seemed to have less and less control of these past few days. As for Darla, she turned as red as a strawberry.

Aside from that, Soren had also regained another skill—Sundering Blades. According to him, the skill would unleash ten consecutive slashes while also dealing bonus damage with each hit. However, the attack would only land on a single target.

“There! We’re almost there!” the dragonkin blurted, pointing across the low slopes of hills and small streams ahead of us.

I squinted, following her finger, before a faint trail of smoke appeared over the horizon. The speck in the distance slowly turned into sturdy walls made of red stone. More dark plumes joined the first as we drew closer, followed by people moving in and around the town.

“I can’t wait for everyone to meet Manithilla,” Brielle said excitedly.

“Are you… close with her?” I asked, finding the prospect of meeting an actual dragon rather daunting.

She beamed and nodded vigorously. “Yes! She looked after me when I was young.”

“L-Looked after you? Like she fed and raised you?” Amelia asked with wide eyes.

The dragonkin beamed. “Yes! She took care of me all the time.”

“Damn, Brielle. You’re so badass, getting to grow up with a dragon and all,” Amelia teased, wrapping an arm around the other girl.

Caradriel tilted her head to one side with a curious look on her pale face. “Dragons rarely mingle with people—not even with dragonkin. How did you form such a bond with her?”

Brielle blinked at the elf, then a blush colored her cheeks. “I… umm… I hated training when I was little,” she started and flashed us a sheepish grin. “S-So, I’d hide in Manithilla’s den because no one except my father would dare enter it.”

“You rascal,” the redhead snickered and gave her a wry grin.

“I’d hide near the entrance of her cave and cry until father came to take me back. One day, Manithilla came out, and I cried even more because I thought she was going to eat me,” she said with a giggle. “But she gave me food instead. She probably got tired of my crying and gave me something to eat so I’d stop.”

“That’s… very interesting,” Caradriel mused.

“One time, she even chased my father out of the den when I pretended to sleep because I didn't want to go back, and he was trying to wake me up,” she recounted with a roguish smirk.

“That’s so naughty,” Amelia laughed, and the rest of us joined in.

Brielle continued to regale us with her childhood stories as we rode along. By the time we arrived at Keshra, the sun had sunk halfway beneath the rolling hills. The two guards at the gate lifted their hands to stop us, then narrowed their eyes at the battered appearance of our wagon.

“What brings you here, adventurers?” one of them asked.

From the small rounded ears atop his head of close-cropped brown hair and stocky build, he was likely a bearkin. I would have mistaken him for a tigerkin if Brielle hadn’t pointed out the differences between the two beastkin tribes to me back in Vinhels.

Though both of them had rounded ears, the bearkin tended to be shorter and had a wider build, while the tigerkin was generally taller with a leaner body. The distinctions between the two tribes weren’t drastic, so non-beastkin usually mistook one for the other.

“We’re passing through to Rollen,” I said before jerking a thumb at Brielle. “We’re heading there to help our friend save her village.”

Their faces immediately fell at my words, and my chest tightened. “So, you haven’t heard,” the other guard said—a catkin woman with short blond hair and a wiry frame.

“Heard what?” Amelia perked up.

The guards looked at one another and grimaced. The catkin turned back to us and said, “Rollen was… invaded two weeks ago.”

“What?” Brielle gasped.

“Not just Rollen. Vestra and other villages were lost too. A lot of people have been evacuating here,” the catkin added solemnly.

“What about my father? Did he evacuate too?” the dragonkin asked, climbing into the front seat and jumping off the wagon.

The two guards were quiet for a long moment as they took in her green horns and scale-covered arms. “Th-There are quite a few dragonkin in the hospital. M-Maybe one of them is your father?” the catkin sputtered.

“Her father is Tekwon Emeraldwin! Did you see him with the evacuees?” I asked, joining Brielle and holding her against my side to comfort her.

Both of their eyes went wide with recognition before they nodded rigorously. “Yes. Yes! He’s at the hospital,” the bearkin said.

The catkin pointed down the street beyond the gate. “Take the main street into the town square, then turn left and…”

Her words trailed off as the dragonkin burst into a sprint before she could finish. I rushed after her and had to activate Surge in an attempt to keep up with her. Even with my enhanced speed, I still wasn’t fast enough, and she disappeared into the throng of people a moment later.

The street was crowded with beastkin of various tribes, along with a few humans and dwarves. More than half of them were wearing bloody bandages somewhere on their bodies. They looked haunted and afraid as they went about their business.

Aside from the haggard people, countless tents were erected in the town square and on either side of the streets. Keshra wasn’t as massive as Vinhels, but everyone was too afraid to stay outside the protective walls, so they found any space they could to settle in.

I did my best to stumble through the mass of bodies while following the glinting green horns and the fluttering braid of long raven hair. She wasn’t making it easy to catch up as she weaved through the people with the nimble agility that I didn’t have.

Still, I couldn’t blame her. If I had heard my dad was in a hospital, I would have shouldered my way through this town with all my might. I only hoped Tekwon wasn’t badly hurt.

After nearly ten minutes of pushing my way through the people and stopping to ask for directions, I finally arrived at a white stone building with a red triangular roof. Atop the front entrance was a circular plate with an engraving of an expansive tree, which I assumed symbolized healing and recovery.

I pushed inside to find a panicking Brielle at the counter with a terrified woman in white uniform staring up at her. The oblong ears that were twisted back atop her green hair and big round eyes identified her as rabbitkin.

Without hesitation, I quickly inserted myself into the situation. I stepped forward and wrapped my arm around the dragonkin’s shoulders, then smiled as pleasantly as I could at the other woman.

“Hi there. I’m sorry for suddenly bursting in here. But do you know where we can find Tekwon Emeraldwind? He’s her father, and she’s terribly worried about him,” I said in a measured tone.

The clerk blinked up at me once, then twice, before snapping out of her shock-induced stupor. “Y-Yes. Yes! Tekwon…” she sputtered, then hurriedly flipped through the huge book on her desk.

“Breathe,” I said to Brielle while we waited. “He’s definitely alright. He’s the Iron Tempest. Just take a deep breath.”

Her green eyes shifted to meet mine. The black slits of her pupils were barely two thin lines while her tail was thumping against the floor in frantic beats. She swallowed, then drew in a deep inhale.

“Father is strong,” she said with a quivering voice before tears rolled down her cheeks. “He’s going to be fine, right?”

I pulled her into a tight embrace, wrapping one arm around her back while stroking her head with the other. “Yes! He’ll be fine. I’m sure of it.”

“Tekwon Emeraldwind,” the rabbitkin clerk murmured before she perked up. “I know where he is. Follow me!”

She led us down the path to the left of the reception counter, then through a long corridor where doctors and nurses milled about. After that, she stopped in front of a door marked with the number fifty-seven.

“He’s here,” the clerk said and left us.

Brielle looked up at me with trepidation in her eyes. I squeezed her shoulder in understanding. The clerk left quickly and didn’t tell us the extent of his injuries, which would naturally leave us fearing for the worst. However, that fear faded nearly instantly.

“I said I’m fine! Just let me leave so they can give the bed to someone else!” a deep, gravelly voice boomed from the other side of the door.

“Father?” the dragonkin blurted and pulled the sliding door wide open.

Inside the small room, a dragonkin with green horns and shoulder-length white hair lay on the bed. He wore a plain white shirt and pants. One of his legs was in a thick cast and elevated atop several cushions. Bandages were wrapped over his head, torso, and whole left arm.

His slitted emerald eyes darted toward the door and the fierceness immediately melted away. “Brielle? You’re back!” he said.

She rushed inside as if to hug him but held back at the last moment, likely afraid she would hurt him more if she did. “What happened?” she asked instead.

Tekwon looked away, guilt and shame flashing across his expression. “I failed you, daughter,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Oh, hush! Don’t be so dramatic. Nobody failed anybody. You nearly died trying to protect your village. It was already a miracle we held out that long,” someone said from the other side of the bed—a feminine voice that was deep and commanding.

That was when I realized there was another person in the room. A wolfkin woman with grizzled brown hair that was long and wavy. She wore dark blue, sleeveless tunic and leather pants. Just like Tekwon, she also had several bandages on her body.

“Lyssara! You’re here too!” Brielle said with a smile.

I blinked at the name before realization dawned on me. She was Lyssara Dawnfang, the Whispering Wraith, the last member of the Valiant Resonance. She was a Paragon Archer, renowned for devastating range damage and peerless marksmanship.

“Of course I’m here. Who else would drag his wrinkly ass out of Rollen?” Lyssara said before her hazel gaze shifted to me. “And who might you be?”

I cleared my throat and straightened my back, then bowed politely. “I am Lucas Leonus. My father is Liam Leonus, ma’am.”

“You’re Liam’s son?” she blurted with a laugh before leaning over the bed to have a closer at my face. “Yes, you do look a lot like him.”

“Where is your father? Is he here as well?” Tekwon asked and tried to sit up on the bed, then grunted in pain.

Lyssara smacked his shoulder with the back of her hand and made him cry out. “Stay down and stop moving! Do you even know how many bones you broke? It’s a miracle the doctors managed to put you back together.”

Then she turned to me and asked the same question he did. The expectant look in their eyes made my chest tighten. With a grimace, I shook my head and told them that their old friends weren’t here. Then, I recounted the attack on Emberfell, and how Sammus barely survived that battle.

“Inar’s moon. Things are far worse than I thought,” Lyssara murmured, leaning back against the wall with a worried look on her face.

“What happened to Rollen? What about Manithilla and the eggs?” Brielle asked, looking between her father and the retired Archer.

The wolfkin looked to her friend, then rolled her eyes when he didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Oh, so now you know how to keep your trap shut.”

Tekwon opened his mouth to retort, but she waved him off with a dismissive gesture. “Whatever. Just stay quiet and don’t move.”

I blinked at their exchange with a mixture of confusion and amusement. My dad had said Tekwon was the only person who could kick Sammus’s ass on the daily, so seeing him being trash-talked wasn’t something I had expected.

“Anyway…” Lyssara started, turning her attention to me and Brielle. “We were holding strong for a while back in Rollen, and we’d have lasted at least another month if those damn flower buds didn’t bloom.”

“Flower buds? Like the ones on the corrupted monsters?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yes, but a whole lot bigger. They grew on the ground and spat out monsters when they bloomed. Those freakish things weren’t strong, but there were just too many of them. They overwhelmed us within a week.”

“What about Manithilla? Where is she?” Brielle asked desperately.

Lyssara glanced to her friend once more. Tekwon looked up at his daughter, then winced as if what he was about to say pained him. “We managed to bring the eggs out safely, but Manithilla…”

“No,” she sobbed.

The retired Monk swallowed thickly before he continued, “Manithilla used the last of her strength to hold off the monsters. She burned as many of those monsters as she could, so we would have time to escape with the eggs.”

Brielle looked as if she would faint, and I stepped forward to steady her. The hospital was still bustling with activity, but the noise and clamor of the people seemed so distant after the news I had just heard.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

AN OFFICIAL MEMBER

I left Brielle to catch up with her father and headed out of the hospital. Amelia and Caradriel were waiting for me outside. They had admitted Flynn for further treatment, and Darla went with the nurses to help however she could.

Because of the cold weather, they were still wearing their cloaks, and the elf was mindful enough to pull the hood over her head. The town was in a turmoil, so no one paid us any attention even if one of us was looking rather suspicious.

Once we found a relatively quiet place to talk, I eased their worries about Tekwon first before telling them about Manithilla’s sacrifice. Our only saving grace in our bleak situation was that the three dragon eggs were safe. However, the retired Monk feared they would take a lot longer to hatch without the senior dragon feeding them essence.

“Those flower buds were also what caused the fall of Maelgroth. They appeared everywhere and flooded the city with verdant monsters. We were caught completely unprepared,” Caradriel said grimly.

“What should we do now?” Amelia asked, looking between me and the elf.

I tapped my chin in thought for a moment before suggesting, “We should probably update our Plates first and see if we can find lodging for tonight. Then we can come back here to check on Brielle and Darla.”

The two nodded in agreement, and we headed out. After wandering about and asking for directions several times, we finally arrived at the Adventurer’s Guild. The crossed sword and staff in front of a heater shield emblem above the open archway entrance was the confirmation we needed.

Just like the other buildings in Keshra, the Guild was also a stone structure with a triangular roof painted in a bright color. This one was aqua. The lobby was as big as the one in Emberfell, with a large map of Elathia filling out the right wall, along with quest markers and brief information of each one.

The interior had a rustic design with wooden floorboards and a long row of well-worn counters. The sight immediately reminded me of home, and my heart swelled with pride. We were finally here in Susacre Valley, on the other side of the continent.

“We finally made it!” Amelia chirped, drawing my attention to her beaming face.

“I know. Can you believe it?” I asked as a broad smile tugged up the corners of my lips.

She looked up at me, the grin never left her face. “So much has happened. It feels so unreal to be standing in a Guild this far away from home.”

I nodded, then gestured toward the row of counters. “Shall we?”

“Let’s go!”

My gaze shifted to Caradriel, and she was looking at me and Amelia with a thoughtful expression. When her eyes met mine, a tinge of pink bloomed on her cheeks before she quickly looked away. A surge of emotions hit me suddenly, then was abruptly cut off.

I blinked in surprise. These telepathic outbursts had been happening ever since she nearly died in the United Assembly prison, and they were becoming more frequent. A concern popped into my mind, and I couldn’t stop myself from voicing it.

Are you doing alright? I asked.

Her dual-colored eyes darted to meet mine, and pink on her cheeks turned red. “Wh-What? Why are you asking?”

You seem to be having quite a few emotional outbursts lately. Are you having trouble controlling your body?

She stared at me as her jaw worked for several moments. “I… No, I’m fine! Th-There’s no problem… no problem with the body at all!”

I eyed her suspiciously, and she looked away. Considering the fact that she found letting her feelings show through telepathic connection embarrassing, something was definitely up with her recent behaviors.

I’m here for you. All of us are. I know we haven’t known each other that long, but you can always talk to me if something is bothering you.

Caradriel looked back at me with wide-eyed surprise before a warm smile stretched across her lips. She nodded. “I know, Lucas. But I promise you, I’m truly fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“What are you guys doing? Come on!” Amelia called, drawing our attention to her as she was already several steps away from us.

There were only a few adventurers in the lobby, despite the hectic atmosphere outside. Just like Tekwon, many of them were being treated in the hospital while others had likely left to aid Vinhels before the Verdant Corruption advanced this far.

We strolled up to one of the available clerks, a young foxkin woman with long green hair and a slim figure. The bags under her brown eyes suggested she had been working for quite some time. Still, she gave us a warm smile.

“Good evening, adventurers! My name is Keira Moonbliss. How may I help you today?” she said with that belied her exhausted appearance.

“Hi Keira! Nice to meet you,” I said, returning her bright smile with one of my own. “My name is Lucas Leonus. We’re hoping to update our Plates of Record, please.”

“Certainly!” She nodded, then turned to Amelia before the redhead gave her name. “And you, miss?”

Caradriel stiffened at the question, so I cut in. “She isn’t an adventurer. It’s only me and Amelia.”

“Ah, understood. Please give me a moment,” the foxkin said with a nod.

I glanced over at the elf, and her expression was a mixture of longing and disappointment. Being the only one of her race and in a body that wasn’t her own definitely bothered her more than she let on.

Although we had welcomed her into our group with open arms, she wasn’t officially a part of Mystic Seekers. The bond between all of us was more important, of course, but I felt like she would be happy if she could also be a part of our little party.

Keira placed the Plates of Records on the counter as she said, “Here you are. Lucas Leonus and Amelia Tiadus.”

“Thanks!” the redhead chirped before we hovered our hands above our Plates.

Once the tablets verified our essence signatures, the updates appeared. Unfortunately, our rank remained the same. Not surprising since the shadowbane was the only major monster we had slain. The fight with Flynn might have been difficult, but we didn’t gain any essence from it.

Still, that didn’t mean our skills didn’t improve. My first four skills had maxed out, which had doubled the duration of Invigorate and increased Bash’s Stun effect to six seconds. My Radiant Slash had gained two levels while Battle Valor went up by three. Completing the canyon dungeon run had certainly paid off.

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Knight Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Invigorate (level MAX)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 240 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 6 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

Radiant Slash (level 6)[Active]

Unleash a powerful long-range attack with pure essence

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

Battle Valor (level 4)[Passive]

An aura that grants damage bonus to everyone in the party

Rending Strike (level 1)[Active]

Gain bonus damage on the next attack with a sword

Effect: Defense Break

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

================

“Luke! Look. Look! I’ve got four skills at maximum level now!” Amelia cried out, jumping up and down on her toes.

Just like me, the redhead also didn’t gain a rank, but her first three skills, along with Imbue Poison, had reached level 10. Most of them had increased effective duration, which was the expected outcome. However, the longer Poison and Slow effect of Imbue Poison would add a huge advantage for us.

She also gained the ability to create four essence arrows instead of just three as Multi Shot reached level 9. On top of that, she also gained two levels on Camouflage and three levels on Quick Draw.

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Sense (level MAX)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 100 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 9)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 4

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Camouflage (level 6)[Passive](Upon Successful Execution)

Disappear into the surroundings when staying completely still

Quick Draw (level 4)[Active]

Increase attack speed when using projectile weapons

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Imbue Poison (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 14 seconds

================

“I can’t wait to see what the others’ Plates look like,” I said.

“They must have maxed out a lot of their skills as well,” the redhead said excitedly.

“Is there anything else I can help you with?” the foxkin clerk asked, and I nodded.

“I would like to trade in our loot please.”

I sent her a transfer request, then loaded all the monster parts in. Compared to our trip from Haeron to Vinhels, we didn’t encounter as many monsters on our journey here. So, I was pleasantly surprised when Keira sent me over eight thousand vinhs in return.

“Wait. Are you sure that is right? I don’t think our loot is worth that much,” I asked, frowning in confusion.

The clerk stared up at me for a moment before an understanding smile stretched across her lips. “The amount is correct. The stone golem’s core is a very valuable crafting material that is worth five hundred vinhs. You have ten of them, so that is five thousand vinhs.”

I blinked several times at her, dumbfounded. When I didn’t say anything, she added, “You may be able to get even more if you sell them directly to the blacksmith in town. Would you like to take it back?”

“N-No! That’s alright. I was just surprised by the amount of money, that’s all,” I chuckled sheepishly.

Selling the crafting materials to the smithy directly would certainly earn me more money. I might get an extra thousand or two if I haggled properly. But that was the problem, haggling was neither my strength nor something I ever wanted to engage in. The mind game and the back and forth was just too annoying and tedious for me.

“Great!” Keira nodded before she asked, “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

I glanced over my shoulder at Caradriel, who still had a slight frown on her face, then turned back to the clerk. I leaned over the counter and hooked a thumb in the elf’s direction.

“Just out of curiosity, is there a way to add a non-adventurer to our party? She’ll be traveling with us for a while, so it'll be really helpful for all of us if she can receive the effects of the party auras and spells too.”

A surge of emotions washed over me. This one stayed long enough for me to make out the surprise and excitement, and the gratitude that followed. Then it faded as the foxkin clerk scrunched up her face in thought for a long while.

“It hasn’t been done often, but yes, it’s possible,” Keira finally said.

“Really?” Amelia blurted, lunging forward and making her ample breasts spill over the counter.

The clerk stared at her well-endowed assets and a generous exposure of cleavage for several moments. A deep blush crept up from her neck to the tip of her large triangle ears. The redhead realized what she had done after a moment and pulled back with a sheepish snicker.

“Y-Yes…” the foxkin started, then cleared her throat and shook her head as if to clear the mental image of Amelia’s voluptuous mounds. “Yes! I can certainly add your friend to the party as an ‘Escortee’. It’s used when the party is escorting non-combatants. She’ll be registered as a party member and able to receive the effects of the auras and spells, but she won’t be gaining essence or skill.”

I looked back at Caradriel, and she beamed up at me. “Are you alright with that?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said before repeating more firmly. “Yes, I am alright with that.”

“Great! That settles it then.” I turned back to Keira and gave her an affirmative nod.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THAT PLACE

I woke up to the noise of people and bright sunlight shining through the window. The lack of Amelia’s soft body pressing against my side made the bed feel strangely empty. I rubbed a hand over my face, then got up to wash and dress.

After adding Caradriel to our party, the girls had gone shopping for supplies and other essentials while I tried to find lodging for all of us. With so many evacuees in town, getting a room would be a challenge, so we decided splitting up was a better choice.

The first three inns I entered were fully booked. The fourth one, the Moonlit Lodge, was where I managed to get two rooms for us after offering to pay the owner extra for them. After that, I headed to the shopping district and found the girls in a clothing store.

Then we went back to check on Brielle and Darla at the hospital. The Cleric had done everything she could and was running low on mana at that point, so she was ready to leave. The Monk, on the other hand, wanted to stay longer, but the nurse insisted that her father needed his rest and begged her to head out.

Since Darla had healed his broken leg, Tekwon insisted he would leave as well, but Lyssara and Brielle forced him to stay with a stern glare. With that, the retired Paragon Monk reluctantly stayed.

The retired Paragon Archer had joined us to dinner and regaled us with her adventures with the Valiant Resonance. If Sammus had been an engaging storyteller, Lyssara was an entertaining one.

Though both could tell immensely captivating stories, their deliveries were vastly different. Her old friend would use an immaculate cadence and deliberate pacing to build immersion while she would exaggerate events to spice up the action or intensify the dread for the sake of drama.

Having dinner with the foxkin was also the reason I had to wake up alone. She had offered to give Amelia an archery lesson. Given she had been trained by a Knight, there were plenty of things she could learn from an actual Archer even if she already had incredible marksmanship skills.

Brielle had also left the inn early to see her father. I had offered to accompany her, but she wanted to go alone. I didn’t press her, assuming she just wanted to have some private time with him.

I didn’t see Caradriel in the inn. She also didn’t respond when I reached out through our connection, so I assumed she was still sleeping. So, I let her be and just had breakfast by myself in the tavern below.

For the first time in a very long time, I was completely alone with nothing to do. With the impending monster invasion looming over the horizon, I thought doing some training of my own was definitely the proper way to pass the time.

You’ve been pretty quiet since last night. Is everything alright? I asked Soren.

He didn’t respond for a long while as I strolled down the street. “There’s something familiar about this place.”

You mean, you’ve been here before? I asked before realizing that was more than likely the case. Well, you fought to stop Elyon three hundred years ago. You’d have to pass through Susacre Valley to reach Nythe Anore, right?

“I think so…” he murmured with an impression of a thoughtful nod. “But I just feel like there’s more to it than that.”

Then why don’t we take a stroll around for a bit. Something might bring back your memory, I suggested.

“I’d like that very much.”

With that, I wandered around Keshra without a destination, exploring while chatting with Soren like I had back in Emberfell after I had broken him out of the boulder. I would occasionally show him things I found interesting or ancient monuments and artifacts that might trigger his memory.

After an hour of meandering around and finding nothing, we decided to give it a rest for the time being. Then I spotted a meadow just south of town and recalled my intention to train from earlier.

The vast field was lush with tall grass and countless colorful flowers that swayed and rustled serenely in the wind. The sweet floral scent and cooling breeze made it perfect for sword training.

The only problem was the lack of shade. Even if the weather was nice at the moment, the bright sunlight beating down overhead would become uncomfortable once I got into it and sweat came pouring.

After a brief search, my gaze landed on a large oak on a low hill. I smiled and wasn’t disappointed once I reached my destination. It had a massive trunk with coarse, weather-worn barks. Its branches were expansive with a dense canopy that kept the area cool.

The view is nice here too, I mused as I glanced around, the elevated ground allowing me to see far into the distance in all directions.

“The essence here is very peaceful. This is a good place to train,” Soren agreed.

I drew Lexidus and began moving through various warm-up exercises. The blade was much lighter than the training sword I had used, and the lack of resistance was slightly jarring. Because of that, I had to triple the lap counts before I broke a sweat.

Then I went into more rigorous movements, swinging Lexidus with more force and slicing the air as if I was fighting several enemies. My blade flashed white and blue, glinting brilliantly each time a thin shaft of sunlight caught the translucent edges.

Sweat was pouring down my face after two hours, and I was gasping for breath. My shirt was drenched and clung uncomfortably to my skin. Then, a thought occurred to me.

Looking down at my armor, I furrowed my brows in concentration for a heartbeat before my shirt disappeared into my Spatial Storage. I was left standing bare-chested and grinning.

I can’t believe it worked! I chuckled.

“What worked?” Soren asked.

I explained to him about what I had just done before telling him about how I managed to equip my shield by pulling it out of the storage onto my left arm. That had been my inspiration.

“Interesting. But it should also work if you really think about it,” he mused.

I know, right? This is so convenient!

“Just be careful not to pull your pants in by accident and flash the whole town,” he teased.

I scowled down at the sword in my hand, and Soren chuckled in response. Then, a cool breeze swept across the low hill, coaxing a groan of delight from me. My muscles were throbbing from the exercise, and my skin was drenched with sweat. Deciding to take a rest, I sheathed Lexidus and sat on the grass.

That was quite a workout, I said.

“I’ve a feeling I used to do something like this on a regular basis too,” Soren said.

Of course you have. Shadow Fencing has been around for a very long time. Who knows, you might be the one who invented it.

“Nah, not likely. If anyone would have invented Shadow Fencing, it would have been the elves. They’ve been around for much longer than us.”

I shrugged. Maybe. But I’m sure you must have a trick or two up your sleeves. Make sure to teach me something cool once your memories come back, alright?

“You can count on it. I’ll definitely teach you the Soren Special—a move that wipes out one hundred enemies in a single strike,” he laughed.

I chuckled at that, then let my gaze wander over the horizon. The meadow seemed to stretch out endlessly until it blended into the sweeping mountain with snow-capped peaks in the north. The grass was soft beneath my fingers as another breeze soothed my heated skin.

Serenity washed over me, and a smile lifted the corners of my lips. Despite everything that had happened, I could find peace here. Somehow, I knew that. I knew as if I had been here before. I knew my stress would melt away once I sat beneath this oak tree.

“How?” I murmured, blinking rapidly.

“How what?” Soren asked, confused.

I know this place. Not just that. I feel like I’ve been here countless times. But that’s not possible! Unless… I trailed off as a thought occurred to me.

“Unless what?” Soren pressed, but instead of telling him, I projected everything I was seeing to him. He instantly gasped, “This… This place!”

It’s the one I saw in that dream. The dream with you and Teriani.

“T-Turn around. Let me see everything,” he said with a trembling voice.

I did as he asked, standing and turning around so he could take in the full view around us—the vast golden meadow, the sweeping mountain with snow-capped peaks, the massive oak behind us, and its expansive canopy.

Soren was quiet for a long while, but I could sense the turmoil inside his mind through our connection. A torrent of emotions slammed into me like a physical force, and I staggered back a step.

Fuck! Are you alright, buddy? I asked, clutching a hand on my temple as I glanced down at the sheathed Lexidus on the ground.

Instead of him, however, Caradriel spoke into my head. “Is everything alright? I can feel Soren’s distress,” she asked in alarm.

W-We’re fine, I said before telling her about the dream.

She must have been heading our way because she appeared, jogging through the meadow, within a few minutes of talking to me. She was still wearing the gray cloak with its hood drawn over her head to hide her elven features.

“What happened to Soren? His thoughts are in disarray,” she said with a wince as the torrent of emotion from him assaulted her as well.

I shook my head. “I think this is the place I saw in my dream, and he’s probably having a reaction to seeing it,” I said uncertainly.

Caradriel glanced around the meadow before her gaze shifted to the expansive oak. “You’re right. This was actually the place they met for the first time. He and Teriani came here every time they were stressed or just needing reprieve from the world.”

“I felt it in the dream… and even now. Their longing, their love, their bond, and so much more,” I murmured as the overwhelming emotions rose in my chest.

“Yes.” Her voice cracked before her eyes glistened as she nodded.

“Do you think this is the trigger that will bring his memories back?” I asked hopefully.

“I… I can’t say. But… his strong reaction may be enough to do just that.”

Glancing down at Lexidus, I frowned. “Is there anything we can do for him?”

Her pale face scrunched up in thought for several moments before she shook her head. “All we can do is wait for him to come back.”

“He’ll be fine, right?”

She was quiet for several moments before nodding firmly. “He will. This is Soren we’re talking about. He’s the most resilient man I know. He will come back to us. I’m sure of it!”

I tipped my chin in agreement. “Yeah, you’re right. He’ll definitely come back.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

WAITING…

The sun had risen higher, and the weather had grown comfortably warm. The breeze also carried the gentle scent of wildflowers, making the wait rather pleasant and enjoyable.

Caradriel and I sat under the shade of the tree as we waited for Soren to come back. His outburst of emotions had receded, and he seemed to have entered some kind of stasis since he wouldn’t respond to either of us.

Without any other choice, all we could do was wait for him to come back on his own. The fact that he hadn’t transmitted tension or distress through our bonds was a good sign, so we would leave him be for the time being.

“What was it like before?” I asked, glancing at the white-haired elf sitting to my left with Lexidus laying on the ground between us.

She looked at me with a small smile, her dual-colored eyes twinkling. She had pushed back the hood of her cloak since we were quite a distance from Keshra. There wasn’t anyone nearby to see her elven features.

“It was…” she started, then looked off to the mountains for a moment. “Nice.”

“Just nice?” I raised a brow at her. “The stories told of so many wonderful and marvelous things your people invented. You can’t just say it was nice.”

“No, of course not. Mealgroth was an incredible city. Beautiful, advanced, and peaceful. Everyone was happy.” A flicker of melancholy crossed her expression for a heartbeat before she added, “But I was too invested in my research to see it then.”

My chest tightened. “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

Caradriel shook her head once. “It’s fine. I… All of us didn’t expect everything to end so suddenly. We were at the zenith of civilization and technological advancement. I was on the verge of a breakthrough with my research, or I thought I was. So… So I pushed everything else aside and threw myself into my work.”

She plucked a blade of grass from the ground and spun it between her fingers while staring wistfully at it. “Maybe I shouldn’t have. Maybe I should have traveled the world like Teriani and Soren. Maybe I should have spent more time wandering the streets of Maelgroth, making friends and meeting people.”

My jaw clenched as her emotions leaked out. The longing and regret was bitter and heavy in the air. At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to hold her close and soothe the sorrow away.

“I’m sorry,” I said instead.

She shook her head again, making her hair flutter over her face. “I’m glad that Vaelmyr gave me a second chance. I’m also glad that you and the others were the first people I saw when I woke up, Lucas,” she went on before looking up at me from beneath the silky curtain of her white locks.

“I’m glad we were there when you appeared too. I can’t imagine what the United Assembly would have subjected you to if they would have found you first.”

“That wasn’t what I meant,” she said, staring at the blade of grass between her fingers for a few moments before dropping it. Then she turned to me. “Traveling and fighting alongside all of you has made me realize my mistake… realize what I’ve been missing out on.”

Her gaze flicked down to my bare torso as a tinge of pink bloomed on her cheeks. Happiness and gratitude filled our connection this time around. The tension in her shoulders seemed to melt away.

“I want to do more, do better, this time around. I want to live my life fully, so I won’t have any regrets,” she said, then stood. “Would you like to take a walk with me?”

“Sure,” I said and pushed to my feet.

Caradriel led me down the other side of the low hill toward an area with stone outcropping and a clustering of pines. A sound of running water drifted through the air as we drew closer.

Once we breached the tree line, I was pleasantly surprised to find a small, crystal-clear pond nestled within the rock formation. A gentle waterfall cascaded over layers of rocks, filling the clearing with a calming melody. The wall of pines effectively cut off and hid this place from the outside world.

“It’s beautiful. How did you know this was here?” I asked, still glancing around in wonder.

“I stumbled into this place by accident when I visited the oak tree alone. I’m glad it hasn’t changed at all,” the elf said before turning around to face me fully.

Her face had grown much redder, and the color had even reached the tips of her pointed ears. Strong emotions suddenly washed over me—desire, lust, and trepidation.

I blinked in surprise. A shiver ran down my back as I suddenly realized where this was going. We were in a really cozy place with all the privacy we could ask for.

The way she had lowered the walls and let her feelings flow out seemed like an invitation, but the uncertainty that came with them kept me from assuming anything. Tentatively, I stepped closer to her, and was relieved that she didn’t move away.

“What are you thinking?” I asked, glancing down into her alluring eyes.

As much as I could sense her emotions through telepathy, her thoughts were still a mystery to me. She bit her lower lip at my question, and her gaze quivered.

“I want to have what you and Amelia and Brielle have together. I want to know what it’s like to fall in love. I want it but…” she trailed off before looking away with a deep frown.

My first thought was the idea of being a part of a harem wasn’t something she could accept. The practice of one person having multiple lovers had grown in popularity, but many in modern societies still had negative views of it. I wouldn’t be surprised if she felt that way as well.

Then, insecurity and anxiety filled my mind, and my brows furrowed in confusion. I hooked a finger under her chin and gently tilted her face upward, so I could fully see her expression. There was something like pain and fear there.

“What’s wrong?” I asked in alarm.

“I… I want you, Lucas. But I’m afraid you may not want me… as I am now,” she said and looked up at me with a deep frown.

“What are you talking about? Why would I not want you?”

Caradriel stepped back and spread her arms out. “Because of this body. This construct. This isn’t the real me. It’s merely an artificial body.”

I blinked once, twice, then chuckled. “And here I thought you found the idea of joining a harem unappealing, or something.”

“Why would I hate the idea of joining a harem? My people were the ones who came up with it. I’ve never been in one, but I find the idea rather liberating.”

“Liberating?”

She nodded. “The reason a man chooses to have multiple lovers is so he can enjoy the company of women with various personalities, which he finds appealing to him. In turn, the women can express themselves freely without needing to conform to any expectations or standards.”

My brows rose at her words before nodding along in agreement. That was exactly how my harem had been. As much as Amelia’s antics could be over the top at times, I wouldn’t want her to stop being herself.

That was also how I felt about Brielle. Her gentle nature was what made her so adorable, and I would never tell her to change. The sentiment would apply to Caradriel, and any other women who joined my harem, as well.

I gave the elf a gentle smile, and she seemed to shrink away from my attention. I hadn’t realized how much being in an artificial body bothered her, but I would change it now. With a step forward, I closed the distance between us, then cupped her cheek in one hand and drew her gaze up to meet mine once more.

“You’re one of the bravest, smartest, and most beautiful women I know, Caradriel. You are you, even if this is an artificial body, a construct, or whatever. I have not and never will think less of you because of it.”

Tears glistened in her dual-colored eyes as her lips quivered. Then she said breathlessly, “Kiss me.”

Knowing Amelia and Brielle wouldn’t object to Caradriel joining the harem, I obliged without hesitation. Our lips crashed together with hunger that seemed to surprise both of us. It took me a moment to realize that the smell of jasmine wasn’t coming from the surroundings but from the woman in front of me.

Her intoxicating scent enveloped me as I indulged in her soft touch and sweet taste. Our hands roamed hungrily over one another, but her cloak was thick and cumbersome. I wanted, needed to feel her supple flesh on my fingers.

“Take it off,” I growled, breaking the kiss just long enough to give the order.

“Mmmm,” she moaned against my lips and inhaled deeply before pushing away.

She walked backward two steps, then reached up to untie the string that held her cloak closed. The heavy fabric fell away swiftly to reveal she was wearing something other than a Cleric robe beneath.

I stared unblinking as my jaw dropped open. She was wearing a titillating red dress with short sleeves and black lace trim that hugged her lithe body snugly. Though the skirt went all the way down to her ankles, the side slit reached up to her hips and left a lot of her smooth thigh for me to admire.

A brown leather corset belt emphasized the slender curves of her waist and broad hips. On top of all that, she also had a black choker around her slender neck. The contrast between its dark color and her porcelain skin was so stark that I couldn’t help but stare, captivated.

The most striking design of the dress, however, was the plunging neckline that exposed an overly generous amount of her pale cleavage and perky breasts. She might not have Amelia’s bountiful size, but the boldness more than made up for it.

I cleared my throat after drinking her in for several moments and said, “That’s a very nice dress. Is that what you prefer?”

A coy smile curled her lips as she stepped forward and placed a cool hand on my bare chest. “I was told that… this is what you’d prefer,” she said in a husky tone.

As much as I wanted to deny it, the words never materialized. I was a red-blooded man with a sane mind after all. “Is… Is that what Amelia told you?”

“She might have given me a few… suggestions.” She bit her lower lip teasingly at the last word.

“I’ll have to thank her properly later.”

The elf snickered, then stretched up on her tiptoes to press her lips gently against mine. A wicked gleam in her eyes sent a shiver down my back when she pulled away just enough to speak.

“We can thank her properly together if you’d like,” she offered, smirking, before she added, “But that’s for later. Right now, you’re mine.”

Her nails crawled a delicious burn down my torso until her fingers found my belt and unbuckled it. I cupped her cheeks and leaned down to kiss her deeply as she freed my cock from its confines. Her hands wrapped around my already hardened shaft and stroked leisurely.

I pushed the dress off her shoulders, and it slipped down to dangle from her corset, exposing her pert breasts and stiff pink peaks. My fingers reflexively tested their softness while I teased her nipples with my thumbs.

She inhaled sharply from my touch, then moaned, “Ahhh… Take me, Lucas. Make me yours.”

I responded by slipping a hand between her legs. A surprised chuckle escaped me when my digits found nothing but the soft flesh of her pussy. She was already dripping.

“Coming here without wearing panties. Was this your intention all along?” I asked, teasing her swollen clit with my index finger.

Caradriel bit her lip but didn’t respond as a deep blush bloomed on her cheeks. I wasn’t going to let her off easily, and forced the confession out of her by tweaking her nipple with my other hand.

“Yes. Yes! Yes, I am. Pl-Please… I can’t take it anymore,” she rasped.

“So needy,” I snickered before spinning her around so she was facing one of the trees. “Hold on tight.”

She promptly leaned forward and braced both hands on the trunk. Then she looked back over her shoulder at me with a pleading gaze. “Please, Lucas.”

“Such eagerness,” I teased, then lifted her skirt to expose her round ass.

Without another word, I guided my bulbous crown to her overflowing entrance and carefully pushed forward. Her soft, sweltering flesh parted for me. I groaned when my tip slipped inside, and she squeezed tightly around me like a velvety vice that seemed to pull me in.

“Ohhh… Yes! Fuck me, Lucas. Do it! I can take it,” she begged.

Her pleas shattered my caution and fear of hurting her. I reached one hand to grab her shoulder while my other grasped her hip. Then I thrust, driving all the way in until my pelvis collided with her pale ass.

“Hahhhh!” she cried out, her body jerking from the impact.

Ecstasy and bliss slammed into me like a tidal wave that made my muscles tense with the overwhelming sensation. I gasped as pleasure beyond anything I had ever felt before raced through me.

“Wh-What’s going…” I trailed off when I saw the drunken euphoria on her face.

She had just climaxed, and the mental wall she had put up to keep her feelings closed off had crumbled away. The rush was intoxicating, and I wanted more. With a growl, I drew back until only my crown was inside her, then slammed in again.

Her walls squeezed around me as her pleasure flooded my mind. I groaned but didn’t stop. One thrust after another, I filled her tight channel. She moaned and shuddered beneath me, her fingers digging shallow grooves on the tree barks.

“Ohhh, Lucas. Yes. It feels so goooood… Hahh… You feel so good,” she moaned.

“Fuuuck… I c-can feel what you feel. Th-This is so surreal,” I growled.

“Yes! Yes… I can—too… Mm! It… It’s so intense—ahh!” she rasped, barely making any sense at this point.

The sound of our crashing flesh punctuated the serenity of the clearing as the rest of the world disappeared from our minds. I drowned in the sweltering heat of her depths, her desire, and her melodic moans of pleasure.

She trembled within my grasp before her pussy clenched against me. I pushed through the increasing tightness that nearly caused my knees to buckle and picked up my pace. Her moans grew louder and climbed in pitch as we raced toward the edge, toward rapture together.

“Cum for me, Cara—driel!” I growled out.

“Lu-Lucas! Ohh… I’m going to… I’m—ahhhh!” she screamed so loudly that I was certain the people of Keshra could hear, but that didn’t matter.

The euphoric bliss of her climax filled my mind as I slammed into her one last time. The pleasure was too much, too intense, too overwhelming for me to hold on any longer. From the way she convulsed violently beneath me, my release had also affected her in the same way.

I pulled her against my chest as I flooded her womb with my seed. She writhed within my embrace, spasming and shaking while letting out soft whimpers of pleasure. Then she went slack against my chest before sighing contentedly.

Caradriel turned her head to look up at me with a tired smile after her shuddering had somewhat subsided. “Th-That was… incredi—mmm,” she started before cutting off when a rush of the afterglow rolled through her.

“Incredible?” I asked, chuckling, then leaned down to kiss her forehead, which was now covered in a sheen of sweat.

“Mmhm,” she agreed before twisting around in my arms, so she could face me fully.

My cock slipped out of her as she did, and my copious release trickled down her inner thighs. She shivered at the sensation, causing my spine to tingle along with her.

“That was kind of… strange. Is that how it feels when two people with a telepathic connection have sex?” I asked.

“I think so. I’ve only read about it in tomes and old stories,” she said with a shrug.

“You’ve never done it before?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve done neither.”

“You’ve never had sex before?” I asked, blinking down at her.

The question just came out before I could give it some thought. Since she was an accomplished scientist and a powerful Wizard, I had assumed she was someone who had quite a bit of life experience. I didn’t care if she had sex before, of course. I was just surprised she hadn’t.

Her cheeks turned pink as she scowled up at me. “I devoted most of my life to researching artificial lifeforms and, like I’ve said, people with telepathic ability were a rarity back then too.”

“Sorry. That was rude to ask,” I said.

Caradriel leaned up to kiss me passionately, coaxing my spent cock to stir. She clearly felt my stiffening between her thighs because a wry smirk was on her lips when she pulled away.

“Then why don’t you show me how sorry you are, Lucas,” she said huskily.

I chuckled at that. “That’s exactly what I plan to do.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

RECONCILIATION

Caradriel and I indulged ourselves to three more rounds of fucking before cleaning up in the pond. The water was icy but felt perfect on our sweat soaked bodies in the growing afternoon heat.

We would have stayed and enjoyed ourselves much longer if our stomachs hadn’t protested the exertion indignantly. The outcome was for the best if I was being honest. The others didn’t know where I had gone, so staying out too long might cause them to worry.

Hey. Are you back, buddy? I sent the question to Soren but didn’t receive any reply.

“Don’t worry. His essence is still strong. I’m sure he’ll come back soon,” Caradriel said from my side.

She had returned to wearing her cloak with the hood drawn over her head once more. I was disappointed that she couldn’t walk around without concealing herself. Aside from not being able to see her in that striking red dress, covering herself up this much must be suffocating in such hot weather.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“Yes. A little sore between the legs but otherwise I’m good,” she said shyly.

“That’s good to know… but I’m actually asking about the heat,” I chuckled.

Her pale cheeks turned bright crimson before she scowled up at me.

I lifted both hands placatingly in front of myself as I said, “I’m teasing! I’m only teasing. Don’t blow me away with your magic.”

A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips after a moment. “No, the heat doesn’t bother me because I’ve been using the wind to cool the air around myself.”

“You can do that? That’s amazing!”

“It’s just a basic elemental manipulation. Attuned children must have had at least this much control before they were allowed to learn any forms of spells,” she explained.

A gentle gust whirled around me in the next moment, rustling my clothes and hair. “Show off,” I snickered.

She smirked back before the wind dissipated. We continued our leisurely stroll toward the town for a while longer before I sensed Soren stirring within our telepathic connection.

Soren? Are you back? I immediately reached out.

An impression of grogginess came to me first, causing Caradriel and I to halt our steps. I grimaced as I reached a hand to hold her steady.

“H-Hey,” he said once the daze passed.

I blinked away the dizziness and shook my head before responding, Did your memories come back?

“A good chunk, I think,” he said with uncertainty in his tone. Then he continued without waiting for me to say anything. “I can confirm now that I’m really Soren Rydon, and the sword you’re wielding is Lexidus.”

“I already told you that,” Caradriel said.

“I know, but it just didn’t feel real until I got my memories back.” He flashed an impression of a sheepish grin into our minds.

Great! So, you’ll be able to tell us how to defeat Elyon now? About your battle against him? I asked hopefully.

He was quiet for a long time until I nearly pressed him for an answer. However, he spoke up first before I could. “I don’t have any memories about that part yet. Sorry. A lot of things are still in bits and pieces. I’ll need some time to piece them together.”

The elf sighed disappointedly but didn’t say anything more.

That’s alright. Just take your time, buddy, I said and patted his scabbard at my hip.

“Thanks.”

With that, we continued on our way to Keshra before strolling through its gate fifteen minutes later. The town was still as packed as it had been yesterday. Refugees and locals milled about their day.

We headed back to the inn first, in case the others were there. As we pushed through the crowd, a familiar voice called out to us from the side of the street. Darla was there, waving and trying her best to draw our attention.

“What are you doing here?” I asked once Caradriel and I joined up with her.

“Flynn. He’s awake. I… I was just coming to find you at the inn,” she said and was clearly doing everything she could to keep eye contact with me.

I forced down a snicker at the pink tinge on her cheeks before I asked, “Are you sure I should be seeing him?”

The Captain of the Guard might have helped us in the dungeon, but it was out of necessity. He believed all of us would die in the fight against the shadowbane, which would have left him as easy prey in the state he was in. That was undoubtedly the reason he had fought alongside us. Without the threat, he might want to kill me again.

“He asked to see you,” the catkin said.

I tilted my head to one side as if I didn’t hear her properly. “He asked to see me?”

She nodded but also looked as puzzled as I felt.

Fifteen minutes later, the three of us were standing in front of the hospital, hesitant to enter. Then I blew out a breath and said, “Alright. Let’s get it over with.”

Before we could make our way inside, however, Amelia and Brielle were walking out. They blinked at us in surprise before the redhead asked, “What are you guys doing here?”

I explained to them that Flynn had sent Darla to fetch me because he wanted to talk. She nodded and believed it was a good thing since the wolfkin was unlikely to attack me in a place with so many injured people.

“I came to introduce myself because Lyssara wanted to come and check on Tekwon,” Amelia explained when I asked why she was here. “We’ve been here for a while and are about to go have lunch.”

“Then all of you should go together. I can go see Flynn myself,” I suggested.

“Are you sure?” the redhead asked.

I shrugged. “Like you said, he won’t attack me in the hospital where there are a lot of people who can get caught up in the fight. I think he really wants to talk this time. Besides, we’ll crowd the hall if all of us go in together. I don’t want to cause problems for the nurses and doctors.”

“You’re right. We’ll just wait for you at the Moonlit Lodge,” she agreed.

With that, the girls left. I steeled my nerves and stepped into the hospital. After asking for directions from the rabbitkin receptionist, I headed for Flynn who had been placed in the Common Ward on the left wing, which was on the other side of the building from Tekwon’s room.

It took me a moment to find him amongst patients within the cavernously long hall. Four rows of ten cots that were arranged along the length of the chamber were occupied with patients in various states of injuries.

I located the wolfkin laying shirtless in his cot. Our eyes met after a brief moment, and he promptly pushed up into a sitting position. The fact that he wasn’t glaring at me like the last three times we had met was a good sign.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I reached his cot.

“Alive,” he said curtly, then glanced to the small stool on the side of his bed. “Sit.”

My jaw ticked at the terseness in his tone, but I  obliged without complaint. The gap between his cot and the next one was tight. Fortunately, I wasn’t wearing my armor, so I managed to squeeze myself down.

I glanced over at the Captain but he was staring forward with a contemplative look on his face. The silence between us dragged on until it became uncomfortable. I opened my mouth to ask, but that was when he decided to speak and cut me off as if he was waiting for that moment.

“Why did you save me from the dungeon?” he asked so softly that the noise of the hectic ward nearly drowned him out.

I thought about his question for a moment, then shrugged. “It was the right thing to do.”

His glacial gaze shifted to meet mine, and a frown drew a deep crease between his brows. “Even if I’d continue to hunt you down?”

“I hope you’ll stop doing that after I’ve saved your life if I’m being honest,” I said and sighed. “But, yeah. I’d still save your life even if you’d keep coming for me afterward. At least, I know you wouldn’t hurt the girls.”

He stared at me as if I was out of my mind for several long moments before bursting out into a hysterical laughter. The stoic facade he had around him just fell away so abruptly that I had no idea how to react.

“Are you… alright?” I asked tentatively.

Flynn continued to laugh some more before wiping his eyes and regaining his composure. When his gaze returned to me, the animosity and anger were no longer there. Still, a hint of conflict lingered.

“As the Captain of the Guard, it’s my job to protect the safety of the city and the Assembly members. I’ve failed to do that with the Savior, and many lives were lost,” he said.

I had an urge to reach up and squeeze his shoulder, but went with a small nod and a tight smile instead. He had been trying to kill me until just a few days ago, so we hadn’t grown close enough for that kind of gesture yet.

“When Assemblyman Gilroy accused your group of being swindlers who were trying to take the Savior’s place, I believed it… whole-heartedly. I was certain you were just one of those lowlife criminals who were seeking an opportunity to enrich himself. I didn’t care if you were the son of the Infernal Sage. I would bring you to justice no matter what.”

“My timing was pretty terrible too, wasn’t it?” I chuckled.

He smirked at me. “It was truly shit.”

We laughed at that before his gaze swept across the chaotic ward, then returned to me. “What happened here? What happened to Rollen?”

“It’s what I’ve been trying to tell the United Assembly. It’s the Verdant Corruption. Rollen has fallen, and these are the refugees from the towns and villages in the north,” I said solemnly.

“So, you weren’t lying. Elyon has returned?” he murmured.

I scowled at him. “I thought we established that I’m not a swindler.”

He ignored my jab and just cleared his throat. “So, what are you planning to do now?”

“This guy doesn’t know how to apologize, does he?” Soren cut in with an impression of a frown.

Tell me about it. At least, he’s not trying to kill me anymore.

“Well, that’s the least he can do after all the shit he put you through.”

I’ll take it. We’ll need as many people on our side as possible for what’s coming.

“You’re right. He’ll definitely be a powerful ally.”

“Well?” Flynn pressed when the silence dragged on just a bit too long, cutting off the conversation between me and Soren.

“The Verdant Corruption is spreading this way. I’m hoping the troops from Vinhels will arrive before it reaches us, and we can make our stand here,” I said.

The wolfkin rubbed his chin in thought for a moment before he said, “The troops should already be marching here as we speak. Hopefully, they’ll arrive within the next day or two.”

“I hope you’re right.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

REMINISCING

The next morning came with me waking up alone once more. Amelia had gone out to train with Lyssara at sunrise, while Brielle went to check on her father at the hospital just like the day before.

Darla had managed to heal Tekwon’s broken leg, which was his most serious injury. However, he had also taken extensive damage to his body and would require more healing. She had done her best to speed up his recovery, but she would need more time.

Apparently, being busy with training also wasn’t enough to keep my redhead lover from wanting to destress before bed. She practically pounced on me as soon as our bedroom door closed, leaping into my arms and planting a hungry kiss on my lips.

Since Brielle’s mood had also improved from the day before, she was also eager to join in. The two of us double-teamed Amelia once more and fucked her thoroughly until she was a satisfied mess on the bed.

The redhead then returned the favor when I shifted my attention to the dragonkin. Instead of a tail, however, she had used her fingers to probe at the other girl’s ass until she managed to slip a finger inside. That was enough to send Brielle into an intense orgasm.

However, she was weirded out by the sensation and didn’t want to continue further. I obliged. By herself, Amelia was likely more than kinky enough for the rest of us, anyway.

A surge of carnal need filled my mind amidst our sexual frenzy, and I was tempted to invite Caradriel over through our telepathic connection. However, she wasn’t the shy type, and would have likely come over on her own if she had wanted to join in the fun.

“I think Caradriel has feelings for you,” Soren said as I was descending the stairs of the Moonlit Lodge.

My foot slipped on the step, and I nearly tumbled face-first to the first floor. Fortunately, I managed to keep my balance and recovered.

Wh-Why do you think that?

“A lot of… things have been slipping from her mind.”

What kind of things? I asked innocently.

“Oh, don’t act dumb. I know you can sense it too. She’s been pretty flustered around you lately.”

I managed to arrive on the first floor without falling and breaking my neck, then headed for the exit. I didn’t want to tell Soren about my relationship with Caradriel without discussing it with her first. With that in mind, I reached out to the elf through our connection, but she didn’t respond.

“Why are you trying to talk with her right now?” Soren asked with an impression of one raised eyebrow.

I swore silently and wanted to kick myself. Of course, he could hear my thoughts too! N-Nothing. I just want to know if she’s awake yet.

He sent me a skeptical expression before he asked, “What did you do?”

I chewed on my lip as I pushed into the crowded street. People were milling about just like yesterday and the day before, but I had familiarized myself with it at this point, so I blended in with the flow of foot traffic easily.

It’s nothing you need to worry about. Don’t worry about it, I said as nonchalantly as I could.

“I don’t like this. Something is definitely up,” he grumbled, then went quiet for a long while until I assumed he had dropped the topic. I was completely wrong. He practically screamed in my head, “You two had sex, didn’t you?”

I jolted mid-stride from his sudden outburst and almost swung an arm into a catkin who was walking nearby. However, my stride still faltered, and I stumbled a step before I picked up my pace.

You don’t have to say it so loudly! I hissed back.

“I’m right, aren’t I? You did the deed! I knew it. When did that happen?”

I ground my teeth together as I kept walking toward the oak tree. The silence dragged on for several uncomfortable moments while Soren continuously pushed the impression of a scrutinizing stare into my mind. Eventually, I relented.

Fine! Yesterday, while you were in stasis, I said, scowling down at Lexidus.

“Right beneath the oak?” he blurted and sounded horrified.

No! I said, rolling my eyes. I knew how much that place meant to him, and I wouldn’t desecrate it like that. She took me to a small clearing nearby.

The tension within our connection immediately dissipated. Then, an ear-to-ear grin appeared in my head before he said, “Welcome to the family, my boy!”

You’re not mad?

He was quiet for a time before giving me an impression of a shrug. “Caradriel is like a little sister to me, so I definitely want her to have a good man in her life. She deserves it, and I think you make a somewhat decent candidate.”

A somewhat decent candidate? I repeated and gave him an impression of a flat stare.

“I’m joking. I’m joking! You’re the only one I’d want for her. Not because you’re the only man I know in this era, but I know you’re truly honorable and righteous.”

I was surprised by his praise and had to work my jaw for a moment before I could say, “Thanks.”

Fortunately, we were already in the meadow, so no one was around to give me weird looks. Then again, I highly doubted anyone would pay attention to me with the threat of the Verdant Corruption looming over the horizon.

“Rudy had tried to win her heart for a while. He’d always bring her gifts and rare flowers whenever we visited Maelgroth,” Soren mused with a chuckle.

Rudira and Caradriel? Really?

“Yeah, but it didn’t work out. She was really engrossed in her work back then, and showed no interest at all.”

That’s rough.

“It was, but he eventually got over her and moved on. He’d sulk about it from time-to-time, but that’s because the man was a hopeless romantic.”

A cooling breeze swept over the low hill as I stepped under the shade of the oak tree. My initial thought was to train again, but I had changed my mind midway through the walk here.

What was Elathia like back then? I asked, sitting by the massive trunk before leaning back against it.

Soren didn’t reply right away, so I waited, watching the golden grass and colorful flowers sway in the gentle wind. A heady floral scent filled the air, and I inhaled deeply before the calming peace settled over me.

“It was more dangerous than now, I think. But that was because less of the lands had been explored. We’d venture into dungeons and places without knowing what to expect. A lot of times, we had to run away from monsters because they were too powerful for us to handle,” he said with a snicker.

I can see that being the case. According to my dad, the Adventurer’s Guild barely had anything resembling a safety guideline when he started, I said.

“Do you want to know what our party name was?”

Of course!

He made a sound like clearing his throat, then said, “The Fists and Fangs!”

I blinked at that. Seriously?

“Hey! What is that supposed to mean?” he grumbled with the impression of a scowl.

I mean, it’s kind of… not what I was expecting.

“I know,” he chuckled. “We decided to change it after Teriani joined the party. It was just me and Rudy at the beginning, so that sounded appropriate. But with her joining us, we wanted something more… meaningful and memorable, you know?”

I immediately recalled the horror on Amelia’s face when I suggested we should call our party ‘Rodenite Elimination Squad’ and couldn’t stop myself from snickering. I thought the name was appropriate, but I definitely preferred Mystic Seekers a lot more.

Good thing you listened to her, I said.

“Don’t give me that, mister Ass Kickers and Rodenites Elimination Squad,” he shot back, and I laughed. “Anyway, we eventually changed it to Eternal Twilight, which was definitely a huge upgrade if you ask me.”

Is there a meaning behind that name? I asked curiously.

A tinge of melancholy came through our telepathic connection before he said, “Teriani came up with that name. She believed in the balance between light and darkness. There was not one without the other, so an equilibrium between the two sides was the only way to achieve true peace. Twilight is the changing point from day to night, which signifies that equilibrium; hence Eternal Twilight.”

That’s deep, I murmured, then added, It’s also way way better than Fists and Fangs.

He flashed me an impression of an unimpressed stare. “Again, you’ve no right to criticize me.”

I was just very impressed, I chuckled before a thought occurred to me. How did you meet her? I don’t suppose traveling was easier back then.

“I wouldn’t say that. Traveling wasn’t easy, but it also wasn’t that much more difficult than now,” he said. Then his tone turned wistful when he continued, “I actually met Teriani here, right under this oak.”

Soren went silent as longing and sadness filled my mind. I clenched my jaw as I waited for him to continue, but couldn’t stop tears from rolling down my cheeks from his intense emotions.

“I promised Rudy that we’d come to Susacre Valley and find his parents once we were old enough to start adventuring,” he said and seemed to smile at the memory. “Keshra was just a small nameless settlement back then.”

He was quiet for a long while, and my chest tightened when he spoke again. “When I saw her standing under this majestic tree, gazing out over the horizon, I was spellbound. I even forgot to breathe. Can you believe that?”

I recalled the countless times I had watched and admired Amelia as we grew up together. Her beauty, her strength, and her tenacity had taken by breath away. Even if she wasn’t the only woman in my life now, she was still the first woman I fell in love with. That would never change.

Sure. I can definitely believe it, I said, smiling as tears rolled down my cheeks.

“Teriani was graceful and delicate, like a flower, but she was also fierce and determined. The moment our eyes met, I was done for,” he said with a chuckle, then added after several moments with a cracked voice, “I’d do anything to see her again.”

I’m sorry, I said and didn’t bother to wipe away the tears.

“The elves believed in the Afterlife. They believed that death wasn’t the end but merely a new beginning,” he said, then went quiet for a long while. When he spoke again, his voice was filled with longing, “If that’s true, do you think Teriani’ll be waiting for me there? She, and Rudy, and everyone else.”

I choked up at his question, but still forced the words out. I’m sure they are, buddy. They definitely are.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

REINFORCEMENT

Soren and I continued to chat for a while. He regaled me with the stories of his adventures—how he met the other companions, and the terrifying monsters they had fought.

Teriani nearly didn’t join their party at first. A part of it was the ridiculous party name, but mostly because she didn’t have confidence in their strength from how laid back they were. She eventually changed her mind after he and Rudira awesomely saved some children from a flock of chironites.

Well, they were badly hurt after being outnumbered seven-to-two, so she had no choice but to stay and heal them. After that, she took pity on them and decided to stick around, so she could keep them from dying.

Wyvernta became friends with them after Rudira found his face on the wrong end of her fist. The two got into a drunk fist fight before she proceeded to beat the living daylight out of him.

According to Soren, the wolfkin Archer was no slouch when it came to brawling, but the dragonkin was a well-trained Monk. He couldn’t land a single hit no matter how hard he tried, while she was clearly holding back.

Because of that, Soren decided to recruit her. It had taken quite a bit of convincing before she accepted his offer with the condition that she could face fearsome monsters on a regular basis.

Then there was Valmuir. He was nothing but a useless drunk at the beginning. The dwarf was kicked out of his home after he failed to show any talent in crafting. He was drowning his sorrow at the bottom of too many tankards when they met him.

They only found out he was attuned when he saved a family of merchants from a pack of direfangs with Earth Spikes. The frightening situation was what triggered the awakening of his magic.

However, he only managed to kill a few of the wolf monsters. Soren and his companions quickly intervened and took care of the rest. After that, a little convincing was all they needed for him to join the Eternal Twilight.

You really killed a dragon? I asked, still in awe of the fierce battle he had recounted to me.

An impression of a smug grin flashed through my mind before he said, “We had a lot of help from the other dragons too. There was no way we could have slain Nyxthralix with just the five of us.”

Frankly, I’ve no idea how powerful she was supposed to be. Would she be a Threat 11?

He was quiet for a moment. “She might even be more powerful than that. Nyxthralix was one of the three ancient dragons. She had lived for thousands of years, so she had accumulated vast knowledge and power. Manithilla would be a youngling compared to her. Well, she was literally a youngling when we fought Nyxthralix.”

Seriously? I can’t imagine what Elathia would be like with all those powerful beings around. We’re so small compared to them, I said as a shiver ran down my back.

“You’ve got that right, my boy. Several dragons, along with the other two ancient dragons were killed at the end. The losses were too great even if we managed to take her down,” he said solemnly.

What happened to her… to Nyxthralix? Since dragons were intelligent beings, couldn’t they have talked her out of destroying Elathia?

Soren sent me an impression of a deep frown. “She was too far gone by the time the other dragons realized what was wrong with her. The madness had consumed all reason, and there was nothing they could have done except take her life.”

And you believe it had something to do with the Verdant Corruption?

“Yes. Nyxthralix went mad only two years before the fall of Maelgroth. There was no way a normal corruption could have driven her into that state. It had to be something immensely powerful. I can’t think of anything else other than the Verdant Corruption. The connection is undeniable, now that I think about it.”

I nodded. I think you’re right.

“Fuck! If only I can remember our final battle with Elyon,” he grumbled.

I’m sure it’ll come back to you, eventually. Just have to be patient, buddy.

My stomach grumbled in the next moment, and I noticed that the sun had risen nearly to its apex. I blinked. I had completely forgotten the time and chatted with Soren for several hours.

“There’s a large group of essences approaching the town. They’re probably the troops from Vinhels. You should head back to meet with them,” Soren said as I was about to suggest the same thing.

With that, I started back toward Keshra. By the time I arrived, the troops were already setting up camp outside of the town. The townspeople and refugees had also gathered around to watch with hopeful optimism on their faces.

I sensed Caradriel through our connection before she appeared down the street. She was wearing her gray cloak with the hood drawn over her head to hide her elven features as she approached me. There was a stormy aura around her, and I could feel the scowl on her face even without seeing.

Wh-What’s wrong? I asked telepathically.

She didn’t respond for several moments until she was only a few steps away. “I didn’t get any sleep last night because of you,” she grumbled.

When she was close enough to look up at me, there were dark bags under her eyes. Her white brows furrowed as she pouted at me from beneath her hood. A tinge of pink on her pale cheeks along with the needy urges she was radiating also told me exactly why she couldn’t sleep the night before.

Were we being too loud? I teased, grinning.

She glared daggers at me before a wicked smirk lifted one corner of her lips. Then she filled my mind with the images and sensation of the things she had done  under the sheets while I was pounding Amelia and Brielle into our makeshift bed.

Pleasure and lustful yearning flooded my thoughts, and my pants suddenly became several sizes too small. With how skilled she was at telepathy, the projection practically gave me a view as if I was right at the side of her bed.

She was biting down on the pillow as she stroked herself to one climax after another in time with the ecstasy I was projecting through our connection. Her slender body writhed and convulsed so entrancingly each time she tumbled over the edge.

Damn. That’s such a naughty thing to do with Darla sleeping so close by, I said with a smirk.

After she had shown me such a lascivious memory, all I wanted to do was find somewhere private and fuck her until she couldn’t walk straight. So, I returned the favor and let her know exactly what was on my mind. Her cheeks immediately turned from pink to bright red.

“What are you doing? I know you two just had sex, but we’re in the middle of the street,” Soren chided me with the impression of a disapproving frown.

Sorry, I said.

Caradriel smirked before I remembered she could direct her thoughts at me without sharing it with Soren, but I wasn’t. All he could sense was my horny desire for the elf.

“Soren is right. Stop having such dirty thoughts while we’re in public,” she teased before her brows furrowed, and her gaze flicked down to Lexidus. “He knew?”

Y-Yeah, I said with a sheepish smile.

She scowled up at me, but Soren cut in before she could say anything. “I have my memories back, remember? I know how tightly you keep your emotions from showing, so the fact you’ve been slipping up around him is more than enough for me to know something is up.”

The elf opened her mouth, closed, then opened it again but couldn't seem to find a retort—verbally or telepathically.

“I’m happy for you! Teriani and I had been telling you to find someone, so I’m glad you picked my boy, Lucas. He might be lacking a bit of self-confidence, but he’s a decently nice person.”

Lacking self-confidence… decently nice person? I repeated, glaring down at Lexidus.

“I know. We’ll have to work hard and whip him into shape before he faces Elyon,” Caradriel agreed with a snicker.

I glared at her, but Amelia called out before I could say anything. “Luke! Caradriel! You’re here!”

The redhead was strolling toward us with Brielle and Darla at her side. She was wearing her usual black sleeveless leather crop top with a deep neckline and a tiny pair of shorts that left most of her midriff and shapely legs exposed. The dragonkin was wearing a black bandeau and white flowing pants today, while the catkin was in her light Cleric robe with gold trim.

“Hey! The troops are here,” I said, waving to the girls.

“What should we do?” she asked with trepidation in her tone.

I tilted my head to one side and stared at her blankly for a moment before the meaning of her question dawned on me. Even if Flynn and I had come to an understanding, we were still fugitives as far as the United Assembly was concerned.

The troops might have an order to arrest us. Though the Captain could undoubtedly clear things up quickly enough, I wasn’t keen on the confrontation that could occur if we showed our faces to the troops. Stay hidden for the time being seemed to be a better idea.

Before I could tell the others my decision, however, Flynn appeared from around the corner, stalking toward us in his white armor. He nodded curtly at me, then stalked past us before pushing his way through the gathered crowd. With that, I assumed he wanted us to stay put while he took care of things.

“Is he going to talk with them for us?” Amelia asked.

“I think so,” I said.

“That guy really needs to work on his verbal communication skills. How did he become the Captain without talking to his guards?” Soren grumbled.

We waited for twenty minutes, and I was tempted to follow Flynn through the throng of people. But they abruptly parted to reveal a towering human man with close-cropped black hair in white armor. He was stalking down the wide path that had just been created.

He paused briefly as his raven gaze scanned the area before landing on us. He started walking again with a massive grin stretching across his lips. His smile and relaxed posture suggested he wasn’t hostile.

However, a part of me had the urge to reach for Lexidus, but I knew better than to provoke him. The last thing we needed was getting into a fight amongst ourselves when the Verdant Corruption was coming for us.

“Now, now. Don’t look so uptight,” the man said in a deep voice while holding out his hands in a placating gesture. “The Captain already explained everything to me, so we’re no longer enemies.”

My shoulders relaxed, and the relieved sighs from behind me suggested the girls had been holding their breaths too. I nodded, then said and reached out a hand, “I’m Lucas Leonus.”

“Gideon Parker,” he said, gripping my hand tightly and shaking it. Then he leaned closer and added almost in a whisper, “Did you really kick the Captain’s ass twice? Me and the guys have a bet, so tell me the truth.”

“What truth do you want to hear, Vice-Captain Gideon?” a sharp, commanding voice cut in before Flynn appeared from behind the other man.

Gideon immediately straightened and assumed a stiff posture. “N-Nothing, sir! We… We were just talking about the…”

“The enemies!” I blurted before repeating for emphasis, “We were just talking about the enemies!”

The wolfkin narrowed his glacial eyes at me as if he was contemplating whether to press the issue. Fortunately, he didn’t and started giving out orders to his subordinate instead.

“Send a rider back to Vinhels as soon as possible. We need to report the situation to the Assembly. According to the refugees, more than a third of Susacre Valley has been invaded by the monsters coming out of Nythe Anore.”

“Yes, sir!” Gideon bellowed.

“We’ll set up a defensive parameter around Keshra until reinforcements arrive,” the Captain added before his Vice-Captain bowed and moved to leave.

A powerful roar suddenly tore through the air, halting Gideon in his tracks. Our gazes immediately followed the sound upward. There was nothing but clouds and blue sky.

Before long, a dark shape appeared over the northern horizon. It rapidly grew larger and larger until I could make out the wing span that was several times longer than any bird. The head adorned with majestic horns became clear next. Realizing what the creature was, I stared up in awe… and trepidation.

“Manithilla!” Brielle blurted from my left.


CHAPTER THIRTY

MANITHILLA FIRECLAWS

All of us stood in completely bewildered silence as the dragon soared closer. She stretched out her massive wings and glided through the air before letting out another roar. Even from such a great distance, the ground seemed to reverberate from the sound of her cry.

“This is bad! Prepare for battle!” Soren said with panic in his tone.

“What do you mean? That’s Manithilla, isn’t she?” Caradriel asked the question I was about to raise.

“She’s being controlled by the flower bud! Her essence is still there, but it’s very weak.”

My blood ran cold at the revelation. However, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Elyon had already shown that he could seize control of another being with his corruption even when they were alive.

The outcome was inevitable. Tekwon and the others were trying to save the dragon eggs, so Manithilla had no choice but to sacrifice herself and buy them time. What they hadn’t expected was for the mad Wizard to turn her against us.

A powerful gust swept across the street, forcing us to cover our eyes, when the crimson dragon flew over Keshra. We spun around to follow her as she rose into the sky and spread her wings to halt her forward momentum. Then she dropped into the meadow with a tremulous quake.

“Manithilla! She’s alive!” Brielle said with a broad smile.

She moved to dash for the dragon, but I grabbed her arm and held her back. “That’s not—”

A chorus of screeches pierced the air from the north, snapping our attention to the horrifying noise. The walls surrounding the town kept us from seeing, but the terror Soren projected through our telepathic connection told me everything I needed to know.

“A horde of monsters are approaching from the north… three, maybe four hundred,” he rasped, and my blood ran cold at his words.

A catkin in white armor pushed through the crowd a minute later. He was gasping for breath, and his eyes were wild with fear. Flynn and Gideon immediately pressed him for a report.

“What is happening outside?” the Vice-Captain asked, grasping the other man’s shoulder in his large hand.

“Th-There are… There are monsters… monsters coming this way! A lot—A lot of them!” the catkin gasped.

“All of them are also corrupted. This is bad,” Soren added.

I glanced south, behind us at the meadow where Manithilla had landed, then back northward, a cold dread running down my spine. We were practically pinned between two powerful forces. They were going to crush us from both sides.

“What is going on?” a familiar female voice asked before all of us turned to find Lyssara and Tekwon approaching.

Both of them were already in their combat gear. The wolfkin was wearing a polished half chest plate while holding a longbow with blue swirling patterns along its arms. The quiver hanging from her hip was also holding arrows of various colors.

The dragonkin wore a black tunic and long flowing pants with steel gauntlets that was shaped like a dragon head. It seemed Darla had managed to heal the retired Paragon Monk back into fighting shape just in time. However, the bandages around his torso, beneath his clothes also meant he hadn’t fully recovered yet.

“Father! Manithilla is alive! She’s back,” Brielle said, pointing to the dragon, when they joined us.

The two retired adventurers stared in disbelief, but their expressions weren’t ones of a happy reunion. The fear and anxiety they showed was more than enough to confirm what Soren had said.

“That’s… not possible. We saw her… fall,” Lyssara said with wide eyes.

“But she’s here! She’s alive!” Brielle insisted before moving to rush for the meadow.

“No! That’s not her! That can’t be her!” Tekwon bellowed, stopping her from going more than a few steps.

“B-But—”

I moved in front of her, cutting off the retort she was trying to form. She was visibly trembling as tears welled in her emerald eyes. I placed a hand on her shoulder while the other cupped her cheek to tilt her face up, so our gazes would meet.

“You’re right. Manithilla is still alive, but she’s being controlled by the flower bud,” I said and grimaced as soon as the words left my mouth.

“No… That’s not…” Brielle murmured, trying to pull away from me.

I held her firmly as I said, “Listen to me! She isn’t herself right now! But we might still be able to save her. I… We’ll do everything we can to save her.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks then. The terror in her eyes told me everything about what she was thinking. We had fought enemies that had been corrupted by the flower buds, and the only way to stop them was ending their lives.

“Can… Can we do that?” she asked in a soft whisper that wrenched my heart.

I ground my teeth together as I met her gaze with all the confidence I could muster. “We will try and find a way. I promise.”

The dragonkin stared up at me for a long moment before her eyes blazed with determination. She nodded firmly and said, “We will find a way!”

I tipped my chin in agreement, and she pulled me into a tight hug. “We have to find a way to save her… please,” she sobbed into my chest.

“Yes, we definitely will,” I soothed as I stroked her hair.

Tekwon was scowling at me while Lyssara and Amelia were smirking once I turned around to face the others. From the way the retired Monk was looking at me, I was definitely glad she didn’t leap forward to kiss me like the redhead had done in front of her father.

Still, I would need to explain our situation to him later. It would undoubtedly be an awkward conversation to have, but it was also unavoidable. Well, that was if we survived the battle ahead.

“Where did Flynn and Gideon go?” I asked when I didn’t see them amongst us and also to break the awkward silence.

“They left to organize the defense against the approaching monsters,” Lyssara kindly informed me.

The wolfkin turned to frown at her friend who was still glaring at me before jabbing an elbow into his ribs. He let out a choked gasp, then turned his glare toward her instead.

“Brielle is a grown woman! She can make her own choices now. Deal with it!” she chided.

“That’s not—” Tekwon started, but she cut him off first.

“What’s the problem? The boy is Liam’s son, and he’s clearly strong and dependable. Isn’t that someone you want for your daughter?”

The old Monk opened his mouth to retort, but words seemed to elude him. In the end, he growled out, “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Don’t mind him. He’s just old and cranky,” Lyssara said, turning to me. Then she snapped at her friend before he could complain. “Oh, shut it! We have a dragon to save. Let’s go!”

With that, all of us headed for the meadow. The retired Paragon Archer gave us a rundown of Manithilla’s strength and skills. As the last remaining dragon, she was undoubtedly the most powerful being in all of Elathia for the past three hundred years.

However, the Birthing had weakened her immensely. In the last few months, she had been pouring her essence into hatching the eggs until she was constantly on the verge of having a Burnout and barely had even the strength to hunt. Because of that, the people of Rollen had been delivering food to her.

Lyssara hoped that her weakened state would make her drastically easier to deal with. She highly doubted any of us, or even the Valiant Resonance in their prime, would stand a chance against Manithilla if she was at her full strength. I could only hope she was right.

The crimson dragon still hadn’t made a move when we arrived in the meadow five minutes later. I had little doubt she could have razed Keshra to a smoldering ruin within that time. The fact that she hadn’t done just that meant she was either incredibly weak or confident she could crush us whenever she wanted.

“Manithilla!” Brielle called out, but she merely stared blankly back.

“She’s massive,” Amelia murmured from my right, and I could only nod in response.

If I had thought the shadowbane was colossal, I was completely wrong. The dragon with bright red scales in front of me was the true colossal one. She practically blocked out the horizon and towered over us like a mountain.

We were still at least one hundred yards away, and that seemed to be as far as any of us dared to approach her. Well, any of us except Brielle. She was the only one who wanted to dash for the ancient being.

Manithilla was sitting back on her haunches with her head bowed and her wings folded. Even her tail lay still on the ground, and her eyes were closed. She didn’t even seem to breathe. From this distance, I might even mistake her for a statue if I hadn’t just seen her fly over the town.

As if responding to my thoughts, her massive draconic head shifted upward before her eyes opened. The gasp of horror from Brielle was like a stab of a dagger in my chest. Her irises were glowing a sickly green. Looking closer, I could also see vines and patches of moss on her body and long neck.

My dragonkin lover moved to rush forward again, but I managed to wrap an arm around her shoulders and keep her back. Tears were streaming down her cheeks once more, and I grimaced at the pain on her expression.

“Calm down! I know you want to save her, but we can’t just rush in,” I pleaded as she struggled against me.

“She’s getting weaker by the minute. If we’re going to do something, now is the time to do it,” Soren urged.

I know! But I don’t see the flower bud on her! Where is it? I shot back.

“It’s on her back… Wait! It’s moving… What’s going on?” he said, incredulous.

What do you mean it’s moving?

“Exactly that! It was on her back a second ago. Now it’s on the ground.”

What are you— I started before noticing something moving at Manithilla’s side.

“There’s someone there!” Amelia blurted, pointing.

With her Sense at Max level, she could see much further away than the rest of us—except for Lyssara who likely had the same skill. All I could see from this distance was a vague shape of a person and swirling darkness around it. Then the shape moved forward.

“It’s a woman,” the redhead gasped.

An arrow flew toward the figure before I could respond. Then two more followed in swift succession. They would undoubtedly hit their targets, given Lyssara was the one firing them. However, Manithilla swept her tail around to block the projectiles, causing them to bounce off her scales harmlessly.

The dragon let out a menacing growl as the woman seemed to glide forward on whirling darkness at her feet. The sight immediately reminded me of the Savior and the dark magic that allowed him to move quickly—only this one was more graceful.

As she drew closer, her appearance became clearer to us. She had a lithe figure with long black hair and pointed ears, like the elves. She wore a sleeveless, form-fitting black dress that accentuated her slender curves. From the intricate swirling patterns of golden lines, I could only assume the clothing was elven design.

The dress would have given her an elegant and refined appeal if not for the dark veins marring her bare, light green skin. With the sickly glow of her irises and the black depth surrounding them instead of white, I was reminded of the undead adventurers from the monastery.

“My, my. Aren’t you people a rash bunch?” the woman said in a haughty tone.

“What have you done with Manithilla?” Brielle bellowed and seemed ready to lunge at her.

The woman pouted. “The name is Nyx, by the way. Nice to meet you,” she said, then proceeded to curtsy as if we were in a ball and not a battlefield.

“Nyx?” Soren repeated, and a cold dread ran down my back.

“Nyx, as in Nyxthralix?” Caradriel asked with trepidation in her voice.

A wicked smile stretched across her dark green lips as anxious fear crept over my expression. “Father granted me this name. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Another arrow flew straight at Nyx’s face. This time from my right. Instead of Manithilla blocking the projectile with her tail, however, Nyx merely disappeared into the shadow at her feet, then reappeared a few feet back.

She glared at Amelia before lifting a finger toward her. A dark spike shot out from thin air at the redhead, but I was prepared. Without hesitation, I stepped in front of her with Serpent Bane raised. My body jolted from the impact as the attack deflected off my shield to stab deep into the ground.

“My, my. So heroic,” Nyx crooned before adding, “Too bad, Father wants you dead, or I’d keep you as my pet.”

“I would rather die,” I growled.

“Then you shall have your wish, little Hero,” she said with a dark grin. She spread her arms wide and curtsied before disappearing into the shadow once more.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

OVERWHELMED

Manithilla roared and the scales along her neck glowed. My blood ran cold as I knew exactly what she was about to do. Lyssara had told us about the dragon’s skills, and one of them was Fire Breath—an innate draconic skill that let her send a blast of flame from her mouth.

Suddenly, fighting in a meadow became a horrifyingly bad idea. In the wide open field, we had no place to hide from the blaze. Fortunately, I didn’t have to find out how we would deal with it—at least for the time being.

The retired Archer released an arrow into the sky before a barrage of projectiles fell upon Manithilla from above. Several stabbed into the flesh between her crimson scales while most bounced harmlessly off them. The impact and pain was enough to stop her from releasing Fire Breath.

“No! Don’t hurt her!” Brielle cried, turning to Lyssara with wide eyes.

The wolfkin glared at the dragonkin. “She’s a dragon! That’s not enough to hurt her!”

“But—”

Lyssara squeezed her shoulder and her fingers visibly trembled. “I know your pain, child. Manithilla is my friend too. But we cannot save her if we don’t fight with everything we have. You cannot be weak right now! For her, and all of us!”

Brielle looked from the wolfkin to the dragon, who was still being pelted with arrows, then her jaw clenched. She steeled her expression and nodded. “Yes! I will fight for her!”

“Then let’s kick that Nyx’s ass and save her!” Amelia cheered from my right.

“Give it everything you’ve got and focus on taking her down!” Lyssara ordered before all of us darted forward together.

You said the flower bud was moving earlier. Was that Nyx? I asked as I activated Invigorate and Surge.

“Yes! It seems she is controlling Manithilla with the power of the flower bud, which is also acting as her heart,” Soren said.

With Invigorate at MAX level, my strength seemed to increase several fold, and my muscles strained against my clothes and armor. Surge had also seemed to reach its highest level since my body felt much lighter than before, and I was able to keep up with Brielle.

That was until she unleashed Essence Explosion. Her tan skin turned deep crimson, and steam rose from her body. The skill must have reached at least level 8, if not 9, since the heat emanating from her seemed even more intense than before.

A flash of golden light enveloped her just a heartbeat before she burst forward with blinding speed. Nyx was smirking tauntingly next to the dragon as she closed the distance between them in a blink.

Manithilla’s tail swung down at her from above, masking the ground in its massive shadow. I tried to catch up with the Monk, shouting for her to dodge, but she was too focused on Nyx. Even with her enhanced regeneration, I doubted she could survive getting crushed by something so enormous.

“Fuck!” I grunted before planting my feet and swinging Lexidus upward.

The translucent blue blade flashed as a crescent blade of brilliant light flew forward. It sliced a gash into the falling tail, cutting through the scales and drawing blood, and my chest tightened at the sight of black droplets from the wounds.

My attack caused the tail to jolt in place for a heartbeat before continuing its descent upon the dragonkin once more. A scarlet form darted through the air in the next moment and slammed into the massive appendage, causing it to whip sideways and crash on the ground several feet from Brielle.

Tekwon was there. His skin was the same deep shade of red as his daughter, with steam billowing from his body. He landed gracefully, then snapped his eyes, his glaring eyes, in my direction.

“Keep up, boy!” I growled before darting back to help his friend without waiting for my response.

Yup! I was definitely not looking forward to that talk I would inevitably need to have with him. However, I had a much bigger thing to worry about right now, so I pushed the thought of the old dragonkin aside and concentrated on the task at hand.

The two retired adventurers had been forced into fighting Manithilla as she seemed to focus her attacks on them. That was certainly Nyx’s doing since she was here to kill me. She could have used the dragon to overwhelm us, of course, but I had a feeling she wanted to exert her dominance and toy with us first.

Brielle was already trading blows with Nyx when I joined the fray. She sidestepped my downward slash before launching a Shadow Spike at the dragonkin, who was lunging for her. Instead of dodging, however, the Monk let the projectile slice a gnarly gash on her stomach, so she could land a hit.

The steel knuckles of her Ashforged connected with the other woman’s jaw with a deafening crack. Her head whipped around so violently that I thought her neck would snap. Still, I didn’t let up and followed the punch with my own attack.

I activated Critical Strike as I swung down toward the left side of her chest and unleashed Radiant Slash. The strike found its mark before a brilliant flash erupted around us, blinding me for a heartbeat. Nyx’s body was thrown backward until she crashed into Manithilla’s hind leg, then collapsed to the ground.

Tell me she’s dead, I said hopefully.

Soren’s silence was telling enough, then Nyx confirmed my fear a moment later by staggering to her feet. Black blood poured from the cross-shaped gash on her torso as she glared at us with her jaw hung crookedly on her face.

Just like the beast, her sternum and ribcage were combined into a breastplate-like bone that completely protected her heart. I had only managed to shatter it with Radiant Cross after it had taken a lot of damage. Unfortunately, Soren’s Radiant Slash was still on cooldown after I had used it to protect Brielle.

The green-skinned woman reached a hand up to push her jaw back into place, then worked it a few times as if to make sure it had been fixed. By the time she was done, the wound on her torso had also been mended.

“My, my. Such a crude and unrefined way of fighting,” she said, wiping dark blood from her lips.

Brielle growled from beside me, but Multi Shot flew toward Nyx before she could lunge forward. The Monk and I immediately rushed after the projectiles. Our enemy disappeared into the shadow at her feet, then reappeared behind us, and if not for Soren’s warning, I would have been run through by a Shadow Spike.

Because of that, I managed to spin around and bat away the attack with my shield just in time. The dragonkin also reacted quickly and spun on her heels to launch a barrage of punches at the other woman.

Nyx wasn’t as agile as Brielle and took the brunt of several strikes, but her powerful regeneration easily made up for the difference. However, Consecutive Strike ramped up the Monk’s attack with each hit she landed.

The effect quickly showed. Punches that merely bruised at the start, easily shattered bones only seconds later. The condescending smirk was instantly wiped from her face as the pain and damage to her body drastically intensified.

Indignation and panic filled her expression as her regeneration failed to keep up. Her overconfidence had cost her dearly. However, I knew she wouldn’t die no matter how much the dragonkin pummeled her. Unless we destroyed the flower bud, we wouldn’t win.

Still, we had the advantage in numbers and were overwhelming her with continuous attacks. I wouldn’t let our momentum dissipate. With that in mind, I rushed in as Brielle landed a body blow that formed a crater in Nyx’s stomach, making her double over with a choked gasp.

As she staggered back, arrows plunged into her back before one of them blew a fatal hole in her neck. On top of that, a Divine Lance stabbed through her stomach from behind. A blade of wind followed and sliced a gnarly gash that exposed her bones.

Black blood sprayed around her while pieces of her shredded flesh flew in all directions. I was upon her next, Lexidus swinging down for her exposed neck. Her green eyes went wide with fear at the sight of my blade.

“INSOLENT PESTS!” she shrieked.

A blast of dark energy erupted from her before my sword could reach. Immense pain shot through my body from the crushing force as I was thrown back. My vision flipped rapidly between the grass and blue sky until I crashed onto the ground with a choked grunt.

Every bone in my body felt as if they had been pulverized. I couldn’t move or breathe for several moments until a golden light washed over me. I let out a sharp gasp, then inhaled deeply before climbing to my feet.

That was when I realized the girls had also been hit by the attack. Fortunately, they were quite a distance away and didn’t take the full brunt of the blast like Brielle and I did. The fact that they were already standing confirmed they were fine.

The blast had caused a wide crater on the ground around Nyx, who was jerking and grunting in agony as her flesh knitted together, and her broken bones snapped back into place. Her dress had been torn to shreds and only clung to her body because of the blood.

Brielle groaned from my left, drawing my attention to her. She was lying on the ground but didn’t have any visible injury aside from several cuts on her clothes. However, her skin had returned to its tan hue, which meant her essence was running low.

“Can you stand?” I asked, crouching down to help her.

“Y-Yes,” she said, then pushed onto her knees with a grunt and growled, “We almost had her! We must attack again!”

“Calm down. We will. Just take a second to drink your Healing Potion,” I urged before taking mine out and draining the bottle as if to set an example.

She followed, and I switched her empty vial with a full one from my storage. With a nod, we stood at the same time and stalked forward for round two. However, a terrifying roar stopped us in our tracks.

Our gazes snapped toward Manithilla. Arrows riddled her body while countless rivulets of blood painted her crimson scales black. Even one of her fangs was broken. She must have been weakened just like Lyssara had hoped, or the retired adventurers wouldn’t have been able to deal so much damage.

“No… Manithilla,” Brielle gasped at the sight of the battered dragon.

However, the sickly green glow of her eyes grew brighter, and I had fought enough monsters to know she was about to unleash a skill. The wolfkin immediately launched a barrage of arrows from above to interrupt her, but it didn’t stop her.

Tekwon rushed forward and landed a kick to her long neck. The attack caused her head to whip sideways, and she let out a pained cry. However, the glow in her eyes continued to intensify.

“This is bad! Run! Get as far away from her as you can!” Soren shouted in my head.

“Time to die, little Hero,” Nyx hissed.

When I turned in her direction, she was sinking into the shadow at her feet while still twitching and jerking as her body continued to mend itself. Then a deafening roar tore through the meadow, and the temperature in the area abruptly rose several degrees.

The girls were already moving, Caradriel waving frantically for them to run. I immediately followed, grabbing Brielle’s hand and dragging her with me. Tekwon and Lyssara were still attacking the dragon, desperately doing everything they could to stop whatever was coming.

Heat rose rapidly, and the air seemed to simmer around us as I ran. The ground trembled, and I nearly lost my footing. The dragonkin steadied me, and we continued our mad dash together. Steam rose from my skin when my sweat evaporated.

“Run faster! Don’t stop!” Caradriel screamed through our connection.

She was nearing the edge of the meadow with Amelia and Darla in front of her. Hopefully, they were far enough away and would escape unscathed.

Then my thought was drawn away by a violent explosion. A pillar of flame erupted from the ground and rose so high it seemed to scorch the sky red. Several more followed, and the heat was so intense that the air burned my lungs with each breath.

A blazing pillar shot up in front of me, blocking my path, and I was forced to stop abruptly. My boots skidded on the sweltering ground as I pulled Brielle sideways with me. Even if she had fire resistance, I still doubted she could survive in this intense heat.

“Stay close to me!” I shouted as more pillars tore across the meadow. “Don’t let—”

My words were cut off when a flaming spire erupted into existence just a few feet away and blew us off our feet. Our hands slipped free from one another as we spun through the air.

Searing pain flared across my arm. Then I crashed hard on the ground, air choked from my lungs. I flipped onto my hands and knees, then frantically searched for Brielle through my darkening vision as fire blazed along my limbs.

Another explosion threw me into another direction. I couldn’t breathe, and could barely see. The world was bright scarlet, suffocating heat, and scorching agony at this point. My head spun and strength drained from my body.

“Lucas! Hang in there! Get up, Lucas! Get up…” Soren’s voice faded as my consciousness slipped away.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A DRAGON’S PRIDE

Darkness enveloped me as I floated in that place between dream and consciousness once more. However, there was no calmness or serenity this time. Even if I couldn’t feel my heart or my body, my mind was racing, panicking, fearing for the worst. Not for myself but for Brielle and the others.

Soren! Soren, can you hear me? I screamed into the nothingness.

Silence.

Fuck! Soren! Answer me! What is happening out there?

Silence.

I despaired, thrashing helplessly and feeling nothing. I didn't know how long I was there, struggling in the darkness and trying to find a way to wake up. Seconds, minutes, or even eternity might have passed as I was drifting there.

Then, a light finally shone into this void. My mind raced with a surge of hope at the sight of it. However, instead of a dream, I heard a voice—a feminine voice with a deep rumbling growl of a fearsome beast.

Just like the times before, I could hear it but not understand the words. The emotions were there, desperate and pleading, and I immediately knew this was important. This was something I must understand. I reached for it, grasping, surging for whatever the voice was saying.

“... hear me…”

The words came in broken pieces that made little sense just like when Soren had reached out to me on our first meeting. I strained my focus on it, pushing myself to hear, to understand.

“… you must… kill… can… hear me…”

What are you saying? I asked desperately.

The rumbling voice continued, seemingly repeating the same words over and over again. Then the light grew brighter until it was blinding. I was standing on a plateau overlooking a vast expanse of highlands when the light finally faded.

In the distance, a wall of snow-capped peaks were covered in what looked like huge vines and massive white flowers. Green grass turned brownish and gray around the foot of the mountains. In the middle of the impenetrable wall was a chasm, a path through to the other side.

A writhing mess of bodies were streaming through the opening. They were a mix of bipedal creatures, and those with several legs. All of them had vines gyrating on their backs, and several also had flowers.

I instantly knew what I was looking at and where I was standing. This was the entrance to Nythe Anore, and the mess of bodies that had poured out were corrupted people and monsters.

The plateau rumbled, drawing my attention to the highlands behind me. A large army was charging from the opposite direction. In front of them all was Soren on horseback with Lexidus raised high and gleaming brilliantly in the sunlight.

His short black hair fluttered in the wind, and his dark eyes blazed with unwavering determination. His silver armor was decorated with intricate swirling patterns of gold and shimmering with magical energy.

Flanking him were his friends and trusted companions—Teriani, Rudira, Wyvernta, and Valmuir. They rode on their own horses except for the dwarf who clung to the back of the dragonkin.

Soren bellowed a warcry before he swung his sword, unleashing a Radiant Slash that was several times larger than any I had ever created. The blade of light cleaved through countless monsters, cutting them down mid-stride.

A rain of arrows fell upon the approaching horrors next, then a barrage of lightning strikes. Screeches and howls of agony filled the air, along with the stench of rancid blood and charred flesh.

However, where the monsters fell, more took their places, swarming over corpses with feral rage. Several of the corrupted people even launched their own projectile attacks. Magic and arrows flew toward the heroes and the army but were repelled by countless Divine Shields in the next second.

The two sides crashed soon after. Soren and his party cleaved their way through the horde of gnarly creatures toward Nythe Anore. More monsters poured out from the chasm between the mountains like an unending stream of writhing bodies, abruptly halting their advance.

When it looked as if their push would fail, fire rained from above. The monsters screeched and thrashed as they were burned to charred husks within seconds. Blasts of wind, spikes of ice, boulders of rock, and bursts of lightning followed, destroying the horrid horde and clearing the path for the heroes.

Deafening roars drew my gaze to the dragons dominating the sky. Six of the majestic beasts circled above. Soon, the monsters retreated, scurrying back into Nythe Anore and allowing the army to advance.

“That was one of the many battles Soren and his companions faced to stop the Blight, which would have consumed all of Elathia,” a deep, rumbling voice of a woman echoed inside my head.

I looked away from the army charging into Nythe Anore to find a crimson dragon looking down at me with a pair of sharp golden eyes. A low growl reverberated from her chest, but it wasn’t a threatening sound.

You’re… Manithilla, I started before a surge of panic gripped me. I can’t stay here! I must defeat Nyx and free you. Let me go back! Please!

She shook her head solemnly. “You cannot save me, young one. The corruption has taken hold, and I can no longer escape it.”

I can’t do that! Brielle needs you! I protested, daring to take a step toward her.

“No! You must kill me! It is the only way!” she said before letting out a deafening roar.

B-But—

Manithilla stepped forward menacingly before lowering her head until her snout was barely a foot from me, and her gaze was nearly leveled with mine. Tears welled in her draconic eyes as pain and sadness slammed into me.

“Brielle has always been strong. She only hated training because she did not want to hurt the other children. Now, she has grown into a splendid warrior. Thanks to you,” she said with a deep rumbling.

A flood of memories filled my mind. The images of Brielle when she was just a little girl, curling up amongst the dragon eggs and sleeping peacefully. The dragonkin being scolded by her father for running away from training. Her crying while showing the bruises on her cheek and arms to Manithilla.

Then, some time later, when she was in her early teens, nuzzling against the dragon's leg with a happy expression on her face. The young Monk was smiling up with her cheeks puffed out while holding a large piece of grilled meat. Brielle, with her long hair blown back, as she soared through the sky on Manithilla’s back.

“I entrust her memories and future to you, young one.”

Tears streamed down my cheeks at the fondness I felt from all the precious time they had spent together. My voice cracked as I forced out, There must be another way!

She shook her massive head once more, then drew back. “My time has come to an end. There is no other way. You must slay me and take my essence, just like Soren had done when he released Nyxthralix from her madness. That is the only way for you to have a chance at defeating Elyon.”

I tried to argue, to protest, to refuse, but the words just wouldn’t come. Not because I didn’t have an argument, but because I couldn’t speak. I looked up desperately at the dragon, and she merely glanced down at me with determination in her golden eyes.

“I do not have much strength left to resist the corruption. You must strike me down before my mind is completely consumed. Let me die with my pride and dignity intact. Let me pass on as a dragon. I beg of you, young one,” she said as her voice faded.

“No! Wait!” I screamed, my eyes darting wide before a heavy stench of burned flesh and grass slammed into me.

“You’re alright! You’re safe! Breathe,” a familiar voice said from beside me.

Darla appeared once my vision cleared, then sharp pain lanced through my body. “Fu—Fuck!” I grunted.

“You’ve suffered several burns, but the ones on your left arm and leg are the worst. Hold still. I’m almost done,” she said sternly.

“Brielle! Where is Brielle?” I asked, remembering her trying to escape Manithilla’s Inferno Storm with me.

“She’s fine. She withstood the heat far better than you. She’s fighting alongside Amelia and Caradriel to buy us time,” she said, her brows furrowing with concentration as she healed me.

A deafening roar shook the ground, and my head snapped toward the fearsome sound. The girls were distracting the dragon, pulling her in different directions rather than fighting her head-on. Their attacks didn’t have as much power as those of the retired adventurers, after all.

House-size blackened craters and smoldering plants had replaced the lush, golden meadow. Plumes of white smoke rose from the ground. The scene immediately reminded me of the carnage outside of Emberfell after my dad had unleashed his Calamity Break, and I could hardly believe I had survived it.

Judging from Nyx’s absence, she must still be healing from the wounds we had inflicted. That, or she planned to hide in the shadows and have Manithilla kill all of us to satisfy her sick, sadistic fantasy.

“How long was I out?” I asked, feeling the pain fade rapidly.

“Only a few minutes,” the catkin said before letting out a gasp. The golden light on her palms dissipated, and her shoulders slumped with exhaustion. “I’m sorry. This is as much as I can do right now.”

“That’s good enough. Thanks,” I grunted, then grabbed Lexidus and pushed to my feet.

“How are you feeling?” Soren asked with relief in his tone.

Like I just got my ass kicked by a dragon, I said before succinctly telling him about the conversation I had with Manithilla in the dream-like place. Did the same thing happen with you and Nyxthralix?

“No. By the time we fought her, the corruption had completely consumed her mind. No one could reach her even through telepathy. What will you do?”

I clenched my jaw at his question. Even from this distance, I could see the pain on Brielle’s face as she landed blow after blow on the dragon who was like a mother to her.

My grip tightened on Lexidus as I forced myself to accept the truth. Manithilla was right. She was beyond saving. I just didn’t want to believe it. Her blood had turned black, which was enough proof that the corruption had infested every part of her body.

The only way to save her now was to set her free. To let her die as herself and not a mindless, corrupted monster that Nyx was turning her into.

Sensing my emotion and determination, Soren sent me a firm nod. “Let’s give her peace, my boy,” he said solemnly.

I turned to Darla and asked, “Can you still fight?”

“Yes. Yes, I can,” she said.

“Then, let’s go! They need our support.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

THE DRAGON AND THE GIRL

I activated Invigorate and Surge as I rushed toward Manithilla and the girls with Darla close behind. Strength and speed filled me just in time for me to catch Brielle who had been struck by the dragon’s tail.

A quick glance across the battlefield showed me that the retired adventurers had been pulled off to the side, relatively far away from danger. However, they wouldn’t be safe for long unless we put an end to this fight.

“Manithilla… please…” the dragonkin groaned in my arms.

“Are Tekwon and Lyssara alright?” I asked Darla as I withdrew a Healing Potion from my Spatial Storage, knowing her Heal was still on cooldown.

“They have several burns, but their condition isn’t life threatening. I decided to heal you instead of them because your injuries were much worse.”

I grimaced at the tenderness of my skin and did my best to ignore it. “Thank you,” I said with a nod of gratitude.

Turning my attention to Brielle, I pulled out the stopper of the vial with my teeth, then tipped it to her lips. She drank deeply until all the shimmering green content was gone. With that, I deftly drew the empty bottle into my storage before helping her stand.

Amelia was running and shooting at Manithilla while Caradriel was doing the same while throwing out blades of wind. They were doing their best to keep the dragon distracted, but they would run out of stamina soon enough.

“Whatever you’re going to do, do it now!” Soren urged, his voice laced with worry.

I know! I just need a moment.

Grinding my teeth, I seized the dragonkin’s shoulders and turned her to face me fully. The pained expression on her face made my heart wrench, and what I was about to tell her would make it worse. But I had no other choice.

“Brielle, I’m about to tell you something ridiculous, but I need you to trust me on this,” I started before her attention was pulled toward the agonizing growl of the dragon. “This is important. Please, Brielle!”

She turned back to me and nodded weakly.

“Manithilla talked to me telepathically,” I said, and her emerald eyes went wide at my words. “She begged me… begged us to put an end to her suffering. The corruption has taken hold of her. It’s too late.”

Tears spilled from her eyes, and she sobbed, “No… No, that’s not true!”

“It’s the truth. Manithilla is fighting the corruption with everything she has. She wants to die as a dragon! We have to respect her wishes.”

“Her essence is gathering! Hurry it up!” Soren warned.

I scanned the battlefield to find the green glow of the dragon’s eyes growing brighter. If she unleashed another Inferno Storm, we would be fucked. The girls were too close and would never run far enough in time. We must stop her now or all of us were dead.

“Brielle! This is what Manithilla wants. She would rather die with dignity and pride than be consumed by corruption and become Nyx’s puppet!” I said urgently.

She looked away with a deep frown on her face. “I… I can’t…”

“I’m sorry,” I ground out the words before rushing off and leaving her behind.

I didn’t want to do this without her, but I also wouldn’t allow any of us to die. This was the reason we traveled across Elathia—to fight the Verdant Corruption and protect the beastkin. I wouldn’t let Nyx have her way and use Manithilla to destroy everything.

“Use everything you have! We must stop her from using her skill!” I bellowed as I closed in on the crimson dragon.

Caradriel was already working on casting a spell while Amelia had nocked a green arrow to her bow. I activated Critical Strike before leaping into the air. Lexidus glowed with powerful energy before moving to gather at the pointed end of the blade.

I didn’t know if Manithilla had done this on purpose, or it was a part of her preparation to use a powerful skill. But just like last time, she stood frozen before it happened. For several seconds, she wouldn’t move, defend, or attack.

A massive whirlwind enveloped her draconic head. The elf Wizard had unleashed Tempest’s Wrath as I leaped into the air with Lexidus held high above my head. I swung the glowing blade into her chest, just as the Archer released her arrow into the dragon’s neck.

Obliterate erupted on the scarlet scales, shattering them at the same time Amelia’s Howling Arrow punched a hole in the side of Manithilla’s neck. A mist of black droplets filled the air as Caradriel’s spell continued to ravage the dragon.

Her colossal body jerked violently from the combined attack, and the glow in her green eyes extinguished. Black blood coated her draconic head, and one of her green eyes was sliced to shreds once the wind magic dissipated.

I turned my sword and stabbed into her chest where the scales had broken off. Lexidus sunk deep inside her, and she shrieked in pain. However, her thick muscles and massive body stopped my blade from reaching her heart.

Manithilla raked her claws in my direction as I tried to stab her again, forcing me to lift my shield in defense. Even with my enhanced strength, I was no match for her. The impact of her swipe threw me off my feet and pinwheeling through the air before crashing on the charred ground.

“Sh-Shit!” I groaned and stumbled back up as fast as I could.

The dragon was going after Amelia by the time darkness faded from my vision. I rushed for her, but Caradriel beat me to it. She launched a Gale Slasher at Manithilla’s neck where several of her scales had been ripped off by Tempest’s Wrath. The blade of wind sliced a gash in her flesh, drawing a spray of black blood.

Another agonizing wail echoed across the ruined meadow before the crimson dragon whirled toward the elf Wizard. She was clearly moving on instinct, raging at whoever that was hurting her. Seeing her like this was more painful than I could find words to describe.

I ground my teeth as anger and hatred boiled inside me. Anger and hatred for Nyx and Elyon for turning her against the people she had fought to protect, for reducing such a majestic and intelligent dragon into a mindless beast, for making Brielle cry. I would make them pay!

With a furious cry, I drew a deep gash across her front leg when I ducked beneath her swing. She staggered sideways in the next moment as Amelia unleashed another Howling Arrow into her neck, creating another hole and drawing more spray of dark blood.

However, her Sense must have ran out because she failed to notice the tail that was sweeping at her from behind. I turned to launch my Radiant Slash, but Manithilla smashed her foot down from above and forced me to leap out of the way.

The Archer saw the incoming attack and scrambled to get out of the way, but she wouldn’t make it in time. A Divine Shield coalesced in the next heartbeat only to shatter uselessly. I raised my sword as I rolled into a crouch barely a foot from a claw that had dug a deep gouge in the ground.

Her body jolted sideways before I could use my skill, but not from getting struck. Brielle had tackled her to the ground, and by some miracle, they fell into one of the blackened craters and avoided being smashed by the tail.

The dragonkin bellowed, climbing to her feet and staring up at the crimson dragon. Pain raked across her expression, but determination also blazed in her eyes.

“Manithilla! I love you! That’s why… That’s why I will release you from this pain. I will set you free, mother!”

A soft rumbling reverberated out of the majestic creature, and she seemed to dip her massive head in a nod. Then her maw pulled back into a snarl, and she convulsed violently. Her eyes squeezed shut, and she shook as if she was wrestling back control of her body.

“She’s fighting the corruption! We must do it now!” I said.

Tears streamed down her face, but she nodded firmly. “Let’s go!”

We darted toward Manithilla at the same time. However, Brielle was closer, so I was several steps behind her when she slammed her fist into the dragon’s massive chest. The impact of her Iron Fist shattered the red scales, exposing the vulnerable flesh beneath.

She followed up the strike with several more punches that dealt increasing damage and broke more scales. Black blood splattered her gray gauntlets, face, and body with each attack as immense pain etched across her expression.

Drawing closer to Manithilla, I activated Critical Strike. The Monk knowingly leaped out of the way at the sound of my footsteps. I bellowed a deafening warcry as I unleashed my Radiant Slash with the first diagonal swing of Lexidus before using the momentum of my body to release Soren’s Radiant Slash with the second swing.

The Radiant Cross found its mark at close range, cutting into Manithilla’s chest where her scales had been broken. A flash of brilliant light blinded me for a heartbeat before the crimson dragon reappeared.

All of us watched, holding our breaths. The silence that fell around the meadow was broken only by the sizzling of draconic flesh around the cross-shaped hole in her massive chest.

A soft whimper rumbled from Manithilla before she swayed, then collapsed on her side. I nearly lost my feet from the tremulous quake that tore across the ground.

“Manithilla!” Brielle cried and ran forward.

The rest of us followed after her before we gathered around the dragon’s head. A golden hue had returned to her eyes once the sickly green glow had receded. She blinked slowly, and her maw seemed to pull back into a smile.

“Mother!” the dragonkin wailed, weeping as she nuzzled against the dragon’s snout.

Manithilla rumbled softly as if trying to comfort her precious child one last time. Her gaze shifted from Brielle to me, and I nodded in silent promise—I would protect her happiness and future with everything I had.

She let out another approving rumble, and looked down at the dragonkin. Then her golden eyes slowly drifted shut as the last of her breath left her colossal body. Brielle crumpled to her knees, sobbing and clawing at the crimson scales.

As much as I wanted nothing more than to hold her close and cry with her, our fight wasn’t over yet. Nyx was still hiding in the shadows, and she could appear at any moment. I didn’t have to wait long.

“My, my. What a touching farewell? It brings tears to my eyes,” Nyx said before laughing hysterically.

I followed her voice to find her standing atop Manithilla's body. My grip tightened on Lexidus as a growl tore out of me. I wanted nothing more than to tear her limb from limb and kill her in the most gruesome way possible.

The despicable bitch stomped on the dragon, then smirked. “Why so angry? You should be thanking me for reuniting this… giant reptile with you, no?”

Arrows, Gale Slasher, and even Divine Lance shot toward Nyx as soon as the words left her mouth. She wasn’t fazed by the attack, however, and merely disappeared into the shadow at her feet.

Before I could ask Soren to locate her, she reappeared several feet in front of us. Her green eyes glowed menacingly, a sign she was about to use a skill. Without hesitation, I rushed forward with my shield raised.

I had no illusions that our enemy was powerful. The blast she had unleashed earlier nearly wiped us all out. Even if we had released Manithilla from her control, she wasn’t someone we could underestimate.

With both mine and Soren’s Radiant Slash still on cooldown, I had no choice but to close the distance and stop her from using the skill at close range. Lexidus flashed blue and white as I thrust the sword at her.

Nyx easily shifted out of the way, but I had fully expected that. The evasive move had put her in front of my shield, and I swung out with Bash. I was violently thrown back before the Serpent Bane could make contact with her as a piercing shriek tore across the meadow.

A powerful blast shot out from Nyx’s body, slamming into all of us and sending everyone tumbling through the air. Sharp pain lanced through me before I crashed on the ground with a choked gasp.

My vision darkened as I scrambled into a crouch. Agonizing groans from around me also meant that the girls had been hit as well. However, I didn’t have time to check on them at the sight of Nyx sauntering toward us.

“Fuck… This is bad,” I grunted before stabbing Lexidus into the ground and forcing myself to stand.

“You’re not wrong,” Soren agreed with a worried tone.

Any ideas? I asked, barely able to keep standing.

I was expecting some snarky comments from him, but another voice echoed in my mind instead—a familiar rumbling voice.

“Use my power, young one. Keep your promise and protect my precious child.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

LIVING FLAME

Intense heat scorched through my veins as if my blood had turned into magma. I collapsed to one knee with a grunt when my knees gave out from the pain. My heart slammed violently against my chest, and it took everything to keep an eye on Nyx. Fortunately, she seemed to be as confused as I was.

“Nghh! What… is… happening?” I said through gritted teeth.

“Luke! Are you—ah!” Amelia cried out when she reached for my shoulder before jerking her hand back like she had touched something incredibly hot.

A golden light washed over me, but the pain didn’t fade. The fire inside my chest continued to blaze brighter and brighter. Somehow, despite the immense agony, I wasn’t afraid.

“Don’t fight it,” Soren said in a calm voice.

What? was all I managed.

“Something is changing within you. I can sense another essence taking shape. Embrace it.”

At his words, I focused inside myself, looking into my Essence Well. That was when I saw it—another Well forming. It had the same spherical shape, but was engulfed in a dazzling blaze. The essence within this flaming sphere decreased with every passing second even when I hadn’t used any skill.

“Luke…” Amelia murmured, her voice no longer laced with panic, but confusion and wonder.

When I looked outward once more, Nyx was staring at me with wide eyes. The confusion on her face had turned into trepidation. Instead of coming to attack us, she had taken up a defensive stance. Something had changed.

The pain was gone, I suddenly realized, and a strange new power was coursing through me. My body felt strong and lighter at the same time as if I had just activated Invigorate and Surge, but the enhancement was several times more potent.

“You’re… on fire,” the redhead said from behind me.

My eyes widened at her words, and I reflexively looked down at my body. She was right. Fire was licking up from my feet, along my legs and torso. I had a feeling my head was also engulfed. However, there was no heat or pain from being burned.

“What is going on?” I said, staring down at my hands, and the words ‘Living Flame’ sprang into my mind. I knew in a heartbeat that the flame was a skill that I could control at will and would consume my essence in the same way Brielle’s Essence Explosion did.

“Watch out!” Soren warned, jolting my attention back to Nyx.

She had sent a Shadow Spike at me. Instinctively, I raised Serpent Bane and was shocked at how quickly I could do it. Even more shocking was the fact that the projectile didn’t reach me. It was incinerated upon contact with the fire covering my body.

“What the shit?” I blurted, pleasantly surprised at the outcome.

Nyx didn’t give up. She unleashed more Shadow Spikes at the girls after she failed to hit me. Time seemed to slow down as I watched the projectiles flying toward my companions.

My mind raced in a desperate desire to save them, and the Living Flame responded instantly. Tendrils of fire burst outward in the form of clawed hands and seized all the spikes from the air.

“Rosien’s might. That’s incredible,” I said with a laugh.

“Yes, it is, but pay attention to the Well. It’s depleting very quickly,” Soren warned.

He was right. A quick glance inward showed me that the blazing Well had already lost a third of its essence. At this rate, I would likely have a little more than a minute before it was completely depleted. I didn’t even know if I would go into an Essence Burnout if that happened, and I had no interest in finding out.

Without wasting any more time, I lunged for Nyx. My enhanced agility allowed me to move several times faster than I had been with Surge. I was in front of her a heartbeat later with Lexidus swinging in an upward arc toward her.

Her eyes bulged in shock as she scrambled backward to escape my slash. She successfully avoided getting cleaved, but couldn’t dodge the flame engulfing my blade. The fire seared her green flesh and black dress, causing her to shriek in agony.

I didn’t let up. Stepping forward, I swung down with an overhead strike and severed her right arm. She screamed. Her face was a mask of fear and panic as she toppled to the ground.

Turning Lexidus in my hand, I lifted the translucent blade over my head and stabbed down. My sword pierced ground instead of her chest when she disappeared inside the shadow underneath her.

Being at close range, I noticed for the first time that the shadow she had disappeared into remained visible even after she was fully gone. The darkness shrunk quickly and would close in seconds.

A thought occurred to me as I watched the retracting shadow. The flame responded before I even realized what I had wanted it to do. A fiery clawed hand launched from my chest and plunged into the shrinking puddle of darkness.

“Nooooo! This can’t—” Her scream cut off when I felt my flaming hand grab something.

“Come back here!” I growled and commanded it to pull with all my might.

Nyx crashed through the shadow in the next moment, my Living Flame wrapping around her throat as fire engulfed the entirety of her head. The stench of burned hair and flesh filled the air, but I was too outraged to care.

Her squeal of agony fueled me. She deserved all the pain and suffering I was about to unleash upon her. I would make her pay for hurting Brielle and Manithilla, for toying with their emotions, for making them cry.

I surged forward and unleashed Sundering Blades. Lexidus cleaved a deep gash across her torso before nine more invisible blades slashed across her entire body in the next second, shredding her dress and flesh in devastating cuts.

Her face had been seared off until her skull was visible. Her eyeballs were boiling from the intense heat, and her mouth stretched open in a soundless scream because her vocal cords had been destroyed.

However, even with all her limbs severed, and her entrails spilled out through a hole in her stomach, her regeneration was still working to put her back together. Her bones would grow back, and her flesh would mend as long as the flower bud in her chest remained intact.

Sundering Blades had created several deep gouges on the protective shell that was encasing her heart, but the damage wasn’t enough to break it. I didn’t give up even as all of my offensive skills were on cooldown.

I swung Lexidus into her chest again and again, landing each blow with all my might and chipping away the chestbone piece by piece. She thrashed and batted her severed limbs in a desperate attempt to free herself, but my fiery hand held firm and kept her aloft.

“Break! Fucking break already!” I growled.

A few cracks appeared along her ribcage when I landed another strike, and she struggled even more violently. Determined to finally end this fight for good, I tightened my grip and launched forward with all my weight behind the slash.

My essence ran out mid swing. The flaming clawed hand and the fire surrounding me suddenly dissipated. My body immediately became several times heavier, as if my muscles were filled with rocks. I stumbled on my hands and knees at the same time Nyx crashed to the ground.

“Fu-Fuck…” I groaned, willing myself to stand but failing miserably.

Nyx twitched and writhed as her body regenerated. The bones in her limbs grew before arteries and muscles formed. She staggered up even before her feet were fully formed. Her toes and arms were nothing but bones, and her insides were still dangling from the gaping gash in her stomach.

She was literally the image of a nightmare brought to life. Her scorched eyeballs sizzled and pulsed in their sockets. Countless veins grew to connect them before they rolled around until her green irises faced the right way.

“Get up! Stand. Dammit!” I growled.

A figure dashed past me. Fear filled Nyx’s regenerated eyes in the next moment when Brielle was upon her. The dragonkin bellowed a warcry before slamming her fist into the despicable bitch’s chest.

The Monk followed up with strike after strike, each one pushing Nyx back further and further until her back hit Manithilla’s body. Brielle’s punches struck harder with every consecutive one, and more cracks appeared on the chestbone.

“Nooooo! Stooop!” were the first words Nyx shrieked out through her restored vocal cords.

Her green eyes flashed blindingly, and a cold dread washed over me. Fear, trepidation, and panic surged through my mind, and I recalled feeling the same sensation when the dreadweaver had used Terrorize on me. However, this one was much more intense.

Brielle staggered, her continuous strikes faltering. Nyx let out a hysterical laugh as the dragonkin swayed on her feet. The damn bitch believed she had won and didn’t expect what was coming next.

My mind cleared in a blink when Soren’s skill, Focus, kicked in and negated the mental attack. The skill affected the whole party, so I had no doubt Brielle had also been saved from Terrorize.

A triumphant smile stretched across my lips when her stance became steady and her fist clenched tight. Nyx’s wicked grin disappeared before horror filled her expression when she realized the Monk was unaffected by her skill.

She frantically launched Shadow Spikes at her. Brielle easily shifted out of the way before slamming her fist into Nyx’s chest once more. A reverberating crack echoed across the meadow as the dragonkin smashed through the protective ribcage.

“Noooo… Please… spare—”

Nyx’s plea was cut off when Brielle ripped the flower bud from her chest cavity. She clawed feebly at the dragonkin with her bony fingers as if trying to get her heart back before her half-formed body crumpled to the ground. Her green eyes bulged with fear, and her mouth hung open.

“This is for Manithilla,” Brielle growled, then crushed the flower bud in her hand.

Letting the destroyed flower fall to the ground, she turned around and came to help me stand. The others joined us a moment later before I saw how bruised and battered everyone was.

The corpse of Elyon’s second creation disintegrated before our eyes, her flesh and bones dissolving into the ground. No elf appeared this time around, but an item was left behind once the corpse was completely gone.

Amelia jogged over to pick it up, then said as she strolled back, “It’s a ring.”

She lifted her palm for us to have a closer look. The silver ring had flowing black lines interweaving along its outer circumference while intricate runes were engraved on its inner side. Caradriel spoke up before I could pull the accessory into the Spatial Store and see its description.

“That’s Aerendyl!” she gasped, then gave us a sheepish smile when we stared quizzically at her. She pursed her lips in thought for a moment and said, “I think it’d be called Temporal Conduit in the common tongue.”

“What can it do?” the redhead asked.

“It was an important accessory for Wizards and Healers… I mean, Clerics back in the day. Depending on its magical potency, Temporal Conduit can reduce cooldown time by half, or even fully,” the elf explained.

“Seriously? That’s an incredible item,” I said.

“Yes, but it also means you’ll drain your mana twice as fast. You can go into Mana Burnout without realizing if you’re not careful,” Caradriel said before turning her gaze to the catkin. “Darla, you should have the ring. It’ll be more useful for the party if you’re the one using it.”

The Cleric looked up at the other girl in surprise before sputtering, “I-I… I can’t accept something so valuable.”

“No, Caradriel is right. Allowing you to cast healing and protective spells more frequently will be crucial for our fight ahead. I also think you should have it,” I insisted.

“Take it,” Amelia said before lifting the Temporal Conduit toward the catkin.

Darla eventually nodded and slipped the ring on her left index finger. “Th-Thank you.”

With that, I turned my attention to Brielle who was staring longingly at Manithilla. I pulled her close against my side, and she leaned her head on my shoulder.

“Do you want to stay with her a while longer?” I asked.

“No… She wouldn’t want me to cry for her anymore,” she said with a shake of her head before looking up at me. “I want to be strong for her. I want to make her proud.”

I smiled softly as I nodded. “Let’s do just that.”

A cheer erupted from the town, startling us from the serenity of the moment. I was quickly reminded of the monster horde that had been swarming toward Keshra. Flynn and his men had taken charge of fighting them, and I had no idea how things went.

“The monsters are dead. Looks like the Captain and his men won,” Soren said, easing the worry that was clenching around my chest.

Thanks, I said with the impression of a nod.

“Soren said the horde has been taken care of. Let’s check on Tekwon and Lyssara, then head back,” I suggested, and the girls tipped their chins in agreement.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

DRAGON KNIGHT

We spent a bit of time tending to Tekwon and Lyssara. Since they were still unconscious, we couldn’t give them Healing Potions. Fortunately, the Temporal Conduit reduced Darla’s cooldown significantly, allowing her to cast Heal twice in half the time.

Against all odds, the oak had survived the gruesome battle. Soren was the one who had asked about its safety, which had prompted me to search the ruined meadow. Amidst the scorched earth and fading smoke, the ancient tree remained defiant and imposing.

The low hill it sat on was barely yards from the furthest charred crater of Manithilla’s Inferno Storm. We would never know if the oak was intentionally spared by the dragon, but we were glad for the outcome nonetheless.

After that, we slowly made our way back to Keshra. Though I didn’t go into an Essence Burnout from depleting my second Well, my muscles were still drained of strength, so Amelia and Darla had to help me limp along.

Brielle had stayed behind to look after the two retired Adventurers, and Caradriel offered to keep her company. I highly doubted there would be more attacks, but the elf could alert me in the rare chance that it happened.

Did you also get a new Essence Well after slaying Nyxthralix? I asked Soren but could already guess the answer.

“No. I gained a lot of essence and got a lot stronger but never developed any new power,” he said, sounding confused himself.

I thought so. Or else, you’d have told me. I sent him an impression of a shrug.

“This might have something to do with her mind still being intact,” Caradriel chimed in.

I had told everyone about my conversation with Manithilla in the dream-like place while we were waiting for Darla’s Heal to come off cooldown. No one was surprised by the revelation. After everything we had been through, I wasn’t surprised by their reactions.

The elf confirmed that dragons were incredibly intelligent and could understand language. They just didn’t have the vocal cords or mouths to produce the sounds we could. The fact that all of them could communicate telepathically also negated the need to speak out loud.

However, neither Caradriel nor Soren could hear the dragon during the battle. So, the elf hypothesized Manithilla had only directed her thoughts toward me to avoid Nyx’s attention.

She had no idea if Elyon’s despicable creation had any telepathic ability, but she clearly didn’t notice the communication. That was not surprising since the crimson dragon had been using telepathy for centuries. She was definitely more adept at it than any of us could imagine.

“I think Manithilla might have bestowed her ‘will’ upon you during that conversation,” Caradriel suggested.

Her will?

“Yes. It’s certainly a more mystical aspect, which hasn’t been as studied as essence. However, if essence can be transferred from one person to the other, I believe ‘intent’ and ‘will’ can as well.”

“Interesting. You mean I could have been even more awesome if Nyxthralix hadn’t gone completely mad when I fought her?” Soren mused.

The elf gave an impression of a flat stare, and I let out a chuckle, which quickly turned into a groan of pain. Amelia and Darla looked at me in concern, and I had to insist that I was fine to ease their worries.

“Probably not. Nyxthralix wasn’t known for her compassion or generosity. She would have likely cursed you for trying to kill her, or worse,” Caradriel said matter-of-factly.

“Fine. Fine. I was only joking,” Soren said with a pouty tone.

When we finally arrived in Keshra, people were slumping on the ground or leaning against walls, looking exhausted. Doctors and nurses were moving about, checking on the injured. However, the atmosphere lacked tension or fear even amidst the chaos and frantic movements.

Darla quickly joined the nurses to help. Amelia and I stood contemplating where we would go for a minute before Flynn and Gideon appeared, strolling down the street.

They looked as beat up as us with dark blood and dirt smearing across their faces and white armor. Still, they were walking with a steady gait and didn’t look hurt.

The Vice-Captain noticed us first and waved with a broad smile on his lips. The Captain looked relieved to see us before his brows creased with worry and hurried over.

“Where are your companions and the Paragons?” he asked.

I gave him a reassuring smile, then explained that Darla was helping the nurses while Brielle and Caradriel remained in the meadow to watch over the retired adventurers. His shoulders relaxed before he ordered his Vice-Captain to help bring Tekwon and Lyssara back for proper treatment.

Then the wolfkin told us about his battle. As I had expected, all the monsters were corrupted. All of them had vine-like tentacles writhing on their backs, with a few also having flower buds as well.

Though the army from Vinhels was smaller than the horde of monsters, the refugees and adventurers capable of fighting made up the difference. Coupled with Flynn’s powerful ice magic, they managed to overcome the enemies with minimal casualties.

Before I could tell the Captain about our battle with Nyx and Manithilla, one of his men called for him to help with deciding where to take the injured. He left quickly, and I was alone with Amelia once more.

“Should we go back to the inn?” she asked.

I took a moment to examine my body and tested my limbs before shaking my head. “I’m feeling a bit better now. We should just get our Plates updated,” I suggested.

She nodded excitedly. “Sure!”

With that, we headed for the Adventurer’s Guild. More people were seated or laid on the ground while they were being treated for minor injuries. They gave us appreciative nods or thumb-ups as we passed, and we returned the gesture with triumphant smiles.

The Guild was rather empty when we arrived. Only a few adventurers were in the lobby, having a quiet conversation with the clerks. We spotted the same foxkin who had helped us last time behind one of the counters and approached her.

She still had bags under her brown eyes, which seemed to have darkened more since our previous visit. Her long green hair and uniform were also slightly disheveled. Despite not being in the frontline fighting, I had no doubt she had helped out the best she could.

“Good afternoon, mister Leonus, miss Tiadus. How may I help you today?” she asked with as much energy as she could muster while giving us a bright smile.

“Hi Keira. We’d like to update our Plates please,” I said, returning her smile.

“Certainly.” She nodded, then produced two tablets in her hand and placed them on the countertop in front of us.

We deftly hovered our hands over the Plates of Record before examining them once the gentle tugging sensation had faded. As I had expected, our Rank had gone up from 6 to 7. Because of that, both of us also received a new skill each.

What I didn’t expect, however, was the change of my class title. It had changed from Knight to Dragon Knight. Other than that, there were no outward changes to my appearance or new special skills on my Skill List. I would likely have to experiment with my new essence and learn more myself.

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Dragon Knight Rank: 7

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Invigorate (level MAX)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 240 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 6 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

Radiant Slash (level 8)[Active]

Unleash a powerful, long-range attack with pure essence

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

Battle Valor (level 6)[Passive]

An aura that grants damage bonus to everyone in the party

Endure (level 4)[Active]

Increase defense and reduce physical damage taken

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Rending Strike (level 4)[Active]

Gain bonus damage on the next attack with a sword

Effect: Defense Break

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

================

I was surprised to see Endure showing up at level 4. However, I quickly realized that my Rank had probably gone up after I freed Manithilla from the corruption and received the skill then. So, the essence I obtained from Nyx allowed the skill to gain levels.

That theory was instantly confirmed when Amelia showed me her Plate. Aside from her promotion to Rank 7, her new skill called Deadly Rain was also at level 4. The most notable improvement was Multi Shot reaching MAX level, which allowed her to create five essence arrows with her projectile attacks now.

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 7

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Sense (level MAX)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 100 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level MAX)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 5

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Camouflage (level 8)[Passive](Upon Successful Execution)

Disappear into the surroundings when staying completely still

Quick Draw (level 6)[Active]

Increase attack speed when using projectile weapons

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Deadly Rain (level 4)[Active]

Unleash a barrage of essence arrows from the sky in a wide area

Cooldown: 300

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Imbue Poison (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 14 seconds

================

“How come Deadly Rain is already at level 4 when I’ve only just gotten it?” Amelia mused, tilting her head to one side. I explained my hypothesis to her, and she nodded in agreement. “Oh look. Your class is Dragon Knight now. That must have something to do with your new Essence Well and the flame… thing?”

“I think so. I’ll have to experiment with it more later,” I said, shrugging, before a thought occurred to me. I turned the metal tablet toward Keira and asked, “Do you happen to know about my new class, Dragon Knight?”

Keira squinted at my Plate for a long moment before shaking her head. “No, unfortunately. This is the first time I’ve seen it too,” she said, then pursed her lips in thought for a minute. “We’ve a small library containing basic information about adventuring and classes here. But it’s mostly limited to beginner levels, so it may not be helpful to you.”

“I’ll check it out later. Thank you,” I said and gave her a warm smile.

“Is there anything else I can help you with today?” Keira asked.

Since we didn’t gain any loot from our battle, I shook my head. “No. That’s all we need at the moment. Thank you, Keira.”

The foxkin stood and bowed deeply. Then she said with reverence in her eyes, “Thank you for saving Keshra, mister Leonus, miss Tiadus. We wouldn’t have made it without you and your companions.”

“We were just doing what was right. There’s no reason to thank us so formally,” I said, scratching the back of my head as heat bloomed on my cheeks.

“You don’t have to be so humble, mister Defender of Emberfell and Keshra,” Amelia teased, nudging me with her shoulder.

I scowled at her. “Stop giving me weird titles!”

Keira seemed lost in thought for a long moment before her eyes lit up, and a smile stretched across her lips. “We may not have anything to reward you for your aid, but I think our blacksmiths will be more than happy to forge equipment from dragon scales for you and your companions.”

A frown knitted my brows at the thought of taking apart Manithilla’s body for forging materials. The foxkin undoubtedly saw the shift in my mood and quickly waved her hands in front of herself in a placating gesture.

“I didn’t mean to offend you, mister Leonus. I’ve only suggested it because Manithilla had been giving us her shed scales for crafting every few years,” she said with wide eyes.

I grimaced at her reaction. “I’m sorry. I’m not offended. The idea just didn’t sit right with me, and it’s also not my decision to make. The people of Rollen will have to make that call.”

She bowed her head deeply once more. “I understand, mister Leonus. I apologize for suggesting it.”

“Don’t worry about it. You didn’t do anything wrong. Your suggestion was well-meaning,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Thank you again for your help, Keira.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

THE FATHER

I woke up to Amelia’s soft body for the first time in a few days. Lyssara  was also in the hospital with Tekwon after the tough battle of the previous day. Because of that, her training with the retired Paragon Archer was canceled for the time being.

Caradriel met up with us outside of the Adventurer’s Guild soon after we finished updating our Plates. I was surprised to see Brielle and Darla with her since I had assumed the two would stay at the hospital for a long while.

Apparently, both of them were chased out by the nurses, but not because they did anything wrong. The staff just wanted both of them to get some rest since they had fought so hard to protect the town.

Tekwon and Lyssara were in stable condition after the Cleric treated them in the meadow. Because of that, there was no reason for Brielle to stay at her father’s side in such a haggard state.

Darla was not in any better shape. She was equally exhausted and barely had any mana left. All she could manage at that point was giving mundane care to the injured, which the nurses could do on their own.

Once the two girls were done updating their Plates, we headed back to Moonlit Lodge and had a quiet dinner. We might have been victorious against another abomination Elyon sent our way, but the loss of Manithilla still sat like a physical weight on our chest.

We weren't in the mood to celebrate or do anything else. Even my ravenous redhead lacked her usual appetite. We merely went to our rooms, bathed, then retired early.

Brielle was already gone before I woke, leaving only Amelia at my side in our makeshift nest on the floor. I pried myself from her embrace with great reluctance before getting dressed and left quietly.

“Where are we heading?” Soren asked as I descended the stairs.

To do something I didn’t get a chance to do sooner.

He sent me an impression of a raised brow.

I’m going to meet Brielle’s father.

He was quiet for a long moment before bursting out laughing hysterically.

I’m glad one of us is enjoying this, I grumbled, pushing through the exit of the inn.

The streets were as crowded with tents and refugees as it had been, but the mood seemed to have lifted visibly. The victory against the horde of monsters had at least given the people of Keshra hope again, even if the fight against the Verdant Corruption was far from over.

Still, I preferred it over the gloom that had blanketed the town when we arrived a few days ago. We had fought and won against a pincer attack that would have annihilated us, and that was enough for now.

I made my way through the throng of people until I was standing in front of the hospital. My heart raced involuntarily as I stared up at the circular plate with an engraving of an expansive tree.

Somehow, having a one-on-one meeting with the father of my lover was more daunting than facing down fearsome monsters. My fingers had gone cold several minutes ago, and I would rather fight the shadowbane or Nyx again instead of stepping through the door in front of me.

“Calm down, my boy. It’s going to be fine. Just be yourself,” Soren soothed.

Easy for you to say when you’re not the one having to face him.

“Hey! That’s not fair. It’s not my fault you decided to build a harem.”

I scowled down at Lexidus, and he laughed.

“Will it make you feel better if I tell you that Teriani’s parents also gave me a hard time as well?”

They did? Even with your reputation?

“Nah, I was still a nobody when I met them. The Eternal Twilight had been around for a few years and had already built quite a reputation at that point. But we were still a long way from being well known. We’d been together for some time, so she thought it was a good idea to introduce me to her family when we happened to visit Maelgroth.”

How did it go?

“Poorly,” He chuckled dryly. “They were renowned researchers, who were highly regarded by people in Bio-Alchemy. Everyone was expecting them to bring about the next great breakthrough. So, me being an achievementless adventurer in their eyes, and an outsider on top of that? They couldn’t look more disappointed even if they tried.”

Fuck. That was brutal. What did you do then?

“I didn’t have a chance to do anything. They adamantly told Teriani to break up with me and leave Eternal Twilight, so she could stay in Maelgroth and help with the research. She got really mad at them, said some mean things in elvish, which she refused to translate for me, then dragged me out of there.”

Damn. Sorry about that, buddy. I grimaced, before a thought occurred to me. Fuck!

Soren gave me a wry smirk before he said, “Yup! You’ll have to meet them too. Good luck, my boy. But look on the bright side, by the time you meet them, you’ll be in a much better position than I had been—being the Savior of Elathia and all.”

What’s with you and Amelia giving me weird titles? I chuckled before adding, We’re also a long way from that, buddy.

“Don’t worry. I’ve a feeling my memories hold clues to defeating Elyon. We’ll definitely have a better chance once they come back.”

I hope you’re right, I said before exhaling slowly through my mouth. Alright! I should get going.

“Too bad, I can’t give you any tips on dealing with an angry father-in-law.”

I scowled down at him for the comment before steeling my nerves and stepping into the hospital. After asking for directions from the receptionist, I made my way through the packed right wing of the building until I was standing in front of a room with the number fifteen on it.

With a deep inhale, I lifted my hand to knock on the door. A part of me was hoping for Brielle to answer, so I wouldn’t have to be alone with her father. Unfortunately for me, the voice that came through the door was anything but feminine.

“Who is it?” Tekwon asked.

“I-It’s… It’s Lucas, sir.”

He didn’t respond for a long while, and the silence hung like a massive boulder on my shoulders. I was about to excuse myself and come back another time when he spoke up.

“Come in, boy! What are you waiting for?” he said with annoyance in his tone.

My first thought was to explain that I was waiting for his permission to enter, but I quickly changed my mind. “Y-Yes, sir.”

“Good luck, my boy!” Soren said as I pulled the door open.

The room beyond was the same size as the one he had been in the last time I visited the hospital. Tekwon was sitting on a small bed with bandages wrapped around his head, torso, and arms beneath his white shirt. Still, he looked a lot healthier after this fight than the first time I met him.

“Well?” he said, glaring up at me as soon as I shut the door.

“Well… what, sir?”

His mustached lips pulled up into an annoyed snarl at my question. “Well, why are you here?”

“Oh, right.”

Thoughts seemed to elude me at the sight of the retired Monk. His presence was so much more intimidating than the other members of the Valiant Resonance I had met. Well, part of the reason was probably because I was here to talk about his daughter and our relationship.

“I… umm… I’m here to talk with you about Brielle, sir,” I said from the doorway, not daring to move any further into the room.

The crease between his white brows deepened as he continued to glare up at me. Abruptly, he jerked his chin toward a small stool by the bedside. “Sit! Don’t you know it’s rude to stand over your elders?”

Again, my first thought was to explain that I had no intention of disrespecting him. I was just so fucking intimidated and didn’t know what to do in front of him. Fortunately, I thought better of it and just sat where he told me to.

“Th-Thank you, sir,” I said, squeezing onto the stool.

Somehow, this one felt a lot smaller than the one next to Flynn’s cot in the ward. On top of that, the temperature in the room seemed to have risen several degrees. Even without my armor, I was stewing inside my clothes.

“What is it you want to talk about, boy?” Tekwon asked, going for the throat.

“Y-Yes, sir,” I started and worked my jaw as I took a moment to choose my words carefully.

“Go for it, my boy! Just speak from the heart. You’ve got this!” Soren urged.

I gulped, then drew in a deep breath and turned to face the dragonkin fully. The scowl was still deep between his brows. His green horns gleamed in the lamplight by the bedside, and his black slitted pupils were thin in his emerald eyes.

“Brielle and I are together, sir,” I said firmly before adding, “I care for her deeply and will do everything to make her happy, sir. Even if it means giving up my life for her.”

A single tick of his jaw was all the reaction he showed as he stared down at me in silence for a very long, very strenuous while. Fuck! Facing down a fifty foot snake wasn’t this stressful. A sheen of sweat formed on my forehead while a few beads were already rolling down my face.

“Even if it means giving up your life for her?” he scoffed. If I had thought his presence couldn’t be more intimidating, I was wrong. The intensity of his glare doubled, coaxing goosebumps to rush down my back. “How do you expect to make her happy when you’re dead?”

The question hit me like steel knuckles to the face. “That’s not—”

“Brielle chose you, boy!” he cut me off with a snarl, and I half expected him to lunge off the bed and strangle me from how angry he looked. “The only way for you to make her happy is doing your best to stay alive! I don’t care if you’re Liam’s son, but if you ever make my daughter cry, I’ll break every bone in your body with my bare hands and feed you to whatever monsters lurk in the forest alive.”

A cold shiver ran down my spine at his words, and I had a feeling he would follow through on his threat without batting an eye. Still, I had no intention of making Brielle cry—now or ever.

“It will never happen, sir!” I said with conviction as I stared defiantly into his eyes.

Tekwon returned the gesture. His emerald gaze was sharp and piercing, and my body reflexively wanted to look away, but I willed myself to meet him head-on. The man was a powerful Monk, there was no way he would allow someone who would cower and back off to be with his daughter.

The silence in the room was oppressive as seconds crawled by like hours, and the air seemed to thicken until I was barely able to breathe. My muscles tensed, and sweat formed rivulets along the side of my face. Then he nodded sharply. The tension immediately dissipated like it was never there.

“You have good eyes, boy,” he said, then sighed heavily. “Ignara passed away when Brielle was only five. She was so small and lonely then. I thought… I thought if I taught her to fight, she would be strong enough to carry that grief.”

He looked down at his callous hands and let out a dry chuckle. “I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why she kept running away. Training had been what helped me through difficult times, so I believed that was what she needed.”

I nodded, recalling the first time I met her. She was so timid and insecure, always comparing herself to her father and became discouraged by the vast difference between their strength. However, she never cowered or ran away when it mattered. She never hesitated to put herself in danger to protect others.

“It took Manithilla nearly biting my head off to realize that my daughter hated fighting. She’s gentle and kind like her mother. She’d never needed combat training. She needed a mother. That was what Manithilla had become for her—a mother. Now, she lost her too.”

His jaw clenched as he swallowed audibly. He looked into my eyes, and his voice was strained when he spoke again. “She has already lost too many people she loves. Your death would bring nothing but sorrow to her. You can only make her happy by staying alive and being at her side. Do you understand, boy?”

“Yes, sir,” I said with a firm nod before tentatively adding, “But I think you’re wrong about her hating fighting.”

He raised an eyebrow at me, but didn’t look amused.

Still, I pressed on. “Manithilla told me she only ran from training because she didn’t want to hurt the other children. She is incredibly strong when she needs to be. I know because she has saved me countless times during our journey here. We wouldn’t have made it this far without her.”

He seemed surprised at the mention of Manithilla, but didn’t ask how I was able to communicate with her. Instead, his expression softened before a smile tugged at the corners of his lips.

Then he nodded slowly as he murmured, “Is that so?”

Before we could say anything more, Brielle pulled the door open, and her eyes went wide at the sight of me. Her tail swept frantically as she asked, “Lu-Lucas! What are you doing here?”

I opened my mouth to explain, but Tekwon beat me to it. “He was just checking on me. He’s leaving now. You should go with him.”

“B-But—” she only managed a single word of protest before he cut her off.

“Go! I want to get some sleep. I need rest, remember?”

He practically seized the back of my shirt and forced me to stand awkwardly, then shoved me toward his daughter. He was surprisingly strong for a man who needed rest, but I wasn’t going to point that out.

Brielle looked as if she wanted to protest again, but her father just laid back on the bed and yawned loudly. Without another choice, she promised to return later, then left with me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

HOPE

Brielle and I weaved our way through the hectic hospital before emerging onto the crowded street outside. The air had warmed up significantly as the sun approached its apex. We stood in front of the hospital with no idea of where to head next.

I hadn’t thought beyond coming to see Tekwon. I  had assumed that convincing him I was truly in love with his daughter and would do anything to protect her was going to take at least a few hours. That had gone a lot smoother than I had anticipated.

Glancing over at my dragonkin lover, she was clearly at a loss as well. She had visited the hospital for long hours ever since we arrived in Keshra, so getting chased out by her father was likely something she hadn’t seen coming.

As usual, she was wearing her bandeau and flowing pants that showed off a lot of her smooth sun-kissed skin and toned physique. Today’s color combination was light green for her top and black for her bottom. Just like me, she had left off her armor and gauntlets.

“How are you holding up?” I asked after a moment.

Her emerald eyes shifted to me, and there was a tinge of pain in them. Still, she gave me a small smile. “I’m okay. I won’t cry anymore because I know Manithilla wouldn’t want me to. I must be strong for her.”

I nodded. “Just know that I’m here for you.”

“I know,” she said before wrapping both arms around my torso.

I returned the gesture and pulled her into a tight embrace. Her heady lily scent enveloped me, and I inhaled deeply. We stayed that way for several moments, basking in the warmth and comfort of one another for long languid moments.

“You smell so nice,” she said, looking up at me before her cheeks turned slightly pink.

“I can say the same for you,” I chuckled, reaching a hand to stroke her hair.

She purred against my touch, then pressed her face into my chest and inhaled deeply. Having such a fierce fighter like her acting adorable around me definitely did some horrible things to my blood pressure, but it was a price I would gladly pay.

Then, a thought occurred to me. “Hey, do you want to check on the dragon eggs?”

I had been wanting to see them since arriving in Keshra, but hadn’t found an opportunity until now. Amelia, Brielle and Darla had been constantly occupied, and I didn’t want to experience such a wondrous sight without them.

Her face brightened at my question. “Yes! I’d like that very much. But do you know where they are?”

My smile faltered, and I shook my head sheepishly. However, I immediately knew how we could find them quickly. “Give me a moment.”

Can you sense where the eggs are? I asked Soren.

“Of course! I can sense their essences from the eastern side of town.”

I thanked him before turning my attention back to Brielle. “Soren said the eggs are somewhere to the east of Keshra.”

She leaned down toward the pommel of Lexidus and grinned. “Thank you, Soren.”

As usual, he frantically told me to relay his acknowledgement to her. I did with a chuckle before we headed in the direction he mentioned. The dragonkin promptly hooked her arms around mine as we strolled through the crowded streets.

“What did you and father talk about?” she asked after a moment.

“Hm? Oh, that.” Heat rose to my cheeks as I recalled my meeting with Tekwon. “Well… I went to tell your father that we’re together and asked for his blessing.”

“You did?” she blurted with wide eyes. “What did he say?”

“He said, he doesn’t care if I’m his old friend’s son. He will break every bone in my body with his bare hands and feed me to whatever monsters lurk in the forest if I ever make you cry,” I said with a dry chuckle.

“Oh no. I’m so sorry.”

I shook my head. “No, I was expecting as much. Actually, I was expecting worse. I was afraid he wouldn’t accept us being together. This was a much better outcome.”

She frowned at me. “But he threatened to kill you, Lucas. That’s very rude.”

“He was just being protective of you. I’d have done the same thing if it were me. But I probably wouldn’t be as intimidating.”

She giggled before leaning her head against my shoulder. “Thank you for being here, Lucas.”

“Of course.”

We continued down the street in companionable silence for several more moments before Caradriel popped into my head. “Where are you?”

I’m heading to check on the dragon eggs with Brielle. Do you want to join us?

The elf was quiet for a moment, but I could feel her excitement through our connection. “We’ll join you.”

We? You’re with Amelia and Darla?

“Yes.”

Great! I’ll see you there.

Brielle and I continued on our way for a few more minutes before arriving in front of a barn at the edge of town. Soren assured me this was the place, and an imposing male dragonkin standing at the entrance pretty much confirmed it.

The building was weather-worn and in need of repairs. Its wooden walls had faded to gray with broken panels that left several jagged holes. The double door seemed to hang precariously and couldn’t fully close.

For the dragon eggs to be here made sense when I actually thought about it. The people of Rollen had arrived in Keshra with a flood of refugees. The town was clearly unprepared for the deluge of people, so there was likely nowhere else to store them.

“Shall we?” I asked, glancing down at Brielle before she nodded with a smile.

However, a familiar voice called out to us first. “Luke! Brielle!”

We turned around to find Amelia with Caradriel and Darla coming close behind. The redhead was wearing her usual black leather crop top and a tiny pair of shorts. Also as usual, the garment left a generous amount of her cleavage, midriff, and shapely legs exposed.

The elf wore the same gray cloak with the hood pulled all the way over her head. A part of me wished she could walk around without the need to hide her elven features, but I knew her appearance might stir up trouble more than it was worth.

As for the catkin, she wore her light Cleric robe as always. However, this one was sleeveless and seemed to have a deeper neckline that showed off quite a bit more of her smooth skin. She looked up at me with a deep blush on her cheeks as her black ears flattened atop her head while her tail swept frantically behind her.

“You’re going to make her blush if you stare that hard, Luke,” Amelia teased, sidling up to me and hooking her arm around mine.

My first thought was to point out that Darla was already blushing. My second thought was to scowl at the redhead for obviously putting our Cleric up to this. But I opted to just shake my head when I saw the impatience in Brielle’s eyes.

I cleared my throat. “Shall we head inside?”

The girls nodded, and we turned toward the old barn. The dragonkin guard greeted us with a broad smile before exchanging a few words with Brielle. Then he pulled the double door open and gestured for us to enter.

Motes of dust drifted between shafts of sunlight shining down through countless holes in the roof. The air was cool and tinged with a faint scent of dry earth and straw. Several wildflowers peaked through the hard ground, adding a dash of pleasant colors to the otherwise old and gray space.

The interior of the barn was as dilapidated as its exterior. The memory of the ancient monastery flashed through my mind at the sight. However, despite its crumbling walls, the support structures seemed stable enough. Without a fierce battle unfolding within, the building shouldn’t have any trouble staying intact.

In the center, three massive eggs sat atop a large bed of hay. Their surfaces were smooth like polished porcelain that shimmered in the sunlight. But that wasn’t the thing that captivated me. Swirls of vibrant sapphire, emerald, and amber danced upon their white shells like slow-moving storms was what took my breath away.

“They are so beautiful,” Amelia gasped, staring wide-eyed at the precious eggs.

I could only nod as I stared slack-jaw at them. The energy emanating from the unhatched dragons was incredible. They might not be at the same level as Manithilla at this moment, but I had no doubt they would get there when they were fully grown.

Brielle rushed forward to embrace each egg while the rest of us continued to stare in awe. Even Caradriel seemed to be at a loss for words, seemingly touched by their immense power just like I had.

“Hey! Don’t forget me! I also want to see them too,” Soren grumbled with an impression of a pout.

Right! Sorry, buddy. I promptly projected the image of the dragon eggs to him.

“I’ve heard they were incredible to see, but this is beyond anything I’ve imagined,” he said, sounding breathless.

You’ve never seen dragon eggs before?

“No, of course not. Dragons guarded their eggs with deadly ferocity. They would literally kill anyone or anything that got within a hundred yards of their nest,” he explained. “Well, that is unless you have a deep bond with the dragon first, I suppose.”

My attention was quickly drawn to Brielle who was hugging one of the eggs while stroking her hands over the shell adoringly. A smile tugged at the corners of my lips as I watched her. Then, a thought occurred to me.

I assume the color on each egg represents the element of the dragon inside. Does that mean there won’t be another fire dragon like Manithilla? I asked with a tinge of trepidation.

“Not necessarily,” Caradriel chimed in. “As far as we knew, the elemental attributes of the dragons weren’t hereditary. A pairing of ice and earth dragons could produce an offspring with either of the two parental elements or something else entirely.”

“What she said,” Soren chuckled and received a flat stare from both of us. “Oh, come on! I’m just an adventurer. There’s no way I’m going to be as smart as her.”

“Let’s get closer, Luke,” Amelia urged and tugged on my arm.

I nodded, and we approached the eggs before Brielle turned around with a bright smile. The sight of her joy was contagious. A grin stretched across my lips as the other girls also had the same expression on their faces.

“This is Eurus,” the dragonkin said excitedly, pointing to the egg with the green swirling pattern. She shifted to the blue, then yellow. “This is Sindri, and this is Terron.”

“You gave them names?” I asked with a snicker.

“There wasn’t a lot to do in the nest, so Manithilla thought we could try to come up with good names for them,” she said with a slight blush before turning to the eggs. “I hope they like them.”

A gentle pulse of energy washed over me with gratitude and love, and my smile broadened. “I think they like the names. I can feel it.”

“Really? I’m so glad,” Brielle said excitedly, then wrapped her arms around the eggs again. She had a determined look on her face when she turned around. “We must defeat Elyon. I want them to see the world Manithilla fought to protect.”

“That’s what we will do,” I said firmly.

She gave me a tight hug before whispering against my chest, “Thank you.”

“Aww, come on. Don’t leave me out,” Amelia giggled before stepping forward and wrapping her arms around us.

A soft press of a body from behind coaxed me to look over my right shoulder. Caradriel was there, joining in the embrace. Then a tug on the sleeve of my shirt drew my attention to my other side. Darla was looking up at me with a bright red face and tentative expression.

“C-Can I hu-hug you too?” she asked so softly that her words were nearly inaudible.

“Of course!” I smiled, then wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against my side.

All of us had survived another gruesome battle. Our triumph might not last for long. It might even be fleeting, but we would savor every second of it.

The path ahead would be difficult and filled with even more powerful enemies, but we would face them head-on. With my new power, I was certain I could make a difference in the coming war.

****************
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MYSTIC SEEKERS MEMBERS

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Dragon Knight Rank: 7

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Invigorate (level MAX)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 240 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 6 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

Radiant Slash (level 8)[Active]

Unleash a powerful, long-range attack with pure essence

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

Battle Valor (level 6)[Passive]

An aura that grants damage bonus to everyone in the party

Endure (level 4)[Active]

Increase defense and reduce physical damage taken

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Rending Strike (level 4)[Active]

Gain bonus damage on the next attack with a sword

Effect: Defense Break

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

================

****************

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 7

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Sense (level MAX)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 100 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level MAX)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 5

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Camouflage (level 8)[Passive](Upon Successful Execution)

Disappear into the surroundings when staying completely still

Quick Draw (level 6)[Active]

Increase attack speed when using projectile weapons

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Deadly Rain (level 4)[Active]

Unleash a barrage of essence arrows from the sky in a wide area

Cooldown: 300

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Imbue Poison (level MAX)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 14 seconds
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BRIELLE EMERALDWIND

Class: Monk Rank: 7

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Iron Fist (level MAX)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level MAX)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Essence Recovery (level MAX)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boosting regenerated essence

Every: 8 seconds

Iron Defense (level MAX)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Pressure Points (level 8)[Passive]

Increase the chance of an attack becoming a critical hit

Requirement: Fist

Restoration (level 6)[Active]

Convert essence into restorative energy that heal the body

Cooldown: 240 seconds

Essence Blast (level 4)[Active]

Unleash a devastating shockwave with pure essence

Distance: 5 feet

Cooldown: 360 seconds

Requirement: Fist

Brawl Mastery (level MAX)[Passive]

Gain attack bonus while fighting with fists

Requirement: Fist
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****************

DARLA RAVENGRACE

Class: Cleric Rank: 7

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Heal (level MAX)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level MAX)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boosting absorbed mana

Every: 8 seconds

Divine Shield (level MAX)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a moderate amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level MAX)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 240 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Divine Lance (level 8)[Active]

Unleash a spear of pure brilliant light

Element: Light

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Revitalize (level 6)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on everyone in the party

Cooldown: 240 seconds

Divine Guard (level 4)[Active]

Create a barrier and raise physical defence for everyone in the party

Cooldown: 300 seconds

================
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CARADRIEL SUNCREST

Class: Unknown Rank: Unknown

Party: Mystic Seekers

Status: Escortee

================
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