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PROLOGUE

TRAGEDY OF MAELGROTH

Maelgroth was once a city brimming with life. Lush gardens filled with colorful flowers and tall expansive trees were a common sight in the elven capital of Maelgroth. Easy conversation and cheerful laughter were the melody in the air.

Tall spires that seemed to reach as high as the sky, and alabaster buildings with shapes and sizes that defied imagination were a marvel of architecture unlike anything else in Elathia.

Their structures of pure white stones were connected so seamlessly, they seemed to have been carved from one massive piece of marble. Oil lamps were a thing of the past. Every lantern, every street, every household were lit with ‘Lumirias’—crystals that glowed with pure white light.

Anyone who visited Maelgroth was bound to stare in awe at its wondrous constructions and magical innovation. Nothing on the rest of the continent could compare to the amazement of the most advanced city in the realm.

Elves could live for a millennium, their long life and youthful vigor gifting them with the time and energy far surpassing the other races. Several generations of humans, dwarves, and beastkin would have passed before an elf even experienced old age.

Through centuries of research and technological inventions, they had built a place of peace. A city devoid of suffering. A metropolis governed by righteous ideals.

The perfect utopia.

Maelgroth.

However, nothing could last forever, no matter how wonderful or advanced.

Maelgroth fell to ruin in a single night when a tragedy known as the Verdant Corruption swept across it like an unstoppable tidal wave. Its towering spires destroyed, its alabaster buildings crumbled, its crystals shattered, and its people consumed in the midst of their slumber.

No one knew how the Corruption happened or where it came from, but speculation and theories suggested the Grand Wizard Elyon Silvershard had gone mad and unleashed the blight upon the realm.

Elyon was researching the flow of Mana and had isolated himself from others. No one knew the details of his research, so most assumed he had simply lost his mind after exposing himself to the Mana for far too long.

Unfortunately, Maelgroth was merely the beginning. The Verdant Corruption swept across Nythe Anore in a matter of days, and would have consumed all of Elathia within a few months if the elves hadn’t erected a barrier to contain it. Their barrier, however, merely delayed the inevitable extinction of all life on the continent.

Time was quickly running out, and all hope seemed lost.

As total destruction encroached upon them, a great alliance was forged to fight it. Humans, dwarves, beastkin and elves came together to fight their common enemy—the mad Wizard who had unleashed calamity onto them all.

The five strongest heroes in the realm, a human, an elf, a dwarf, a wolfkin and a dragonkin, led the charge into the heart of Nythe Anore. Through gruesome battles and countless sacrifices, the brave warriors slew hordes of corrupted monsters before facing their most formidable foe.

There, they fought bravely against Elyon, but the mad Wizard quickly overwhelmed them. His vast knowledge of magic, fueled by the Corruption, proved too powerful.

Annihilation seemed unavoidable as the warriors succumbed to his might. However, in a last ditch effort to save everyone, the heroes sacrificed themselves to cast a powerful spell that petrified both themselves and their foe, as well as any others nearby.

With Elyon and the heroes, along with countless thousands of allies and enemies turned to stone, the Verdant Corruption was stopped—but not forever. Eventually, the spell would fade and the mad Wizard would return.

Calamity would befall Elathia once more, but brave heroes would certainly rise in the time of great peril and save the realm once more.


CHAPTER ONE

A PARTY OF TWO

The air was filled with the scent of grass and wildflowers. Several thin shafts of sunlight cut through the lush green canopy above, basking the area in a soft golden glow. The air was still, but cool and relaxing even without any breeze.

The surrounding undergrowth gave off a sense of calm coziness and serenity. With weather this perfect, the clearing in front of me would have been an ideal spot for a picnic or an afternoon nap.

Except a picnic or a nap was the last thing I could or ever wanted to do—not when three rodent-like monsters were glaring at me. Their red eyes gleamed with killing intent as they growled and snapped their maws, saliva dripping between their jagged teeth.

Two more lay dead on their sides, with blood pouring from sword wounds in their stomach. That was also probably why the monsters were so angry at me. I had just killed two of their friends.

Today, just like every day in the past two months, my task was to collect the pelts of these rat monsters called rodenites and sell them for money.

Despite their gnarly looks and feral aggression, these oversized rats had soft fur that was in high demand in the clothing industry. High demand, however, didn’t mean good pay, so I wouldn’t be swimming in coins from just killing them.

That was how new adventurers started out—from the bottom. A Novice like me killed these weak monsters to earn our living and absorb their essence until we grew strong enough to take on more powerful ones for bigger rewards.

I earned five vinhs for each critter I brought back. Since there was no set limit on how many I could turn in at one time, it was more efficient for me to collect as many as I could on each trip.

Fortunately, these rodenites weren’t much stronger than their rodent counterparts. They were larger, faster and more ferocious, but they were still rats. A well-placed slash could easily end them and, even if one of their attacks struck me, it wouldn’t do serious damage.

That was why they were the perfect target for beginners.

Becoming an adventurer was straightforward. Turning eighteen and passing a proficiency test were all the qualifications one needed to earn the Adventuring Permit from the Adventurer’s Guild and start hunting monsters.

The proficiency test was only meant to evaluate basic combat knowledge and equipment care. For someone who had trained all his life for this, I practically aced every category and earned the Knight Class I had always wanted on the first try.

“Are you ready, Luke?” a familiar voice asked from behind me. A bright, feminine voice I had known for most of my life. The voice of my childhood friend and the girl I had been crushing on for the longest time—Amelia Tiadus.

We had formed a party together the moment we received our Adventuring Permits. We had already agreed upon ‘Mystic Seekers’—the name Amelia had proudly presented–which I thought was a perfect fit for us.

“The seekers of adventures and wonders” as she had explained the meaning behind our party’s name. It had been our dream since we were little to explore Elathia, slaying vicious monsters, saving those in need, and uncovering the ancient secrets of untold value.

The stories our dads told us when we were young might have been the reason that made us this way, or the desire had already been in our blood from the beginning. We were their children, after all.

I dared a glance over my shoulder. No matter how many times I looked at her, Amelia was a striking sight to behold. Her short red hair shimmered beneath a shaft of sunlight and her amber eyes sparkled with anticipation as they met mine.

I forced my gaze to remain level with hers, fighting the urge to look down. But dammit, I was so tempted to. Even the prospect of being gnawed to death by three feral rats wasn’t enough to deter me.

My redhead companion wore a black cropped jerkin with a scandalous neckline that exposed an enticing amount of her breasts and cleavage. Her tiny shorts of the same color also did nothing to conceal her taut midriff and long, shapely legs, which made them into beacons that drew my attention from everything else—even the angry rat monsters a few feet away.

“I was born ready,” I said with a smirk.

She rolled her eyes before letting out an exasperated sigh, but her face lit up with an excited grin soon after. “Let’s get it over with then,” she said.

I nodded in agreement and blew out a slow breath to calm my nerves as my attention returned to the rodenites. My fingers tightened around my trusty one-handed sword I had been using for the past nine years. I had earned it after spending two months doing chores and running errands for my dad.

Its wooden handle had worn into grooves that matched my grip while its blade showed several deep gashes and countless scratches. I had changed its leather wrapping more times than I could keep count and would need to do it again soon.

The sword was made of good quality steel and should hold up for a while longer. At least, that was what I had hoped since I didn’t have the money to upgrade my weapon yet. An armor was more important to me at the time, so I spent my remaining fund on a leather breastplate instead.

Even if the rodenite couldn’t kill me in a single hit, having something to protect my flesh from its sharp fangs was still a requirement. Fortunately, the Adventurer’s Guild had given me a wooden buckler as a reward for acquiring the Adventuring Permit, and saved me from having to buy a shield as well.

Our tight financial situation was also the reason Amelia didn’t have any armor. We had spent most of our savings from doing odd jobs for our parents over the years on upgrading her bow.

The Guild had also rewarded her with a quiver of twenty arrows for passing the archery proficiency test. They avoided giving out weapons as rewards for earning the permit because adventurers were more fussy with them. Especially a bow.

Compared to a sword, there were more nuances to using a bow than just the quality of steel and sharpness of the blade. Length and weight of the weapon, along with its draw weight could heavily affect the accuracy and firing speed.

Just like me, Amelia had earned her initial longbow and a quiver of arrows through doing two months of housework for her parents.

After nine years of training with it, the bow was too worn down for actual combat. Because of that, we sold her old longbow and arrows for a bit of money and invested in a new one to use with the new arrows.

That was also the reason we spent the last of our savings on my breastplate. Our strategy was for Amelia to do most of the damage while I served as her living shield and used my sword sparingly until we saved up enough to buy me a new weapon.

Hang in there, buddy. We almost have enough. You’ll get to retire soon, I thought to my sword, feeling genuinely sorry for how intensely I had been using it.

Behind me, the soft creak of the bow being drawn told me that Amelia was ready. She blew out a soft breath and fell quiet, giving me the silent signal to attack.

Even though we both had only been adventurers for a short time, we had trained together for half our lives. I could practically read her thoughts from a brief moment of eye contact and anticipate her next move on instinct alone.

“Here goes nothing,” I said, then launched forward.

The rodenites reacted to my advance and lunged at me in response. An arrow whistled past me a heartbeat later before skewering the oversized rodent on the right through one of its red eyes. It tumbled to the ground with a soft thud and went still.

I smirked inwardly. Even if I couldn’t trust the integrity of my blade, I could always trust in Amelia’s marksmanship. She could land a perfect hit on any moving target within twenty yards. Forty yards if the target was still. So, she would never miss a flying rat from barely ten feet away.

As the monsters came within my strike zone, I planted my feet and slammed my buckler into the first rodenite, throwing it to the side. Twisting my sword forward and thrusting, I stabbed the second in its stomach. The rat monster shrieked and sputtered as the tip of my blade punched out its back before going limp and dangled lifelessly from my weapon.

With a forceful sweep of my arm, I threw the monster to the ground and twisted to face the last rodenite. But before it could lunge for me, another arrow plunged into its head between the eyes. The critter collapsed sideways and never moved again.

“You’re welcome,” Amelia said before strolling past me toward the first rodenite she had killed.

I only chuckled in response before the alluring sway of her hips drew my gaze down to her firm butt. Those shorts accentuated the roundness of her curves in the best possible way. We were lucky I was the vanguard in our little party, or I would have been too distracted by her tantalizing behind to fight properly.

Amelia set one foot on the rodenite’s head and yanked out her arrow, then wiped the blood off on its gray fur before returning it to her quiver. She moved to do the same for the other giant rat before stopping mid-stride and glancing at me.

“What are you doing?” she asked, snapping me out of my ass-induced stupor.

I blinked once, then twice before her question registered in my brain. “N-Nothing,” I sputtered thoughtlessly and grimaced at the obviously stupid answer.

She narrowed her eyes at me for a moment before shrugging. It could have been my imagination or the trick of the light, but a tiny smirk might have curled one corner of her lips.

I had ogled her more times than I could keep count since I grew old enough to notice her striking beauty. Only a blind man or someone who wasn’t interested in the opposite sex could keep their gaze from roaming her alluring shapes.

We had been together every day for many years, so there was no way she hadn’t noticed my stares. But she hadn’t said anything about it. If I was being biased, I might even think that she actually relished the attention I had given her.

“Then, quit slacking off and put these rodenites in the bag,” she said before continuing to the other monsters and retrieving her arrow.

“Y-Yeah… Sure.”

I jogged to a large brown sack we had left at the edge of the clearing before the fight. I hefted it over my shoulder and walked back to the five rodenites, then sat the bag down and untied the string.

The stench of blood slammed into me as soon as I opened the sack, causing me to jerk back and grimace with nausea. The grotesque scent faded quickly enough, and I was spared from throwing up.

Holding one of the rodenites by its hind legs, I dropped it into the bag. It landed with a wet thud, coaxing another grimace from me. From the sound of it, the corpses of the other rats we had killed were already swimming in blood.

Fortunately, we had bought a sack with a canvas interior, or it would have already been drenched and dripping right now. Carrying it back to town would have been nothing short of a nightmare.

Still, there was nothing else we could do. Buying the canvas bag had eaten up more of our limited funds than I would like, so until we could save up more, we would have to continue this way.

“We should really try to get one of those ‘Spatial Storage Gems’ as soon as we can,” Amelia mused, echoing my thought as I stuffed the last rodenite into the sack.

“I think so too,” I agreed. “It’s going to make things a lot easier.”

Spatial Storage Gems were precious stones with dimensional magic that could hold inanimate objects. Aside from being able to hold more items than a regular canvas sack, the flow of time also stopped within the space, so everything stayed the same, no matter how long had passed.

The only problem was these storage gems were incredibly expensive. Unsurprising, considering its usefulness in and out of combat. Because of that, it was the first equipment a Novice, or at least those that knew what they were doing, saved up for.

A storage item might seem insignificant when compared to powerful weapons and armor in the grand scheme of things, but it was more crucial in the growth of new adventurers than an average Novice realized.

With a Spatial Storage, I could collect more rodenites, or any monsters for that matter, without needing to make a trip back after a short time. I could stay in the forest longer and make more money in a day. For that alone, the benefit was obvious.

“How many rodenites do we have now?” Amelia asked as I was tying off the sack.

“Nine,” I said, frowning at the bulging bag. I stood before hefting it up with a grunt, then put it back on the ground. “I think this is as much as the sack can hold. Any more and it might burst open at the seams.”

The limitation of a physical bag was one thing. The bigger problem was its growing weight. With that many rodenites stuffed inside, the sack had become bulky and difficult to carry around, even for my muscled body that had been built through strenuous daily training for years.

I had no complaints lugging the heavy bag around. It was a part of being a new adventurer, and I was more than happy to take the labor-intensive job from my Archer companion. However, the bloated bag would hinder my movements if we were ambushed.

Even if the monsters in this area weren’t strong enough to overwhelm us individually, there were plenty of them here to easily outnumber us. Without mobility, we would be at a great disadvantage no matter the situation.

I could likely take a few hits from the rodenites without being seriously injured, but Amelia couldn’t. She practically had zero protection against any form of attack. A single swipe from the rodenite’s claw could do serious damage to her.

If we were lucky enough to escape with our lives, we would likely lose all the loot we had collected. It was the smarter choice to leave the forest while we could still easily do so. We could always return for another hunt after we had deposited these rodent monsters at the Adventurer’s Guild.

Amelia frowned at my words and begrudgingly nodded. “Better to be safe than sorry, I suppose.”

“Yeah,” I agreed before glancing up at the sky through the thick canopy. Since we had set out at first light, the sun was still high in the sky after our first round of ‘Pelt Gathering’. “We should have enough time for another hunt after lunch. What do you think?”

She pursed her lips in thought for a moment, then smirked. “What else are we going to do? Pretty sure my dad will grumble all the way to dinner if I return home before noon.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle in response. Amelia’s father, Sammus Tiadus, had been one of the most powerful adventurers in Elathia. He had been a Rank 11 Knight before he retired, and he was also the person who had trained both of us.

“That settles it then,” I said and turned in the direction of home.


CHAPTER TWO

THE ADVENTURER’S GUILD

Emberfell was also known as the ‘Gateway’ to Windcrest Coast. With the Graystone Range to the north and the vast Sapphiregale Ocean surrounding the west and south, the only way to reach the human domain and their capital of Dawnreach was through this town and the Graystone Canyon beyond.

The Gateway had started out as a mere checkpoint to stop smugglers and thieves. Over the course of several decades, small shops that opened to serve food and sell supplies for weary travelers turned into establishments. Those early establishments grew into a bustling trading hub and a town of three thousand residents.

Fortification came soon after, as more and more settlers arrived. Now, a twenty-foot wall of stone encircled the settlement. The impressive defenses had kept the town safe from the monsters lurking in the nearby forests and mountains for a better part of fifty years.

However, the fortification was only part of the reason that made Emberfell nearly unbreachable. With the Graystone Range and a sheer cliff flanking the north and south, the town had natural barriers that prevented it from being surrounded.

The east, which had been heavily fortified, was the only place susceptible to attacks. It would take several hundreds of monsters to break through the town’s defenses. A phenomenon that would unlikely to happen because monsters didn’t possess such coordination and intelligence to work together in such a large number.

After a twenty minute hike from the forest where Amelia and I had hunted the rodenites, we were strolling down a dirt road toward the Eastern Gate of Emberfell. The fifteen-foot tall gate was made from seasoned timber and would remain open until sunset.

The two guards stationed on either side of the entrance nodded at us in greeting. The two men couldn’t be more different in their looks. One was stocky with close-cropped grizzled hair and a wrinkled face while the other was wiry with short ragged black hair and barely had any lines on his face.

Kane, the older man, smiled broadly at us before he said, “Back so soon?”

He had been a town guard for as long as I could remember. The gray streaks in his hair were the testament of his decades in service, and his tough build was a good deterrent for anyone who wanted to cause trouble.

“For now,” I said, adjusting the heavy sack that was slung over my shoulder with a soft grunt. Even as strong as I was, hiking across one mile of grassland while carrying a hundred pound bag wasn’t an easy task.

“We’re just going to drop this off at the Guild and go back out in a bit,” Amelia added for me.

“You two are sure full of energy,” Kane chuckled, then glanced over at his junior partner, who was yawning and hugging his spear as if it was his supporting beam. “I wish Rogan was a fraction as energetic as you two are.”

Kane narrowed his dark eyes at the other man. “Oi, oi! You’re here to keep watch, not getting watched, fool,” he called across the gate.

Rogan groaned and wiped a hand over his face. “Oh, give me a break. I barely had a wink of sleep last night because the baby kept screaming her lungs out,” he said, scowling at the older man.

His dark brown gaze shifted between me and Amelia before a wry smirk curled his lips. “When are you two going to tie it? Being adventurers is fun and games, but settling down and building a family is much more important, you know?”

That brought heat to my face, and my jaw worked wordlessly for a retort. Before I could say anything, Amelia stepped toward the black-haired guard and braced both hands on her hips. A faint shade of pink might have tinted her cheeks as well, but the color disappeared too quickly for me to be certain.

“Being adventurers is fun and games? Building a family is much more important? Maybe I should tell my dad what you’ve just said. I wonder how he’ll respond to that?” she asked with a cruel grin.

It was Rogan’s turn to open and close his mouth without a word. His face paled visibly as he looked to his partner for support. But the older man only shrugged and shook his head as if saying, ‘I ain’t getting in the grave you just dug for yourself, fool’.

Sammus had taken the job of overseeing the security of Emberfell as the Captain of the guard three years ago. The former Paragon Knight was a friendly and easy-going man, but he wouldn’t take an insult to adventuring lightly—not even as a joke.

“N-No… Y-You know that’s not what I meant,” Rogan sputtered, taking half a step back in horror, as if Amelia had just turned into a fearsome monster.

“You brought it on yourself,” Kane said, walking up to the Archer alongside me. He leaned closer to her before cackling, “Just make sure I’m not on duty when you tell Sammus, alright? I want to enjoy the show with a drink or two.”

Rogan pressed both hands in front of himself like he was praying and pleaded, “Please don’t tell your dad I said that. He’s going to make me run laps around the town until I drop again. I won’t survive it this time.”

Amelia pursed her lips in thought for a moment. “Fine. I’ll let you off easy today,” she said with a scowl. “But don’t ever make light of our decisions again. Lucas and I didn’t want to become adventurers for money or fame. We’re serious about helping people.”

Sam wasn’t the only one who wouldn’t take an insult to adventuring lightly—joke or not. A fact I had known for a long time. She was his only daughter, after all.

“Alright! Alright! Sorry for teasing you, Amelia,” the dark-haired guard blurted with one palm opened in a placating gesture.

I squeezed Amelia’s shoulder to draw her attention and spare Rogan the agony. “We should get going, or we won’t have time to go out again,” I urged.

“R-Right. Let’s go,” she agreed, then bid farewell to Kane and gave Rogan a pointed look before jogging off.

The senior guard clapped me on the back hard enough to jolt me forward a step. “You have your work cut out for you, lad,” he said with a chuckle.

“Work? What work?” I lifted an eyebrow at him.

“She’s a feisty one. It won’t be easy to win her over. But if you don’t do something soon, someone might snatch her away for good,” he teased before giving me a knowing wink.

My face was burning at this point. “I definitely like you better when you just smile and nod, old man,” I grumbled, and he laughed heartily in response.

He smacked me on the back one more time and said, “She won’t wait forever, you know? Better act fast, or you’ll regret it. Now, go.”

I scowled at him before trotting after Amelia.

Ten minutes later, we stood in front of a large brick building with a triangular roof. A huge emblem with a carving of a crossed staff and sword in front of a heater shield hung above its entrance—a wide open archway.

The Adventurer’s Guild welcomed visitors at all times, so a door was never installed. Not just the one in Emberfell, but every location across Elathia. At least, that was what I was told.

Adventurers with different levels of expertise milled about within the spacious lobby as we crossed the threshold. On the left wall was an expansive map of the realm with a golden, downward pointing triangle marking Emberfell’s location in the south-western region.

There were four capital cities. Three of which were in the territories of the three major races—humans, dwarves, and beastkin. Vinhels, or the Grand Capital, was where all three races lived together, traded and convened on political matters or complaints with the ‘United Assembly’.

Cities were marked with their names above castle-shaped drawings, while the towns were drawn as houses. The villages were left out since new settlements appeared every few years as the population increased, so there was no point in keeping up with them until they became more established.

Prominently at the top of the map was the words ‘Dead Land’ painted in red over a large blackened area. The northern region had once been occupied by the elves over three hundred years ago. A tragedy had completely erased their entire civilization from existence.

To our right was the Quest Board, where most of the available quests in and around Emberfell were posted. That was also where nearly all the adventurers gathered.

Each quest was color-coded for each adventurer’s tier. Black tags were the most dangerous ones, which were the ‘Paragon-Tier’. Red tags were the ‘Champion-Tier’. These two color tags made up roughly ten percent of all the quests but also provided a mind-boggling amount of rewards.

The orange tags were designated to the ‘Valorant-Tier’, which had the most number of quests available. Lastly, the yellow tags were for the ‘Novice-Tier’ where the monsters were only slightly stronger than wild animals and posted the least threat.

Once the decision was made on the quest, the adventurer would take the parchment to the row of counters in the middle of the lobby. The clerks at the station would check that the requirements were met, then register the adventurer for the job, but this step wasn’t always necessary.

Knowing the details of a quest before embarking on it was helpful in most cases. Sometimes, adventurers might also slay a monster before bringing it back to find a matching quest. They, however, wouldn’t know if they could claim a reward until after checking in with the clerk.

On top of the tiers, the quests were also split into two types—Recurring and Unique.

‘Recurring Quests’ were mostly collecting quests that involved bringing one or a set number of things back for a reward—including but not limited to monster parts or corpses. An adventurer only needed to register once and could continue to do it indefinitely.

‘Unique Quests’ were ones that couldn’t be repeated. They were the most common type of quests and often being issued by individuals or a group of people. They could range from a simple retrieval to purging a monster nest to slaying one or several high Threat-Level monsters.

Since ‘Pelt Gathering’ was a Recurring Quest, Amelia and I didn’t bother to stop at the Quest Board. We strolled toward the counter where an attractive woman with long, dark green hair tied into a ponytail was sitting behind her workstation. She wore a black vest over a white, long-sleeve shirt.

She smiled warmly at us. “Hi, you two! What can I do for you today?”

“How’s it going, Sydney? We’re here to drop off nine rodenites,” I said, returning her smile with one equally warm.

Sydney had helped me and Amelia out immensely during our first few weeks of becoming adventurers. She was also the one who had suggested that we forked out a bit more money for the canvas sack, instead of settling with the regular one.

That advice practically saved us a good sum of money and a lot of headache from not having to deal with blood stains and nauseating scent. We couldn’t avoid getting blood on our clothes from the fight, of course, but that was nothing compared to lugging a dripping sack on a mile long hike.

She also seemed to work at the Guild almost every day, filling in for a friend or just working overtime because they were short on staff. Because of that, we got to chat with her quite often and became close over the past two months.

“Of course! Let me get your Plates. Just one moment,” Sydney said.

She closed her eyes in concentration for a moment before the white gem on the bracelet circling her right wrist glowed softly. Two palm-sized, rectangular metal plates appeared in her hand a second later.

“Here you go,” she chirped, placing the plate with the corresponding name in front of us on the counter. “Lucas Leonus, Rank 1—Knight, and Amelia Tiadus, Rank 1—Archer.”

At the top of my ‘Plate of Record’ was my name, engraved into the metal in bold letters that fill the entire width. Below that was my Class and Rank in smaller, less prominent text, followed by my party, Mystic Seekers, on the third line.

The remaining two-thirds of the Plate was dedicated to my ‘Skill List’. As a Rank 1, I only had one skill available, which was acquired along with my buckler when I became a full-fledged Knight.

SKILL LIST

================

Invigorate (level 1)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

================

Currently, Invigorate only boosted a small amount of my strength and physical damage, but the enhancement would grow as its level rose. All I had to do was keep using the skill and absorbing more essence.

I glanced over to my left and saw similar information on Amelia’s plate. Her name was in bold text at the top of the tablet, followed by her Class and Rank, then our party name. The only difference was in her Skill List.

SKILL LIST

================

Sense (level 1)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 10 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

================

According to the Guild, adventurers absorbed ‘essence’ from every monster they had slain. Gaining essence would make them stronger and, once a threshold was reached, they would be promoted to a higher rank and acquire more skills.

In total, there were eleven ranks, split into four tiers. Novices were the first three ranks. Valorants covered Rank 4 to 7 and Champions were Rank 8 to 10 with Paragons being Rank 11.

Most people would gain enough essence to reach Valorant-Tier within a few years of becoming an adventurer. However, most would also stay in that tier throughout their career, with only a handful able to reach Rank 8 or higher.

“Please go ahead and update your Plates, so I can start processing your payment,” Sydney prompted, drawing my attention back to her.

“R-Right!” I said before hovering my hand over the metal.

A slight, nearly imperceptible tug on my skin indicated that the Plate was drawing my essence to verify my identity. Nothing changed on the metallic surface when I pulled my hand away. At least, not to my eyes.

The Guild kept a long list of my information in the back end—things like the number of monsters I had slain and the numerical conversion of my physical attributes. The Plate of Record only presented the most crucial information that most adventurers wanted to know.

For the crazy few who were interested in a deep dive, they could always request a full list of information from the Guild for a small fee. Neither Amelia nor I were into that sort of thing, so we never bothered to find out.

“Great! Now, would you mind putting the sack over here for me, Lucas?” the clerk said and gestured toward the floor next to the counter on her left.

The blood of nine dead rodenites sloshed inside the canvas bag as I moved to comply with her request, causing me to grimace. I couldn’t imagine what kind of messy horror it would cause if the seams broke and everything burst out.

The thought caused me to gulp before carefully putting the sack down on the floor where Sydney had indicated. Amelia and I had done our best to keep the blood and guts inside the bag.

But there was a limit to what we could do with so much blood dripping everywhere. As a result, there were blotches of red and dirt scattered around the exterior of the bag.

Sydney promptly stood from her chair and stepped over, revealing that she was wearing a long, flowing black skirt as a part of her Adventurer’s Guild uniform. She squatted down and hovered a hand above the sack.

“Sorry about the mess,” I said and smiled apologetically.

Sydney only shook her head and smiled up at me. “You don’t need to apologize. Even the strongest adventurer starts out as a Novice. If you keep at it, you'll be able to buy a Spatial Storage soon enough.”

She had also been the one that suggested we get a Spatial Storage as soon as we could. A suggestion our dads had also voiced.

“Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll need a moment to concentrate,” she said.

“Of course,” I said and took half a step back.

The clerk closed her eyes and her brows furrowed slightly. Then the white gem on her silver bracelet shimmered. In the next heartbeat, my bulging canvas bag disappeared, leaving behind only smudges of dirt and blood on the floor.

Even knowing what she was doing, I couldn’t help but watch her in awe. That was the convenience of a Spatial Storage. Sydney merely drew everything inside the magical dimension so she could process my loot without even needing to open the bag.

The Storage would give her the number of rodenites inside the sack without her needing to count the bloody corpses one-by-one. Better yet, the blood, guts, pelt and even my canvas bag would be separated out neatly within the space.

In the old days before the Spatial Storage was invented, reward collection was a much longer and more tedious process. There had to be a team of people processing the loot and sorting them out. The process could take hours, if not days, before the adventurers could return to collect their payouts.

The Spatial Storage had reduced the processing time to mere seconds. It would have been even faster if I also had one of the white gems. I could have just mentally sent a ‘Transfer Request’ to Sydney and shared the loot without even needing to physically take it out.

The dark green-haired clerk stood a moment later, then returned to her chair behind the counter. “Now, let’s get you paid. Give me a moment.”

Sydney reached down to open a drawer and withdrew a leather pouch. With another moment of concentration, the bag swelled and seemed to grow heavy in her hand. Then she placed it on the counter in front of me.

“Here is your reward for the rodenite’s pelts. Each pelt is five vinhs, which brings your total to forty-five vinhs. Please make sure everything is in order before you leave,” she said in a friendly tone.

“Thanks,” I said before taking the pouch and counting through its contents. There were five copper coins and four silver ones, like I had expected.

I nodded after a moment and smiled at Sydney. “Everything is here,” I said, then hesitated. “Mmm… Can I also have my sack back, please?”

She blinked up at me twice as if confused at what I was talking about before a tinge of pink colored her cheeks. “O-Of course! I’m so sorry,” she blurted and quickly placed her right hand over the counter.

The white gem on her bracelet shimmered once more before my canvas bag appeared. Though I had seen it happen multiple times over the past two months, I still couldn’t help but stare wide-eyed at my sack that had now been completely cleaned and was devoid of any blood or dirt.

“Spatial Storage sure is convenient,” I said before I could stop myself, then felt heat rise to my face.

“It is,” Sydney agreed. “I’ve worked here since before its implementation ten years ago. An absolute nightmare didn't even begin to describe what we had to go through on the daily back then.” She practically shivered as she recounted the memories.

“I bet. I’ve heard countless horror stories myself,” I said and smiled sympathetically before pointing to the Plate of Record. “Those plates must have made things a lot easier for you guys too, right?”

The clerk looked down at the palm-sized, rectangular metal tablets on her desk and nodded. “Sure did! When we were still using the Books of Record, we had to send a courier to the HQ in Vinhels with the updated records of each adventurer’s achievements every week.”

The city of Vinhels was where the Adventurer’s Headquarters was located. It was the first Adventurer’s Guild, which was built nearly one hundred years ago. Things weren’t as organized as they were today. Rules, regulations, and ranking were introduced over time to keep adventurers from getting killed unnecessarily.

Before the application of the ‘Ranking System’, adventurers could freely accept any quests, no matter how skilled they were. On top of that, the quest descriptions were rather vague and lacking in many crucial details. That more often than not caused new adventurers to die from engaging monsters far too strong for them.

The Ranking System had reduced countless unnecessary deaths over the several decades that it had been in effect. It was a great idea, but keeping an updated record for thousands of adventurers wasn’t an easy task.

Like Sydney had said, the Guild across Elathia had to send couriers to Vinhels every week with the records of every adventurer who had updated their information. The process was tedious and riddled with delays.

An adventurer could have slain enough monsters to earn a promotion in a week, but couldn’t update his information until the previous one was approved by Headquarters. Because of that, they couldn’t acquire new skills or take on better-paying quests for several days, if not weeks.

“The plate updates and sends the information to the HQ through a private ‘Spatial Channel’, so everything happens with only the slightest of delay,” Sydney continued giddily.

“Incredible,” I said in response.

The dark green-haired clerk lifted my Plate as if trying to show me something. “On top of that, the Plate is tied to your essence, so it’ll only update once it has verified your essence signature. Plus, this is just a copy, so even if it’s stolen or destroyed, you have nothing to worry about.”

I blinked at her words, then realized she was telling the truth once I examined my plate more closely.

The information displayed was the same as the one I saw during the Imprinting Process. My name, Class, Rank, party and skill were on there, except for my fingerprint on the back of the tablet.

After obtaining the permit, every adventurer had to imprint their essence on the Plate of Record with a fingerprint made from their own blood. That was when my information populated the Guild’s database and the Plate became bound to me.

“You’re right. This isn’t the original,” I murmured.

“Exactly. The original Plate of Record was sent to HQ before a copy was created for each Guild across Elathia. This way, you can travel anywhere and still have all your information up-to-date.”

“Fascinating,” I said and genuinely felt it.

Before I could say anything else, a hand slid up my chest from the left as an arm wrapped around my right shoulder. A familiar softness pressed into my back in the next moment before a warm breath caressed my ear.

A whiff of sweet lilac enveloped me, and I immediately knew who was behind me. I thanked whoever had made my leather breastplate for skimping on the materials and leaving my back open with only a few straps to secure the armor.

The lack of protection was definitely not good in a fight, but I would risk it just for this. I didn’t pick it by choice, though. It was the only piece I could afford with the leftover money after buying Amelia’s bow. I literally didn’t have a choice. Being able to feel her soft breasts on my back was only a fortunate coincidence.

“A-Amelia?” I asked as heat grew on my cheeks while my blood rushed downward.

“Yes, the Plate of Record is very fascinating, but can we go now? I’m starving,” Amelia said with a pout next to my ear, sending goosebumps across my back.

“Right!” I said before turning to the clerk. “Thank you for all your help, Sydney.”

“Bye, Syd!” Amelia said with a wave.

“See you two later,” Sydney said with a snicker as the Archer towed me toward the archway.


CHAPTER THREE

EMBERFELL

Emberfell was bustling with activity when Amelia and I left the Adventurer’s Guild. Expansive trees and colorful flower bushes were interspersed between brick buildings as we approached the business district in the center of town.

A large pond, surrounding the town square like a moat, shimmered in the afternoon sun. Ducks and other birds feasted on any fish they could find in the water while people lounged lazily on lakeside benches, having lunch.

The cozy atmosphere belied the intense battles raging within the square. Item merchants and food vendors fought for potential customers’ attention, advertising their goods and yelling promises of being the best or tastiest in town.

We crossed one of the four wide bridges that connected the square to the rest of Emberfell before the aromatic scent of grilled meat and spices struck us. My stomach immediately sought my attention with an incessant rumbling of hunger.

“What do you want for lunch?” I asked before reaching down to my waist for the money pouch I had received from Sydney. It was gone. With a panic, I groped around my belt and spun in place as I searched the ground for it.

“Fuck!” I spat, my heart racing as I cursed myself for being careless and losing the money we had just earned. “Someone must have…”

A clink of coins snapped my attention to Amelia, who was standing to my left with a satisfied smirk on her lips. The coin pouch sat on her left hand while she rummaged through its contents with her right. She must have snatched it from me when she pressed up against my back at the Guild.

I blinked once, then blinked again, a mix of emotions running through me. Frustration, surprise, but most of all relief. At least, we didn’t lose our hard earned money to some pick-pocket on the street. I would feel pretty stupid if that were the case.

Even as peaceful as Emberfell was, there were still thugs and thieves roaming the streets, looking to cause trouble or for unexpected prey. Though the guards had managed to keep the crime rate very low, the town was still too big for them to have a handle on everything.

This wasn’t the first time she'd pulled a prank like this. I had known her long enough to accept that it was a part of her mischievous nature, and there was nothing I could do to change it. Even her father, who was one of the most powerful adventurers in the Coast, couldn’t discipline it out of her.

“Dammit, Amelia! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” I grumbled and reached for the pouch.

She twisted away just before my fingers could close around the bag. Stopping just out of my reach, she braced both fists on her hips and pouted at me.

“That’s what you get for not paying attention to your surroundings,” she chided, then fished out a silver coin and held it out to me. “That’s all you get.”

“Ten vinhs? How is that fair?” I asked, incredulous.

“Ten vinhs is already way too generous, considering you lost the pouch. If I’d been a real pick-pocket, you wouldn’t have gotten anything at all.”

“But you’re not!” I retorted before letting out an exasperated sigh and bowed my head. “Alright, fine. I get the point. I need to pay more attention to my surroundings.”

The satisfied smirk returned to her lips at my acceptance of defeat. Being aware of our surroundings at all times had been Sammus’s first teaching, and one of the few he drilled into our heads day after day until it became second nature. It had also proven crucial in real combat time and time again.

“Now, can we please split the reward, so we can buy lunch?” I asked.

“Nope!” she said and dropped the silver coin into my open palm.

“What? Why not?”

“Because you’ve been ogling Syd too much.”

“Huh?” was all I managed for several seconds. “What does that have to do with this?”

“You’re not even denying it!” She jabbed an accusatory finger at me.

“Wait. No. That’s not…”

She grumbled something under her breath, too soft for me to hear as she spun away. “Don’t follow me!” she said, scowling over her shoulder at me before darting off between the stalls amidst the crowd.

I stared after her dumbfounded, unsure of what had just happened. “What in Rosien’s name was that all about?” I said to no one in particular as I scratched the back of my head in confusion.

Sydney was like a mature older friend I looked up to and maybe fantasized about… a bit. But I couldn’t have been the only one. At least half the men going in and out of the Guild must have done it at some point.

She was attractive, knowledgeable, and friendly. Her advice had been on point and immensely useful for Novices like us. Of course I would feel something toward her, but I would never act on it.

I let out a heavy sigh and shook my head. There was nothing I could do to change Amelia’s mood. I knew her well enough to know when I should leave her alone and not prod for answers.

Like Kane said, she was a feisty one. She had a blazing attitude like the color of her hair. Pressing the issue would only make her more mad at me. It wouldn’t end well, so my best option was to stay quiet and wait for her to come around on her own.

Technically, the two of us had known each other since we were babies. Our fathers had been best friends for nearly forty years. After falling in love with our mothers, they decided to settle down and became neighbors in Emberfell.

Still, they couldn’t stop adventuring right away. The yearning to explore open fields and slay horrific monsters called to them. Staying in one place for a long time wasn’t in their nature. However, they would only leave for short expeditions that lasted a week or two at most.

That all changed once my mother became pregnant with me. My father immediately quit adventuring to care for her. Then a few weeks later, Sammus was also forced to stay home for good once his wife began showing signs of pregnancy.

For that reason, I had known Amelia for as long as I could remember. She was literally the first girl I had ever talked to and the first friend I had made in my life. I had probably spent more time with her than my parents. We were an inseparable pair to everyone who knew us.

Even with the amount of time I had spent with her and how close we had become over the years, I had never found her any less attractive or delightful to be around. Instead, I wanted even more of her. I wanted to be at her side every minute, every second of the day for as long as I could.

So, even when she was being unreasonable, I still couldn’t find it in me to be angry at her. She was just being her—being the feisty redhead that I had come to care for and… love.

My cheeks burned as the word seemed to bounce around in my head like an endless echo. I had worked myself up to a confession on countless occasions, but I would lose my nerve just before I could tell her how I felt. Every. Damn. Time!

I didn’t know how she felt about me. Even if we were very close, I couldn’t be certain and didn’t dare to assume anything. I didn’t want things to change for the worse between us, and a confession could certainly do that if she didn’t see me in the same way.

“Fuck! This is annoying,” I grumbled and decided to get lunch rather than dwelling on the unresolved dilemma.

Half an hour later, we were strolling down a street in the merchant district with food in our hands. Amelia had returned to her usual perky self when we met back up at the edge of the town square.

She had chosen a grilled fish wrap for her lunch and made the mistake of offering me a taste. So I got back at her for the prank she had pulled by taking a hefty bite that took almost half of her meal.

The flatbread was soft, while the fish was juicy and spiced to perfection. It was incredibly delicious until Amelia pulled my ear for taking half of her lunch in one bite. Her mood only shifted back to normal after I appeased her by offering one of my beef skewers in return.

The chunky meat was tender and moist. Each piece filled my mouth with the flavor of aromatic herbs and delicious savory taste. It was addictive and made me crave more with every bite. Before I realized it, all four skewers I bought were gone.

Once we were done with our lunch, we took a leisurely walk along the cobbled path and explored the variety of adventuring equipment on display. Not that we had the money to buy any of them. At least not right now.

We were saving up for a Spatial Storage Gem, so food and supplies were all we could afford for the time being. But one can dream, and that was exactly what we were doing.

The shopkeepers knew us, or who our parents were, so they greeted us warmly. They were even kind enough to tell us the prices of their merchandise when we asked, even though they knew we wouldn’t buy them.

Maybe they were playing the long-game and thought that we would eventually beg our parents to get them for us. We might be broke as Novices, but our dads weren’t.

They were as rich as any wealthy merchant in Emberfell or even some noble families in Dawnreach. Our parents could live out the rest of their lives from the savings they had amassed throughout their careers.

The only reason Sammus took up the job as Captain of the guard was so he would have something to do—not because he needed money. My dad, on the other hand, was happy to just enjoy his retirement to its fullest.

They had offered to buy new gear for us as presents for earning our Adventuring Permit. It was a tempting offer that was incredibly difficult to reject, but we firmly turned them down and were pretty proud of ourselves for it.

We wanted to create our own path with our own strength. If we accepted their help, even if it was out of love, we would feel like we had cheated and taken the easy route.

The practice wasn’t uncommon, of course. Especially with the pompous nobles who became adventurers to gain fame and recognition from their peers. They would wear the shiniest armor and use fanciest weapons but had never seen a real battle in their lives.

We had shed blood, sweat and tears to grow strong. Taking even the smallest of shortcuts would be a betrayal to our determination and dream.

“Damn! The Spatial Storage Gem is one thousand vinhs,” Amelia said from beside me as she examined the equipment through the display window.

“If you think about it, we only need one for the party. It’s not that out of reach,” I said.

She raised a scarlet brow at me. “What makes you think I’d want to share a Storage with you?”

“Why not?” I asked, utterly baffled.

“Well…” she started, then hesitated.

“Well, what?”

Her cheeks turned pink after a few seconds of silence. A moment later, her eyebrows knitted. “B-Because we’re only companions! That’s why I won’t share it with you!”

I was too surprised by her outburst to form a response, and she stalked off without another word. I spun around after her, but didn’t really know what to say.

What does she mean by only companions? Isn’t that enough reason to share the Storage? I scratched my head as I watched her stomp away without looking back. Is she still hungry or something?

Not knowing what else to do, I fell back to my best and only method of dealing with her mood swings—keeping my mouth shut and waiting for them to pass. Just like how people would hunker down to weather a storm, I kept to myself and quietly followed her.

Amelia was still quiet when we approached the Eastern Gate. Kane and Rogan eyed us quizzically as we approached. I quickly pressed a finger to my lips as a signal, so the wiry guard wouldn’t say something stupid. The last thing I needed was for her mood to get worse before our hunt.

Not that I was worried she wouldn’t support me during the battle because of it. Amelia could separate work from personal feelings. But being in a bad mood could make her reckless and become detrimental to our survival, even against weak enemies.

“Going out for another hunt? You two are so hardworking,” Kane said with his signature bushy-bearded grin.

“We have to, if we want to be promoted soon. Plus, we can always use extra money,” Amelia said.

A wry smile stretched across Rogan’s lips at her comment about money. He turned and was about to say something, but I glared at him. Fortunately, that was enough to keep him from voicing his thoughts, whatever that may be.

“Well, it is good to be young and full of energy,” the senior guard mused before his expression grew serious. “Just make sure you don’t overdo it, you hear?”

“We won’t. We’re sticking to the rodenites. At least, for now, until we can outfit ourselves with some better gear,” I assured him.

“Don’t wander deep into the forest. Try to just stay close to the edge, so you can run back if anything happens.”

Amelia looked surprised by the warning, and I did as well. The two of us had been out hunting in the woods for two months now, and Kane hadn’t been this concerned about our hunt before today. I opened my mouth to question him, but Rogan brought up the reason for me instead.

“A party of Valors got wiped out. From the five, only one made it back. The healers are working to keep her alive right now,” the junior guard said and drew a disapproving scowl from his partner.

Rogan shrugged. “What? It’s better that they know about it and be careful. Am I wrong?”

Kane grunted, then slumped his shoulders as if begrudgingly agreeing with his friend. “You’re right. Who knew you could say the right thing for once?”

“Oh, fuck you, grump,” Rogan grumbled before turning toward us. “From what I’ve heard, the party was attacked by a troll.”

“A troll? One troll can’t possibly wipe out an entire party of Valors,” Amelia said in disbelief, which mirrored my thought.

Trolls were Threat-Level 4 monsters with bulging muscles and hulking physique. A single strike from their enormous fist could easily shatter bones and pulverize internal organs.

But bulging muscles and hulking physique were pretty much the extent of their offensive prowess. The massive monster lacked speed, which made them easy targets for experienced and agile adventurers. They also had little in terms of intelligence and would act purely on instinct.

A Rank 4 Knight or even a few Rank 3 adventurers, could easily take down a troll with a bit of time and strategy. There was no way a party of Valorants could have been defeated by one.

Even if the entire group was only made up of support classes like Archers or Wizards, I couldn’t see a scenario where they would have a tough time dealing with a troll. A few ‘Firebolts’ or well-placed arrows would end the fight in minutes.

“Are you sure it’s just a troll and not a pack of them?” I asked, trying and failing not to sound skeptical.

Rogan didn’t take offense to my question and merely shrugged. “I thought the same too, but it seems the survivor insisted it was one troll that attacked them. But she also said it was different.”

“Different?” I asked.

His face scrunched up in thought for a moment. “Something about its blood being black and… and there was something about its back,” he murmured, scratching the back of his head.

“What was wrong with its back?” Amelia pressed.

He chewed on his lower lip for a time, then shook his head. “I don’t know. All I heard was it didn’t look right. Sorry.”

Amelia and I fell quiet as we processed the news. It was normal for monsters to evolve and grow stronger over time. What the Valorants encountered could have been a new breed of trolls that had grown immensely powerful after several evolution cycles.

However, the idea seemed unlikely no matter how I looked at it. Evolution cycles took decades, if not centuries, to complete. There was no way the Adventurer’s Guild wouldn’t learn about it beforehand.

“Ah fuck! Don’t tell me there’s going to be another attack,” Rogan grumbled.

“Stop scaring the kids, fool!” Kane blurted from the other side of the gate. “You’re going to make them fear the forest with this kind of stupid story.”

“It isn’t stupid!” Rogan retorted. “The last attack was nineteen years ago. It can happen again.”

There had been attacks on Emberfell over the years, but they were mostly small packs of monsters straying from their habitats. The one from nineteen years ago had been the biggest attack ever, with a gathering of nearly two hundred monsters from the surrounding area.

Amelia’s and my parents along with the Valiant Resonance, the party our dads were a part of, happened to be in town just a few days prior. Our homes had just finished construction, so they were in the process of moving in.

The timing couldn’t have been worse for the monsters. The news of the massive attack had thrown Emberfell into chaos and panic as they were unpacking and settling in. The interruption spoiled their mood, which didn’t bode well for the feral horde.

Needless to say, the crisis was promptly averted when the Paragon adventures joined in the defense and wiped out the nearly two hundred critters within an hour. Still, people continued to panic for a few more hours at the strange phenomenon before calming enough for things to settle down.

“When were the Valorants attacked?” I asked.

His face scrunched up in thought once more before he said, “Yesterday. I think. The scouts brought the survivor in not long after you two returned.”

“From what I heard, the damn monster appeared in the forest north of Ravian Plain. You should be safe if you stick around the woods in this area,” Kane chimed in.

I nodded, then glanced over to Amelia. “What do you think? Still want to go for another hunt?”

She pursed her lips and furrowed her scarlet brows for a moment before meeting my eyes. The glint of determination in her golden gaze already told me what she was about to say.

“Ravian Plain is almost forty miles from here. I doubt the troll will come all the way here. We just need to keep an eye out and be extra careful,” she said with a confident smirk.

“Let’s go kill more rats then!” I agreed before quickly adding, “Just make sure you stay close to me, alright?”

“I will,” she said, and we left the safety of Emberfell toward the forest.


CHAPTER FOUR

INTERRUPTION

The forest was calm and serene just like it had been two hours ago. Insects hummed in the underbrush, while birds chirped their songs happily above the expansive canopies of tall trees. There was no sign of nature being disturbed in any way.

That put me at ease a little. The tension seemed to bleed from my shoulders at the sight of our peaceful surroundings. From her current relaxed posture, Amelia must have gone through the same range of emotions I did after hearing Rogan’s story.

There was no way the two of us would stand a chance against a monster that could wipe out an entire party of Valorants. Even if we were both well-trained and were probably much stronger than most Rank 1, we were at best Rank 2 in terms of experience and skill.

Still, if what Rogan said was true, the troll had appeared in the forest north of Ravian Plain. That was at least half a day of constant walking from Emberfell. We were well outside of its habitat.

Monsters didn’t migrate unless their homes were threatened by something else, like a wildfire or an invasion of a stronger species. Because of that, our chances of running into this troll were rather low.

“We should probably get this over with quickly,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Amelia.

She nodded, likely knowing exactly what I meant. As long as our chances of running into the troll weren’t zero, we shouldn’t go about hunting the rodenites at the same easy pace we used to.

However, being reckless was also not a good idea. Even if the monsters around here were rather weak, we would be in trouble if they surrounded us. Though we could definitely fight our way out, there was a big chance we would get seriously hurt.

“Let’s do it then,” I urged.

At my prompt, Amelia closed her eyes and concentrated. Even when I couldn’t see any visible changes on her, I was certain she was using her Archer skill—Sense. It enhanced her sight, smell, and hearing for ten seconds, improving her ability to scout for prey.

“I can hear three… no, four of them about twenty yards to the right,” she said after a moment, then opened her eyes.

I nodded and took off in the direction she had pointed. She moved into step just behind me, an arrow nocked and ready. It was a familiar formation that we had used so many times that we naturally fell into it.

We might have officially been adventurers for two months, but Amelia and I had trained together long before that. We could switch strategies or support one another with mere eye contact. I could tell what she wanted to do just from the way she moved, which was the same for her as well.

We both knew without a shred of doubt that she had my back, and I hers.

The last thing I would ever want was to see Amelia get hurt. Given our line of work, the likelihood of that happening was rather high, but I would do my damndest to keep her safe. That was the promise I had made to myself and never intended to break it.

Not just because she was my childhood friend. She meant much more to me than that. I wanted to have her at my side forever, and not just as a companion.

I would make it clear to her once we returned to Emberfell this afternoon. Yes, that was the plan. A bit abrupt, but I wouldn’t wait any longer. I would confess to her and make sure she knew how much she meant to me.

Today! No more delay. Be a man, Lucas! You can do this!

The thought gave me a boost of determination, and I strode forward with renewed vigor. Kane’s words still rang through my mind about how Amelia wouldn’t stay single forever. I wouldn’t know what to do if I no longer had her at my side.

“Just behind those bushes,” Amelia said, alerting me to the impending battle.

“Got it!” I said and tightened my grips on the hilt of my sword and buckler.

I activated my Knight skill—Invigorate. My muscles grew taut and power filled me. At level 1, the skill only increased a small amount of my strength and physical damage for a minute.

Everyone had an ‘Essence Well’ inside them. In my mind’s eye, the Well looked like a sphere inside my chest cavity where my heart should be in the physical world. Just like the name implied, it was a container to hold my essence, which was required to activate skills.

After using Invigorate, the essence in my Well was reduced by a third. I could use the skill twice more before I was completely drained. That was, of course, a terrible idea since I would have an ‘Essence Burnout’.

A Burnout would cause complete paralysis and even loss of consciousness. The condition could last from several minutes to hours, depending on how quickly the person could regenerate essence.

I dashed straight for the bushes and slashed sideways. The obstacle erupted in a spray of twigs and leaves as I carved a path into a small clearing where four rodenites were roaming.

Their heads immediately snapped in my direction, their round, red eyes narrowing into what I could only assume were angry glares. One of them shrieked as if ordering the others to attack before all four of them furiously launched at me.

My boots stomped to a stop on the soft earth, my sword glinting at my side. Before any of them could get within my attack range, however, an arrow flew past me to strike one of the rodenites in the eye. It instantly crumpled to the ground, the momentum of its run causing its body to flip and roll before stopping.

One of the remaining three rodenites leaped for my throat. A move I had encountered more times than I could keep count. I reflexively swatted the monster to the side with the buckler on my left arm. Then took half a step forward in anticipation for the next rat monster to launch itself into the air at me.

It came as if the pattern had been rehearsed over and over again, and I simply thrust my sword forward. The rodenite squealed painfully as the sharp tip of my blade plunged through its chest and protruded out its back.

I immediately flicked the dead monster from my weapon and swung sideways at the fourth, who had just leaped at me. My sword cleaved through its soft abdomen with ease, spilling its blood and guts in an arc before its limp body crashed to the ground.

Without needing to glance in the direction of the rodenite I had swatted away, I knew it was already dead. A sharp twang of a bowstring while I was dealing with the fourth rodenite was more than enough to tell me that Amelia had gotten her second kill as well.

“Easy peasy,” I said, pulling the neatly folded canvas bag from the pouch at my waist.

“I think we can take on something stronger already,” Amelia said.

I could hear the hopeful expectation in her tone, and I couldn’t blame her. We had been fighting these rats for months before most Novices, thanks to our fathers. They hardly posed any challenge for us at this point, and fighting them had become more like a chore.

I also wanted to fight a new type of monster, not necessarily a stronger one. Just a different encounter that could make things a little more exciting. But that would have been an irresponsible decision.

We were still early in our adventuring career and now was about building up a strong foundation for the future. As our party's only defense, I couldn’t allow myself to get carried away and face enemies stronger than I could handle.

Not because I was afraid of getting hurt. Our training had already accustomed me to a good amount of pain. A few cuts and bruises came with the job, and I had accepted that much.

But taking damage could cause me to falter, and I couldn’t allow that to happen. Faltering meant I would leave Amelia open to attacks, and seeing her getting injured would hurt me far more than suffering the injuries myself.

So, I pressed my lips into a thin line and shook my head. “Maybe once we get to Rank 2. We aren’t strong enough to take on other monsters yet, and I don’t know if our equipment can take it,” I said, and braced myself for the protest she would throw my way.

To my surprise, it never came. All I heard was a sigh and a snicker before the gorgeous Archer appeared in front of me with a smirk on her lips. She pressed her right hand to her hip while her left hung at her side with the longbow in her grip.

“You know we’re more than capable of taking on stronger monsters in these woods,” she said, but there was no annoyance in her tone, only understanding. “We can just find an isolated grizzer or direfang and see how we fare first.”

She was pressing close to me, and the scent of sweet lilac from her was intoxicating. My heart immediately raced because of our close proximity before the thought of confessing to her filled my mind.

Then my eyes drew down to her soft, full lips and dropped further to her exposed cleavage and ample breasts. I gulped and had to force my gaze back up to meet hers with considerable effort.

“Y-You know that’s not how it works,” I managed before quickly crouching down to gather the dead rodenite at my feet. “Monsters in this area always stay in packs. Finding one that strays from their group won’t be easy.”

“Then we’ll find a pair of them. We can definitely handle two direfangs or grizzers without a problem,” Amelia retorted.

I was greeted with the sight of her smooth thighs when I swiveled my head to look up at her. My heart lurched into a gallop once more before I suppressed the urge to admire her alluring curves as my gaze shifted across her taut belly to meet her eyes.

“Why are you in such a hurry to fight stronger monsters? We have only been adventuring for two months,” I said.

“Yes, two months of hunting nothing but rodenites. The reward isn’t enough to sustain us long-term. We barely have anything left after getting food. We also barely gain any essence for each kill. At this rate, we’ll probably be spending another six months in these woods before we can get a promotion.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing she would understand where I was coming from. I didn’t do this for myself, but for her safety. Her argument was sound, and I also wanted more than anything to reach Rank 2 as soon as I could. But, we would never get there if we got carried away and died in the process.

The canvas bag creaked when I pulled the drawstring tight after gathering all the corpses inside. I stood, but didn’t turn to face her. “I don’t mind spending six months to get the promotion, if it means we can get there safely,” I bit out, and was fully expecting an outburst of frustration from her.

All I heard was her longbow thudding on the grassy ground. Before I could turn to look at what happened, both of her hands surged up to clasp either side of my face and twisted my head forcefully to look at her.

She narrowed her eyes at me, and her expression was a mix between amusement and annoyance. She drew even closer to me until our faces were just a few inches apart.

I only managed to gulp as my heart hammered in my chest. This close, the golden glow of her eyes was like an endless depth of mesmerizing bliss. Coupled that with her sweet scent and I could stay this way for the rest of time.

Then my gaze shifted down to her succulent lips and my throat grew parched. All I could think about was her taste and the softness of her touch. Before I could muster the courage to wrap my arm around her waist and pull her in for a kiss, however, she spoke up.

“You have to stop doing that!” she said, scowling.

“D-Doing what?” I sputtered, not daring to move an inch.

“Doing that! Acting like I’m some kind of delicate flower that will just shatter if the wind blows just a little too hard,” she said, and pulled me in even closer.

Our lips were within an inch of each other, and I wanted nothing more than to push forward.

“I-I wasn’t…” I said instead, but knew I wasn’t making a good case for myself.

She wasn’t wrong to think that I viewed her as a delicate flower since I had been too afraid of even seeing a scratch on her. It was stupid, I knew, but I wanted to keep her unhurt for as long as I could.

“You are!” she retorted firmly. “And it’s annoying. We promised each other to become adventurers worthy of praise and recognition together. We can’t spend six months hunting rodenites, so we can get a promotion safely.”

“B-But… that’s—”

“That’s the safest way?” she finished for me. “It may be the safest way but it’s also a slow ass one. I want a challenge. I want to feel my blood pumping with excitement like when we fought these rodenites for the first time. I want to enjoy the adventure, not grind my way through ranks just because it’s the safest way.”

I blinked at her words. I felt the same way she did and wanted nothing more than to actually put some effort into each fight. We had learned the rodenite’s behaviors and attack pattern by heart and, even I had to admit, hunting them had become nothing more than a boring routine for a long while.

“So, what do you say? Shall we try our hand at something more challenging?” she asked with a broad smile as her breath mingled with mine.

“T-Too… Too close,” I managed as our foreheads pressed into one another and the tips of our lips were touching.

Amelia blinked twice as if confused at my words before she realized we were close enough to kiss. She took a lurching step back, but her sudden movement caused our legs to tangle. She let out a yelp as she tumbled backward, her arms pinwheeling to keep her balance.

I wrapped an arm around her slender waist, doing my best to keep her from falling. But her momentum caught me by surprise and pulled me forward. Reflexively, I twisted our bodies midair so I would cushion her fall by landing on my back with her on top of me.

Air rushed out of my lungs and my vision blurred for a moment. Fortunately, the layer of dry leaves covering the ground ensured that our landing was soft and painless. I immediately looked up at Amelia with concern.

“Are you alright? Are you hurt?” I asked, still holding her tight in my arms.

She flashed me a wry grin. “You’re doing it again! I’m more resilient than you think. I didn’t become an adventurer so you can pamper me, you know? I want to fight by your side. I want to truly be your companion. Someone you can rely on, not someone who needs constant protection.”

I stared at her without a word for a long moment before a realization dawned on me. Instead of trying to get stronger, my only focus was keeping her safe. I had been doing it wrong all this time.

It should have been the other way around. I should have wanted us to get stronger, so we could efficiently defeat more powerful monsters. She was a capable Archer with incredible accuracy—a fact I had known for years. I should trust in her abilities and fight alongside her rather than keeping her out of harm’s way.

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth as I finally understood my mistake. “Alright, fine. You convinced me. Let’s find something stronger to fight then,” I said with a smile.

Amelia smiled back. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

Then the closeness of our bodies suddenly became apparent to me. She was laying atop me with her stomach pressed firmly against my crotch. The realization immediately forced blood from my brain, and I scrambled to keep the most treacherous part of my body from growing.

“Sh-Should we get up?” I asked gingerly, trying not to move for fearing she might feel some kind of hardening between my legs.

But instead of doing as I had asked, Amelia flashed me a roguish smirk. “Why? I’m pretty comfortable where I am,” she said, then leaned down to rest her chin on my breastplate.

“Rosien, god of creation, this isn’t the time or place to be lying around,” I protested, feeling my pants growing more and more constricting as I spoke.

“We’re more than capable of dealing with the rodenites if they show—”

Her words cut off abruptly before her face turned beet red and her smirk disappeared. I didn’t have to see my own face to know that I was also turning the same color from the heat burning my cheeks.

Despite all that, Amelia didn’t make a move to get up. She remained atop me, and the vibration of her racing heart was too intense to miss. Her eyes flicked down to my lips, then lingered there for several heartbeats before lifting to meet mine again.

I gulped, and my hands reactively crept up to rest on her back. A shudder ran through her at my touch before her breathing suddenly grew ragged. An urge to pull her down and press my lips to hers suddenly overcame me, and I mustered all the courage I had to do just that.

One of my hands slid up her spine to the back of her head before gently guiding her toward me. She didn’t resist. I swallowed, then lifted my head from the grass to meet her. My heart was slamming so hard against my ribcage that it practically drowned out every other sound in the area.

Our lips moved closer and closer as time seemed to slow. Nothing else mattered. The humming of insects had quieted, and the bird songs seemed to have vanished. The world suddenly fell silent around us as if trying to give us the privacy we yearned for.

I paused when we were barely an inch apart. This silence was different—wrong. It wasn’t like when my complete focus caused my surroundings to fade away into the background. The forest had literally become devoid of any sound, except for a soft rustle of leaves.

“Something isn’t right,” I murmured, a cold dread trickling down my back.

“Wh-What?” Amelia asked, blinking in a daze with her cheeks still flushed.

But before I could say anything else, a deafening roar tore through the forest and materialized my fear into reality.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE TROLL

The roar was more than enough to startle Amelia back to her senses. She instinctively reached for her longbow before scrambling to her feet, the heat of the moment we had together completely forgotten. I followed a heartbeat later, equipping my buckler and drawing my blade.

“What in Rosien’s name was that?” she asked, glancing around nervously at the trees.

“I don’t know,” I said, but already had a few guesses in my head.

My mind went straight to the troll that had wiped out an entire party of Valorants by itself. However, given its original sighting location and the territorial nature of the monster, I didn’t think it would roam all the way here—not with a reason I could think off the top of my head.

But that same monster that should have been easily dealt with by one Rank 4 Knight or a few Rank 3 also took out five Valorants on its own. Logic and natural behaviors might not actually apply to it after all. That or…

The next theory made my blood run cold. If that particular troll could mutate into something more powerful, the same thing could happen to other monsters as well. The source of the frightening roar could have been an entirely different creature that lived in this region.

If that was the case, then there could be more of these powerful monsters showing up in the coming days.

I immediately shook the unsettling thought from my mind. It was merely my own speculation. There hadn’t been any evidence that monsters could mutate or evolve at such a rapid rate. So, unless someone found proof to support such an occurrence, I shouldn’t jump to any conclusions.

“We have to get out of here now!” I said.

There was no reason to second guess my decision. Even if the approaching monster wasn’t the same one that wiped out the party of Valorants, two Novices like us would be better off running from anything that could make such a fearsome sound.

Amelia didn’t need any more convincing. She immediately nodded, and I promptly clipped the buckler on my back and sheathed my sword. Then I reached for the sack that contained four rodenite’s corpses.

I slung the canvas bag over my shoulder and turned to her. “Let’s go!”

We took off on a jog toward the edge of the clearing. The ground vibrated with a tremendous footfall as we darted through the gap I had made in the bushes from the earlier fight.

Trees creaked, then snapped with a deafening crack a heartbeat later. The ground shook a moment later as a tree crashed down. A massive shadow lumbered into view in front of us, amidst the foliage, cutting off our escape path.

My heart lurched over several beats. I pulled Amelia down by her wrist to hide behind the bushes beside me. From the brief glimpse I had, that monster was enormous, easily twice my height and bulk and I was already tall and well-muscled myself. Any inkling of us taking it on instantly left my mind.

“Rosien, god of creation. Is that the troll Rogan was talking about?” Amelia hissed through gritted teeth, her eyes wide with fright and anxiety.

Even if she had wanted to take on something more challenging before, she clearly had no intention of doing that right now. The massive troll on the other side of the bushes wasn’t something we could deal with on our own. She would also undoubtedly agree we needed to get out of here.

I gritted my teeth before taking another glance at the monster. It was still lumbering forward at an incredibly slow pace, growling and pushing down trees that were in its way. Then my spine grew cold with dread…

“It’s heading in the direction of Emberfell!” I whispered through gritted teeth before adding, “We need to warn the town!”

Amelia nodded in agreement, then hesitated. “But it’ll see us if we go that way.”

“We can go around it. That thing is slow, we should be able to outpace it even if we have to go the long way around,” I said.

Amelia looked skeptical, and I could understand her fears. Though we had been hunting rodenites in this area for two months, we hadn’t ventured into other areas of the forest. If we were to circle around the monster and avoid being noticed, then we would have to go into the parts we had never been before.

After a moment of contemplation, she clenched her jaw and nodded. “I guess that’s what I get for wanting new challenges,” she said with a soft chuckle.

I squeezed her shoulder. “It'll be alright. We can do this,” I said to encourage not just her but myself as well.

With the decision made, I drew my sword and tightened my grip on the canvas bag. We took off eastward in a crouch, keeping low behind the bushes to avoid being seen by the monster. It continued to topple trees and growl as it lumbered west.

I had a few guesses as to why it was heading in that direction, but I also didn’t care to find out. Nothing good could come of a troll that strayed nearly forty miles from its habitat.

It must have been either provoked or chased out by stronger foes. The former seemed more likely since it looked more enraged than afraid. Though rarely, there had also been cases of monsters hunting down adventurers after they had gone berserk with bloodlust.

“Is it following that Valor all the way here?” Amelia asked as we moved further away from the troll.

I glanced over my shoulder at the lumbering form of the hulking monster gradually getting further and further away. “It’s possible, but this is really far out,” I said with quite a lot of confusion and skepticism.

“Why else would it be here?” she asked before stealing a quick glance herself. “The way it just keeps pushing through the trees without going around them is also very strange.”

“I noticed that too. Something is definitely wrong with this troll,” I agreed before adding, “We better hurry.”

Amelia nodded, and we picked up our pace. Fortunately, there were only four rodenites in the sack, so the added weight didn’t hinder my movements much.

Despite the sloshing of blood that caused the canvas bag to swing annoyingly, I was able to maintain my speed and keep up with my redhead companion.

We darted between tall trees and unruly bushes as I followed her lead. Since acquiring the Archer Class, she had also become an even better tracker. She seemed to gracefully weave through the woods with barely a thought as if already knowing the path beforehand.

She had always been good at navigating the foliage ever since we were training to become adventurers. It was probably an innate talent on her part, and becoming an Archer just improved upon it.

My dad, Liam, was the one who suggested that she should aim for the Archer Class. Sammus had protested at first, since he had been a Knight and wanted his only daughter to follow in his footsteps.

But the evidence of her talents became clearer as she got older. Eventually her skill and prowess in Archery were too prominent for him to deny. So, he eventually relented and let her train as an Archer.

As for me, though my dad had been a Paragon Wizard, I wasn’t ‘attuned’. Apparently, it wasn’t hereditary. Because of that, I couldn’t sense the Mana flowing in our surroundings, let alone siphon its energy to store within me.

In the end, my dad sent me over to train under Sammus, so I could become a proper Knight instead of a talentless Wizard. The former Paragon Knight was more than happy to take me in because he could finally train an aspiring Knight like he had wanted.

The turn of events was definitely a better outcome for both Amelia and I.

A duo of Archer and Wizard wouldn’t last long in a fight without someone to shield them from attacks or draw the attention of the enemies. With me being her living shield, Amelia was safe in the backline to deal damage and support me.

“We’ll cross the troll’s path soon,” the Archer said from in front of me with a quick glance over her shoulder.

Twenty yards in front of her, the destruction from the massive monster loomed. Fallen trees and shattered trunks were visible under bright sunlight that shone down through the broken gap in the thick canopy.

Amelia’s crimson brows furrowed with concentration. She was likely using Sense to detect if there were any monsters blocking our path. The skill cost little essence to activate and had a short cooldown, so she could afford to use it frequently.

“Shit!” she spat before skidding to a stop.

I shot past her and nearly tumbled face-first into the ground as I forcefully halted. “What is it?” I hissed, glancing at her in alarm.

Her jaw clenched as she continued to focus on listening to our surroundings. “There are… a group of monsters up ahead... to the left,” she said, pointing toward the broken line of trees.

“Rodenites. Five… Six… Eight of them,” she added and her face grew pale as soon as she uttered the final number.

The most number of rodenites we had encountered at once was five. Though we had managed to slay all of them, it had taken a considerable effort. Dealing with four of those rats had been significantly easier.

The battle became exponentially more difficult with just one additional enemy. Our strategy only accounted for a group of three or four rodenites, so the extra one threw it out of whack.

With eight, we were completely outnumbered. Though I was confident we could survive the fight, there was no way we would be able to kill all of them easily. It would take more time to deal with them than we could afford.

“Just rodenites?” I asked.

Amelia was quiet for a few seconds before shaking her head. “I think so. They sounded like rodenites but they’re making weird noises.”

“Can we go around them?”

“We’ll have to go further east if we want to avoid them,” she said before adding, “They’re coming closer.”

“Rosien, god of creation! What is going on?” I growled through gritted teeth.

“What should we do?”

Her gaze shifted up to meet mine as if hoping for an answer. My mind reeled for a solution. If we moved further east and circled around this group of rat monsters, we would take even more time to get back. But engaging them would also be too dangerous.

I had no doubt the more seasoned adventurers in Emberfell would eventually take down the troll and rodenites. Without a warning of their approach, however, the monsters could cause casualties and serious damage to the Eastern Gate.

An idea occurred to me then. An idea that was ridiculously dangerous and had a high likelihood of failing. But pulling it off would take care of the rodenites while giving us enough time to warn the town about the troll.

“I've got an idea,” I said and slid the canvas sack from my shoulder to let it pool on the ground. “You’ll probably not like it.”

“Things always go to shit when you say that,” Amelia said with a scowl.

“But we’d always pull through, didn't we?”

“Only if by pulling through you mean nearly getting turned into rat food.”

“Exactly!” I smirked. “This time… it’s the same thing, just exponentially more difficult.”

She rolled her eyes, then slumped her shoulders in defeat. “Rosien, have mercy on us. I’m going to kill you if we literally become rat food this time.”

I opened my mouth to tell her that she wouldn’t be able to kill me because we would have been dead by then. But she cut me off first.

“I’ll kill you again when we’re ghosts,” she said with a waggle of her crimson brows after beating me to the punch. “I’ll strangle you again and again for all eternity. How about that?”

I only managed an awkward chuckle in response while rubbing a hand on my throat.

“Come on! Out with the plan already. We don’t have time!” she urged.

“R-Right!”

In the next minute, we arrived at the trampled path the troll had created. Indentation of large footprints tracked back eastward as far as I could see. Fallen trees and broken trunks lined both sides of the path. It looked like a massive boulder had just rolled through the forest.

Fifty feet away, between the columns of splintered stocks, were eight rodenites Amelia had heard with Sense. I held my buckler defensively at chest-level with my sword ready at my side. The Archer was behind me with an arrow nocked and drawn back.

The rodent monsters glared at us with eight pairs of eerily glowing green eyes, instead of the normal red ones. Their gray fur was covered in blotches of sickly green moss with several vine-like tendrils writhing atop their backs. Long ropes of drool hung from their maws as they twitched incessantly like rabid animals.

Before any of them could move, however, Amelia released her arrow and struck one of the rats between its eyes. It didn’t even shriek as its body was thrown backward by the force of the projectile.

“One down,” she said, reaching for another arrow from the quiver on her right hip.

“Let’s go!” I prompted.

We took off at a sprint into the forest at my signal. As I had expected, the rodenites immediately followed after us. They turned and bounded for us at frightening speed, but I had already considered that in my strategy. That was the reason we would fight them amongst the trees.

Normally, I would fight these monsters in open spaces, so Amelia would have a clear attack path and line of sight. The trees and bushes could get in the way of her arrows and blocked her view which put us at a disadvantage.

But in the situation where we were greatly outnumbered, the narrow spaces amidst the foliage became our secret weapon. The tight passage forced the rats to scramble and trip over one another, significantly slowing them down and keeping them from attacking us.

As long as we kept moving forward, we could slowly dwindle their number while heading out of the woods. The tactic would make it harder for Amelia to hit her targets, but that was the sacrifice we needed to make.

Another arrow flew past me toward the closest rabid monster, but missed it by a few inches. The rodenite reflexively leaped onto a tree, then launched itself at me. I was ready for it.

I planted my feet and spun around, my weapon held high. With a grunt, I swung my sword down in an overhead arc at the flying rat. My blade found its head before its momentum sent it through the sharp steel, splitting itself in half.

Black blood gushed from two halves of the dead rodenite before they splattered in the bushes. The strange color of its blood surprised me, but I didn’t have time to ponder on it as a new pair of sharp fangs were coming for my throat.

I reflexively ducked while slashing across at the flying monster. My sword found it midair before slicing through the middle of its body. The top and bottom halves pinwheeled through the air in the next heartbeat as I twisted around.

“Go!” I shouted, taking off in a sprint.

One of them darted for my leg, but didn’t make it. Amelia had promptly put an arrow in one of its eerie, green eyes and saved me from what would have been a gnarly wound. Worse yet, from the way they looked, these monsters might also carry some kind of infection.

I’d rather not find out! I thought, dashing after the Archer.

The oversized rats shrieked angrily behind us as they continued the pursuit. They were catching up to us. Their reduced number meant they had more space to run and gain speed. I had also anticipated as much.

Glancing over my shoulder, one of them was coming close enough to attack me. I slowed my gait on purpose, then waited for it to lunge. When it did, I also leaped forward and twisted my body around at the same time.

My blade glinted as it flew in a wide arc at the rodenite. It had no chance of avoiding my slash while in the air, and my sword cleaved through its furry neck with ease. Its head spun off to my right while its body corkscrewed to my left, spraying black blood everywhere.

Performing such a daring maneuver was certainly cool and I couldn’t help but grin like a fool. That smile quickly turned into a panicked yelp when I landed awkwardly, tripping on a root and tumbling on my ass. The momentum caused me to roll backward before crashing down with a choking thud.

“F-Fuck!” I groaned, dazed from the impact.

By the time my vision returned, two of the remaining three rodenites were already arcing through the air for me. All I could do was lift my buckler up and pray to Rosien for his mercy and protection. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait for a miracle from the god of creation.

Two arrows whistled over me to strike both oversized rodents. The first bolt pierced through the monster on my left between its eyes while the second went into the other rodenite’s mouth before punching out its back. The two critters crashed to the ground on either side of me. Dead.

I looked up at Amelia with a gasp. She was holding her longbow sideways with sweat trickling down her flushed face. Her breathing was short and rapid with a deep crease between her crimson brows. Even within seconds of escaping death, I was awestruck by her archery skill and beauty.

Scrambling to my feet, I fell into position in front of her. “Nice shot! Didn’t know you could do that,” I praised, daring a glance back at her.

She looked at me from the corner of her eyes and smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t know if it was going to work, but it sounded so cool in stories,” she confessed.

I probably shouldn’t feel happy that she tried something new while I was about to be eaten by a pair of rats, but I also couldn’t fault her for it. The time of crisis was often the time that inspired unorthodox solutions and strategies. In the end, she pulled it off and saved me. That was all that mattered.

“Amelia, you are fucking incredible! I could kiss you right now…” I said before recalling we were actually about to kiss just a few minutes ago.

Just like me, she instantly blushed profusely. Then her lips quivered into a smirk as she said, “W-We can… talk about that once we’re done here.”

I immediately whipped around to engage the last rodenite, only to find it standing four feet away and glaring. A low growl rumbled through his drool dripping maw and glistening fangs.

Instead of lunging at me in rage, however, the critter tipped its head back and let out a deafening cry. I winced at the piercing noise as it echoed through the forest. The sound cut off abruptly with a whimper when Amelia launched an arrow into its outstretched neck.

“Just shut up already,” Amelia grumbled from behind me.

I spun around on my heels to face her. “Let’s go!”

She nodded and turned to lead the way. Before she could take a step forward, however, a horrifying roar tore through the forest. The ground quaked with rapidly falling footfalls in the next second and my blood instantly ran cold.

“No fucking way,” I murmured, knowing exactly what was coming for us.


CHAPTER SIX

STAYING ALIVE

The tall, seemingly unmovable trees surrounding Amelia and I swayed as if a vicious storm was blowing through the forest. Birds and other animals fled the area in a panic as the ground quaked with each tremulous stomp.

I gripped the Archer’s hand as the trees cracked and collapsed in the distance. We needed to run, to leave, to just get the fuck out of here, but we were too stunned to move. The destruction unfolding before my eyes was beyond anything I had heard a troll was capable of.

“R-Run!” I cried, finally snapping out of the shock-induced stupor.

Amelia turned to look at me with wide eyes as the path of falling trees rushed closer toward us. She seemed confused at what was happening, like having a gigantic monster barreling directly at us was beyond her understanding.

I jerked her to me with a forceful tug, and that seemed to jolt some senses into her. “Run! We need to get out of here!” I bellowed.

She blinked at me once, then twice before she was fully back in the present with me. “Y-Yes!”

Without another word, we took off in a full sprint toward the edge of the forest, fifty yards away. The exact direction we had planned to go when we had lured the rodenites to follow us and deal with them. Once we reached the flat grassland, we would have little trouble outrunning the troll back to Emberfell.

That was my hope. But sometimes hope was like a kindling fire in a hail storm—easily snuffed out.

Trees creaked and toppled all around us as we ran without daring even a glance back. The troll was rushing at us like an enraged bull as if it was a completely different monster from the slow-moving one from earlier.

It’ll catch up to us! I need to do something! I thought, reeling for a way to at least get Amelia to safety.

Suddenly, Amelia yanked on my hand and forcefully pulled me to a stop. My boots skidded on the grassy earth as the momentum of my body disagreed with the abrupt halt. My arm strained and my hand nearly slipped free of hers.

I swiveled my head around, but before I could open my mouth to ask a question, her other hand seized the strap of my breastplate and jerked me sideways.

Then I saw it. At first, I was having a hard time understanding the sight of something flying at us. My eyes went wide as an uprooted tree came our way.

“Shit!” was all I could blurt out as the two of us scrambled backward to escape being crushed.

“Jump!” Amelia cried.

I did as she ordered without hesitation, completely trusting her with my life. Immediately, I questioned my decision.

The ground unexpectedly disappeared from beneath me. I yelped in surprise as the two of us plunged into a ravine. The drop was short and the bed of dried leaves broke my fall, negating any injury that could have happened.

Still, I tumbled and rolled down the slope before finding myself laying on my back at the bottom of the ravine. I didn’t even have time to blink the daze away when the flying tree from earlier shot over me.

The root end slammed into the ravine’s wall, splintering with a thunderous crack. Wood shards pelted me as I did my best to cover my face and tuck my legs in a fetal position to protect myself. However, getting hit by twigs and rocks was far from the end of my ordeal.

The momentum of the throw had caused the rest of the tree to pivot upward. The massive trunk creaked and groaned as it rose nearly perpendicular to the ground before crashing down.

“Sh-Shit!” I cried as the massive tree blocked off the canopy and the sky above me.

My thoughts flashed to Amelia, who had jumped in here with me. I couldn’t make head or tail of where we had fallen, and I had no time to find out. All I could do was hope that she wasn’t nearby.

I was even tempted to use Invigorate. Maybe I could push it away with increased strength if I hit it at the right angle… Who was I kidding? That thing was way too big and heavy for my feeble enhancement to have any effect.

If I were a Rank 10 Knight, then maybe…

I flattened myself into the dry leaf cushion that had broken my fall and squeezed my eyes shut. I prayed to Rosien for his blessing as I braced myself for the inevitable, hoping he would grant me just a sliver of his miracle.

The crash was deafening, and the ground quaked upon impact. Brown leaves burst up along with dust and soil. The world went dark around me, but I didn’t feel any pain. Well, getting crushed beneath a tree that massive would have killed me instantly. I probably wouldn’t have time to feel anything.

Then I heard something—a muffled voice. Though I couldn’t make out the words, the desperation and concern were clear.

Amelia! I thought, realizing I wasn’t dead.

I cracked open my eyes to find coarse bark barely an inch from the tip of my nose. I couldn’t help but gasp. That was way too close for comfort. A few more inches and I would have been crushed to paste.

But not dying meant I still have a companion to protect and a berserk troll to run away from. There was no time to be lying around under a damn tree.

I wiggled and kicked, trying everything I could to get out of the suffocating space. Only half of my body was stuck beneath the tree, I realized, because my legs could move up and down quite freely. Unfortunately, with my arms pinned to my side, I couldn’t push myself out.

“Amelia! Over here!” I called as loud as I could, dropping all attempts at stealth since the troll was already heading for us.

Before long, a pair of hands grabbed my ankles, and I froze with anxious anticipation. The grip was only forceful, not bone breaking, which meant the hands that seized me weren’t the troll’s. I relaxed when my body slowly slid out from beneath the trunk.

A moment later, I thanked Rosien before  drawing in two lungs full of fresh air. “Damn, it only took nearly getting crushed by a tree to make you realize how beautiful the forest has been,” I said with a chuckle as Amelia pulled me to my feet.

“Sure. Save your random musing for later. That thing is coming,” she said.

Just like me, my companion was a mess. Her short, red hair was disheveled with small pieces of twigs and leaves protruding out at odd angles. A few bruises and scratches covered her arms and legs, but the unkempt state only added to her stunning beauty.

“Which way?” I asked, snapping myself back to the urgency of the situation.

She was quiet for a few heartbeats as she glanced up at the sky and around us. The sudden change in direction and altitude had clearly thrown her off. So, I waited patiently for her to make sense of things even as my heart was pounding with anxious panic.

The troll’s heavy footfalls grew louder at a rapid pace, and the vibration grew more intense with every passing second. The stress was clear on Amelia’s face. Her scarlet eyebrows were forming deep creases on her forehead as beads of sweat trickled down her face in long rivulets.

I reached up to squeeze her shoulder. “Calm down. Breathe,” I said gently and drew in a deep inhale as if showing her how to do it. Damn, I needed that too.

“R-Right!” she said, and the tension seemed to bleed from her muscles, even if a little.

“Let’s just get to high ground and reorient ourselves first,” I said before she nodded in agreement.

If both direction and altitude were the reason Amelia couldn’t make sense of our location, then we just had to eliminate one of the problems first. A better grasp of our surroundings should help her find the way out quickly enough.

We dashed for the steep wall and climbed as fast as we could. But the loose soil and dried leaves prevented us from gaining more than a few feet before sliding back down.

“Fuck!” I growled as the ground trembled harder and harder. I turned to the Archer, my heart pounding with panic. “Go! I’ll hold it off!”

“What? Are you fucking crazy? How can I just leave you here?” she immediately protested, just like I had predicted. But there was no time for argument.
 

My hands came up to seize her shoulders as I looked into her beautiful eyes.

“Someone…” I started and could barely keep my voice from shaking.

“Someone needs to warn the town about the troll. It’ll keep throwing shit at us. We need to split up, so one of us can get back while the other draws its attention,” I said with as much calmness as I could muster.

“We can. We can! We’ll get out of here together!”

“Fuck, Amelia! Listen to me!” I snarled. “You can get out of the woods faster without me. Get back to Emberfell and warn them.” With a half smile, I added, “As much as sacrificing myself for…”

...the woman I love… I thought, but didn’t dare say.

“...my best friend sounds so damn heroic, I don’t intend to die here. I’ll lead it away, then return to Emberfell later.”

From the look on her face, however, she didn’t seem to believe a word I said.

“Seriously! I won’t die,” I reassured her, even if I had no idea how I would pull it off.

I didn’t lie when I told her I had no plan to die here. My lifelong dream of becoming an adventurer had just come true. I still had to go on a grand adventure with Amelia. I hadn’t even confessed to her.

Fuck death! There was no way I would let some crazy troll kill me now. I would fight to the bitter end before that happened. I would do everything in my power to survive. I would survive and finally tell her my feelings.

Amelia chewed on her lower lip as if she wanted to say something but held herself back. Instead, she reached up to cup my cheek in a trembling hand. “Promise you will come back to me,” she said before tears glistened her eyes.

To me? That’s oddly specific, I thought, but didn’t allow myself to ponder.

“I promise,” I said firmly, then added, “I won’t die until we get to talk about that moment earlier.”

That was enough to make her blush, albeit just a slight tinge of pink. The way she looked away for a brief second before meeting my gaze again was so adorable, and I wanted to fucking kiss her so damn much.

I would have done just that too, if the fucking troll didn’t choose that moment to roar from atop the ravine.

“Fucking shit!” I growled and spun around to face the monster. My buckler and sword brandished in the next heartbeat with practiced ease.

The damn thing was huge. Even from twenty yards away, it looked like a massive, walking boulder with dark green skin. Well, it could have literally been a boulder since jagged rocks were protruding from its flesh in several places.

The monster didn’t have a neck. Its shoulders were so thick that everything blended together. Adding to its unnatural appearance were its terrifying arms and legs that were easily the size of my torso.

Just like the rodenites, the troll also had glowing green eyes with several blotches of moss covering its body. However, in addition to the vine-like tendrils, there was also a flower bud with white petals protruding from its back on a long stem. A strange glow pulsed within like a slow heartbeat.

I dared a glance over my shoulder to shout, “Go!”

Her gaze darted from me to the troll, and back again. Without any warning, she spun me around and pulled me forward by the collar of my breastplate. Our lips met and pressed together for the longest second of my life before she shoved me back.

Amelia blushed profusely as I stared at her in stunned silence, heat searing my cheeks. Her lips were so soft and warm and intoxicatingly sweet that I couldn’t think about anything else, not even the damn terrifying monster behind me.

“You better come back! So we can talk about this,” she said with an adorable glare.

“S-Sure…” was all I could manage.

Then the fucking troll had to spoil the moment and roar, startling both of us from our moment.

Oh right! I thought in alarm as I spun around swiftly to face the hulking creature.

“Go!” I ordered, glancing at her one more time.

She pressed her lips into a thin line, but nodded before turning on her heels and rushed through the ravine. I had no doubt she would make it out of the forest in no time. All I had to do was keep the troll busy until she was out of harm’s way.

“Hey… Is some… there?” a faint voice drifted to me.

“What?” I blurted, looking around.

The voice sounded male and unfamiliar. It was also barely a whisper, but I could clearly understand every word as if they were resonating directly in my brain rather than hearing them with my ears.

The ground shook violently, snapping my attention back to the troll who had just landed in the ravine. The impact of its violent crash caused leaves and small debris to fly in all directions. I immediately assumed whatever I heard was merely a trick of the wind.

“Come at me, you ugly shit!” I growled and planted my feet for the impending fight.

The troll looked to me, then over my shoulder to the retreating form of Amelia. My chest tightened as an icy dread slithered down my back when its gaze lingered on her for far too long.

“No, no, no! I’m your target! Not her. You dumb fucking idiot. Look here!” I yelled, waving my sword hand and even darted closer to it.

But the monster didn’t even care. Its eyes were fixed on the Archer as if I wasn’t there. That wasn’t good. It was going to chase after her. I made us split up, so she would be far away from danger—not the other way around!

“Dammit! I’m right here! Fight me!” I shouted, waving my sword around barely a few feet from the troll.

Instead of looking down at me, the hulking creature reached for a boulder jutting out from the ravine’s wall. An endless pit opened in my gut as it yanked violently. Nothing happened for a brief moment, then the large rock slowly came loose.

The troll hefted it with a grunt as soil and debris rained on me and the surrounding area. It drew back its arm, and I knew exactly what was about to happen.

Without a second thought, I activated Invigorate for the second time and drained another third of my Essence Well as I dashed at the hulking monster. Strength rushed through my body and I roared with a warcry.

It stepped forward with a powerful swing of its arm. The boulder rose in an arc, nearly reaching its apex. I pointed the tip of my sword at its thigh and thrust with both of my hands gripped tight on the hilt.

My blade plunged into the monster’s green flesh with some resistance, but my enhanced strength allowed me to push through. By the time I realized it, only the hilt of my weapon was protruding from its leg.

The troll howled in pain as its knee buckled. The boulder slipped from its grasp before it could complete the arc. Still, the massive hunk of rock soared through the air further than I would have liked. There was nothing I could do except call out to her in warning.

“Amelia! Watch out!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, praying, begging, pleading for Rosien to spare another miracle for her.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE SWORD

Amelia heard my call and twisted around. Even from this distance, I could see the shock on her face as the boulder flew toward her. It crashed on the ground several yards in front of her, but she was far from safety.

The rock rolled forward, carried by the momentum of the throw. It spun and bounced off the ravine’s wall but was still barreling forward. After that, it shot into the air after hitting a rock protruding from the ground. Its massive girth blocked out the sun from above and cast an ominous shadow over my redhead companion.

She scrambled to get out of the way as the boulder came crashing down. Her cry of panic was the last thing I heard before a deafening impact rumbled across the woods. Dried leaves and dust clouds billowed around the hunk of rock.

My legs suddenly grew weak as strength drained from my limbs. My heart ached as if a hundred blades had just been plunged into my chest. Without thinking, I ran toward the boulder—toward Amelia.

“Amelia!” I screamed as I sprinted forward as fast as I could.

“Amelia! Answer me!” I repeated, but there was no response.

The rock completely blocked off most of the path, leaving only gaps on either side too small for me. I slammed my fist against its unyielding surface again and again as I cried her name.

“Amelia! Fuck! Answer me, Amelia!”

I opened my mouth to shout her name again, but the male voice from earlier interrupted me. Just like before, instead of hearing it, the sound reverberated in my mind.

“Hey… Can… hear me?” The voice was faint and incoherent.

“What?” I blurted, clutching a hand to my temple in confusion. “What is going on?”

“Can you… me?” The voice grew louder.

“Who are you? How can you talk inside my head?”

The troll roared and broke me out of my confused stupor. In the midst of panic and confusion, I had completely forgotten about that damn monster. I quickly spun around to face it before realizing my sword was still lodged in its leg.

“Fucking shit!” I spat, glancing left and right frantically to find some kind of weapon.

Though having a piece of twenty-five-inch long steel pierced through the leg would deter anyone or anything from moving, the hulking creature stood with just a growl. It glared at me with those green glowing eyes and snarled. If it hadn’t noticed me earlier, it clearly had now.

“Listen to me!” This time the words resonated in my mind so loudly my vision blurred for a heartbeat.

“What the fuck?” I groaned, stumbling.

“Ah, oops! Sorry. That was too loud,” the disembodied voice said, and an impression of a sheepish grin filled my mind.

“Anyway, the girl, Amelia. She’s safe. Just unconscious on the other side of this rock. But if you don’t do something about that monster soon, you two will be in big trouble.”

“No shit!” I growled before involuntarily backing up against the boulder. “Any ideas how I can escape from that thing?” I asked but didn’t really expect a useful answer. I was fucked, no matter how I looked at it.

The ravine’s walls were too steep in these parts for me to climb quickly. Even if I could actually get over the lip, Amelia was still unconscious on the other side of the boulder. There was no way I could outrun the damn thing while carrying her.

“You just have to kill it,” the voice said matter-of-factly and, without a place to direct my glare, I just scowled at the lumbering troll.

“In case you haven’t noticed, I have no weapon. That thing defeated a party of five Valors. How the fuck is a Novice like me going to kill it bare-handed?”

The voice was quiet for several seconds until I thought he wouldn’t answer. But he just said, “What are Valors and Novice?”

“What?” I asked, having no idea if he was joking or being serious.

“Whatever. Not important right now,” he cut in before adding, “You can use me. I’ll be your sword.”

“Are you fucking with me?” I asked in annoyance, certain he was mocking me. There was no way a sword could talk to me like this.

“I’m not! Does it look like a time for jokes right now?”

“Of course not! So stop talking shit and tell me where I can find your sword!”

The ground continued to rumble with every step that the troll took in my direction as I looked about for anything that resembled a sword nearby. Fortunately, having a piece of steel stabbed in its leg had slowed it down somewhat.

“Fine!” the voice grumbled after a moment. “Right behind you.”

I immediately spun around and… was greeted by the massive boulder. “Where?” I pressed, searching the ground around my feet.

“Right here! Look up. I—It’s right here!”

I followed the instructions and froze. “Inside the… rock?”

“Yup! You just have to break the rock and free me—I mean, the sword.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” I asked, suppressing the urge to lash out at him for still joking around.

The voice was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t know. You’ll have to come up with something if you want to survive and save your girlfriend.”

“G-Girlfriend?” I sputtered. “We just kissed, but we hadn’t agreed to date yet.”

“That’s what you’re worrying about right now?” This time, I could sense the voice rolling its eyes.

“Right,” I said with a sheepish grin.

“Look out!” the voice warned, prompting me to whirl around with my buckler held up to my chest.

The troll was behind me, its massive fist rising into the air above its head. I barely had a split second to scramble out of the way as its torso-sized fist came down. With how big it was, I wouldn’t survive even a single hit.

The ground shook as the monster’s knuckles slammed into the boulder just a few inches from my head. The gust from the powerful impact nearly blew me off my feet as I scurried away.

Small pieces of stone chipped from the hunk of rock and a spider web of cracks spread out along its surface when the troll drew back for another strike. An idea occurred to me—a very dangerous and incredibly risky one. Since I had no one else to talk sense into me, I embraced it without a second thought.

“Will Amelia be in danger if the boulder breaks?” I asked aloud, not knowing where to aim my question.

“The impact threw her back quite a few yards, so she should be fine,” the voice responded as I had hoped.

“Perfect!” I said and immediately put my plan in motion.

The troll growled as it pulled back its left fist for another strike. I halted just a few steps from where its first punch had landed, my heart hammering against my chest. I couldn’t afford to lose focus even for a split second if I wanted to live.

With a clear plan of action in mind, I was able to keep calm. The monster in front of me might be powerful, and could easily kill me with a single punch, but it was slow and couldn’t think beyond basic instincts.

I had taken Sammus’s ruthless blows for half my life and they hurt so damn much. Even if he had held back and slowed down his strikes, they were still much faster than the troll and came at me from unexpected angles.

Compared to that, the troll’s straightforward attack was hardly a challenge. As long as I could maintain complete focus, I could likely avoid a few of them without faltering. With a calming exhale, I prepared myself for the onslaught.

“Come at me, asshole!” I growled, planting my feet in preparation for the impending attack.

The hulking monster roared as it swung down at me. I leaped sideways and escaped being flattened on the rock behind me by mere inches. The ground trembled once more as the powerful impact reverberated across the woods. I rolled into a crouch and couldn’t suppress a grin when more cracks appeared on the boulder.

A frustrated roar rumbled from the troll before its glowing green eyes followed me. It took a step toward me, its lips pulling back into a vicious snarl that exposed a pair of long, sharp fangs and two rows of jagged teeth.

I stood and smirked, then beckoned it forward with one hand. “Come on, is that all you’ve got, dipshit?”

It came for me again, and I ducked out of the way just in time. More stone broke from the boulder and the crack expanded. I continued to lure the monster, making it strike the massive piece of rock again and again. Each time, the ground shook violently and more cracks appeared.

By the seventh time, which was already three too many for my liking, the boulder looked as if it was ready to break in half. So, I had no other choice but to grit my teeth and keep going. It shouldn’t take much more at this point—at least I hoped.

The upper half of the boulder rocked back and forth before sliding back a little from another hit. My heart leaped at the sight. Just one more punch and this massive hunk of stone might just fall over.

With that thought, a renewed determination surged through me. I lured the troll to slam its knuckles on the rock once more. The impact caused its top half to shift back a few feet. It swayed precariously for several heartbeats before toppling over on the ground beyond.

Dust and dried leaves billowed up when the rock crashed on the ravine’s floor. I ducked beneath the next punch and jumped onto the lower half of the broken boulder, searching for the sword that the voice mentioned. But there was nothing in or on the stone aside from more stone.

“What?” I blurted, my heart sinking at the sight of the flat rock beneath my feet.

I shouldn’t have believed that damn voice. It could have been just my imagination for all I knew. Desperation and panic could cause a person to conjure unimaginable things in their mind.

There was no way for a sword to be inside a piece of rock. Shit! How could someone be talking directly in my head in the first place? What the actual fuck was I hallucinating?

“Too high!” the voice said, startling me back to my senses.

I hadn’t expected to hear it again after realizing I had been imagining things, or at least what I thought was my imagination. “Are you kidding me?”

“You need to go lower. That was a tad too high.”

“How am I supposed to know where you are?” I blurted.

“Just under your feet. Break the rock, and you’ll find me… I mean, the sword.”

My mind reeled with the resonated information as I frantically thought of a way to reach the supposed sword. Fortunately, I didn’t have to think long. The troll slammed down with an overhead strike. Its fist came straight down as if intending to squash me on the boulder where I stood.

I jumped backward just in time to avoid the blow, but nearly lost my footing from the tremorous impact. Cracks instantly appeared beneath the troll’s fist before quickly spreading in a jagged line across the rocky surface.

In the next moment, the semi-spheric rock shattered and split down the middle. I saw it then. The sword that the voice had mentioned…. or was it actually the voice of the sword? I didn’t have time to ponder.

Without hesitation, I reached into the chasm and ripped it free. The weapon was much lighter than I had expected, and I nearly tumbled on my ass from pulling on it too hard.

The thirty-inch blade weighed barely half my previous sword, but that was far from the most astonishing thing about it. Everything from its material, design and craftsmanship was fascinating beyond anything I had ever seen.

“What in the name of Rosien is this?” I murmured in awe of the weapon in front of me.

“That’s me. Nice to meet you,” the voice echoed in my brain in response, dropping all pretense that it wasn’t a talking sword. “Now, shall we take care of that monster?”

“How?” I asked, too awestruck and confused to care that I was really talking to a sword.

“Just imagine cutting it in half and swing me,” the voice replied flatly.

“Imagine and swing? Seriously?” I retorted, not believing it would work even for a heartbeat.

“Just trust me. You can do it!” the voice urged in an encouraging tone, and I sensed a surge of confidence emanating from the sword. “Put your mind into it and swing!”

The troll already drew back its fist for another strike. I could either leap out of the way or trust in the words of a talking sword and swing. First option was immensely more appealing and guaranteed I wouldn’t become a bloody paste on a rock. Second option sounded like a prank that would get me killed.

But, of course, I picked the ridiculous option.

I planted my feet and glared at the hulking monster as its massive fist soared through the air at me. With a roar, I swung the blade diagonally upward in the direction of the troll, not certain what I was supposed to do.

The translucent edge flared radiant blue as the sword arced through the air, forming a crescent blade of brilliant light that flew outward. It struck and passed through the troll with no sign of impact.

Everything seemed to stop for a single, horrifying heartbeat as nothing happened. The massive fist was still coming at me. I didn’t even have time to squeeze my eyes shut as I cursed myself for trusting a voice that could have been my imagination.

Then the troll’s green chest split open. The gash widened and stretched across its torso in a clean diagonal cut from rib to shoulder as if being sliced by an impossibly sharp blade.

The top and bottom pieces slid apart in the next second as the monster’s massive fist flew past me by mere inches. The top part fell forward onto the boulder with the momentum of the punch.

The bottom piece swayed for a heartbeat before toppling over and collapsing on the ground with a deafening rumble. Black blood and internal organs spilled everywhere.

The flower bud that had been on the troll’s back rolled on the ground with its stem cut off. Inside, the pulsing light had faded, and the white petals quickly turned brown, shriveled, then wilted within a span of seconds.

All I could do was stand there with a slack jaw at the incredible destruction the sword had just unleashed. The crescent light didn’t just slice through the troll, it had cut a several-foot deep gash in the ravine’s wall while taking down at least a couple of trees on the higher ground.

“What in Rosien’s name just happened?” I blurted.


CHAPTER EIGHT

MYSTERIOUS PAST

I blinked at the top… maybe one third of the troll on the boulder. My gaze shifted to its lower part, sprawling on the ground below and the wilted bud beside it. I blinked several more times as my brain failed to make sense of the scene that had played out in front of my eyes.

“What in Rosien’s merciful grace just happened?” I murmured before looking down at my hand and the shimmering sword I was holding.

Its… His… Shit! I didn’t even know what pronoun I should use for a talking sword. The thing sounded male and could hold proper conversation, so maybe I should consider this weapon a person? Still, aside from talking, the sword couldn’t do anything else that a person could.

Forget that! Can I even believe he—it was real? I could have already been dead and all this was just a dream at the final moment of my death. How else would I explain a talking sword that could unleash a blade of light?

I squeezed my eyes shut, counted to three, and took a long inhale. The sword was still there in my hand when I looked down once more. Lifting it in front of me, I couldn't help but marvel at its magnificent craftsmanship.

A white gem was embedded into the middle of the slightly curved crossguard. Its entire hilt was made from a golden metal that had the hardness of steel. Its leather wrapping was brittle and torn in a few places, probably from being in the rock for a long time.

The half an inch wide fuller, which had a slight groove, was made from some kind of white steel. Runic symbols I had never seen before were engraved along its length. The most incredible thing about the sword, however, were the edges.

They were made from a translucent material that extended an inch out along either side of the fuller. It looked like textured glass, which made it more similar to a ceremonial blade than an actual weapon. I couldn’t imagine it cutting anything with such fragile-looking edges.

“H-How did you do that?” I asked the sword, half expecting it not to answer.

“Do what?” the sword asked back in a flat tone that suggested nothing was out of the ordinary.

“That!” I said as I gestured frantically at the dead troll on the boulder with its tongue lolled out and its gray-green eyes staring blankly forward. “How did you just kill a damn troll without even touching it?”

The sword was quiet for a few heartbeats as if… it was taking in the scene of carnage in front of me. “Oh, that… What's wrong with it?”

“What’s wrong with it? A lot of things are wrong with it!” I said in exasperation. “That troll just wiped out a party of Valors yesterday. There was no way a Novice like me could have killed that thing with a single swipe of the blade. What did you do?”

“Again, I still don’t know what Valors or Novice are supposed to mean.” The sword paused expectantly.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked, pinching the bridge of my nose. “How can you not know what Valors and Novice are?”

“In case you haven’t noticed. I’m a sword that has been stuck in a rock until a minute ago. I don’t know a lot of things,” the sword retorted in a tone that made me want to test the durability of its glass-like edges.

It went on before I could answer. “I kind of know what Novice is from the meaning of the word. Are you some kind of monster-fighting newbie? That’s why you were so afraid of that monster… that troll thing?”

“I wasn’t afraid,” I shot back a little too fast and heat rose to my cheeks.

“I was only messing with you. Don’t be mad,” the sword said with a chuckle. “As for your earlier question, let’s just say I lent you my power. That was how you defeated that troll.”

“That still doesn’t make any sense. How can a sword talk and lend me power?”

A feeling of a shrug fluttered through me this time. “Don’t know. I just knew I had the skill, so I let you use it. You felt like a genuinely good person, and I didn’t want you to die.”

“Th-Thank you for that. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t called out to me,” I said, realizing I owed this sword my life. “Why were you in that boulder, anyway? You look like a really valuable sword.”

Silence tinged with trepidation and confusion filled me before the sword spoke again. “I don’t… remember. I only know I had been in that rock for a very, very long time. I don’t remember why or how.”

“Seriously?” I asked as more questions bubbled into my mind.

I could sense a depressive sorrow emanating from it as both of us fell quiet. Then the sword asked a question that sent my mind into a whirling panic, “Shouldn’t you be checking on your girlfriend?”

“Shit! Amelia!” I blurted before spinning on my heels and scanned the ravine for the Archer.

Like the sword had told me, she was roughly twenty feet from where the boulder had landed. Even its broken top half didn’t fall anywhere close to her, but she wasn’t moving and that worried me.

I leaped off my rocky platform and scurried to her. Without a thought, I stabbed the sword down at the ground in place of a scabbard and was pleasantly surprised at how easily it sank in.

But my mind was occupied with Amelia and didn’t spare a second to acknowledge it. An icy panic trickled down my spine when I saw a streak of blood on her left temple. I dropped to my knees at her side and reached for her.

“Amelia! Wake up, Amelia!” I called, cupping her face in my hand and shaking her lightly.

“Calm down. She’s fine. Just unconscious,” the sword said in a resonating voice inside my head.

“How would you know that?”

“I can feel her essence. It’s still strong. The debris probably knocked her out.”

I didn’t know how much I could trust the sword’s words, but the steady rise and fall of her chest indicated that she was breathing without issue. That was at least a good sign, but I wouldn’t stop worrying until she was properly checked.

“We… I mean… I need to get her back to Emberfell,” I said before glancing around for a way to get out of the ravine.

“Good idea,” the sword agreed.

My gaze fell upon the broken boulder after a moment of searching. The rock had shattered along the steep wall to form somewhat usable steps. Hopefully, they would be steady enough to hold my weight while carrying Amelia.

I stood and braced my hands on my hips as I looked down at the sword on the ground. “Now, how do I take you with me without getting cut to ribbons in the process? Do you have a scabbard hiding in the boulder, by any chance?”

“Nope. I don’t have one. You should get it for me later,” the sword said in a matter-of-fact tone that suggested it was my duty to buy one.

“Me? Why do I have to?” I protested.

“Because I feel naked without a scabbard. You get to wear clothes, so it’s only right that a sword gets to feel a snug warmth like that too.”

“Th-That doesn’t make any sense!”

“It does! And I just saved you and your girlfriend’s lives, so you owe me that much.”

I had no response to that and opted to just ground my teeth in frustration instead.

“Fine,” I finally bit out after a moment of seething.

An hour later, I trudged toward Emberfell with Amelia on my back. Her longbow and the talking sword secured behind her by a length of vine. I had wrapped the sword from tip to pommel in several layers of large leaves.

Partly to avoid the slightest chance that it could cut the Archer during our return hike, but mostly to prevent people from seeing it. Anyone with half a brain would know this sword was valuable, and I didn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to myself. At least, not until I could defend myself properly.

I had also retrieved my sword from the troll’s leg, but decided against fetching the canvas sack. It would take time to find, considering I had no clue where I had left it.

Leaving the forest had been my top priority as I couldn’t tell north from south after the fight with the troll. Fortunately, I worried for nothing. The sword was able to guide me toward the town by sensing the essence from the people within.

Kane and Rogan had looked shocked at the sight of me carrying my unconscious childhood friend back. They didn’t ask any questions and pushed visiting travelers aside for me, so I could take her home quickly.

“This place has grown pretty big since the last time I was awake. There had been only a few essences in this area then,” the sword said, and a sensation of wonder and joy emanated through me.

“The last time you were awake? Emberfell has been around for over fifty years,” I said.

“It’s been that long? Damn! Talk about oversleeping,” the sword chuckled, but there was a tinge of sadness in his tone. “This town is called Emberfell? The people seem happy. I can feel it in their essence.”

“Yeah. It’s peaceful and safe,” I said out loud and drew curious eyes from passersby.

“You can just think about what you want to say. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m speaking directly into your mind. You can also do the same to me since you’re the only one who can hear me.”

“And you’re just—”

And you’re just telling me now?

“You didn’t ask,” the sword retorted and followed the words up with an impression of a smirk.

By Rosien’s name, I should have left you in the forest.

“Now, now. I’m only messing with you. Don’t have to get so worked up about it,” the sword teased.

“First, I got chased around by a fucking troll with a strange flower bud on its back. Now, a talking sword is making fun of me. Can my day get any stranger?” I grumbled under my breath before a thought occurred to me.

Do you have a name? I asked the sword, realizing I had only been referring to it as ‘the sword’.

Great adventurers in heroic stories would often name their weapons. Delrius Galland, a Paragon Knight who was famous for leading his party to defeat a Threat-Level 10 monster. He had simply named his weapon ‘Sword of Delrius’.

Then, there was ‘Lexidus’—the magnificent sword wielded by the hero of legend, Soren Rydon. The Knight had fought bravely alongside his party of trusted friends to defeat the evil Wizard, Elyon Silvershard, and stopped the total annihilation of Elathia over three hundred years ago.

“N-No…” the sword said before quickly adding, “I mean, I probably have one, but I have forgotten it after spending such a long time in isolation.”

How long have you been in that boulder?

A powerful impression of despair washed over me as the sword fell into deep silence for a long moment.

“I don’t know,” the sword said eventually, then sighed. “I’ve been in there for so long that I’ve lost track of time.”

I thought about its comment for a moment before shrugging. I probably would’ve lost my mind if I’d been stuck in a rock all by myself for any amount of time.

“Tell me about it. Can’t say I enjoyed it, but the complete silence and lack of distraction really made taking a long nap very easy.”

I chuckled before Amelia’s home came into view. It was a cozy, two-story building that was a little larger than cottages that were commonly found in Emberfell. I had instinctively walked to the south side of the town while chatting with the sword.

The red triangular roof was faded, showing its years under the sun. Low fences surrounded its small lawn and around the perimeter of the property. An expansive tree behind the building was where I had spent countless days training under Sammus’s guidance with Amelia.

Stepping up to the front door, I had no choice but to kick the sturdy wood since my hands were occupied with holding on to Amelia’s legs as she rested on my back. There was no reply for a long while.

“Sam! Mary! Anyone home?” I called before attempting another knock with my boot.

Soft footsteps padded across the floor before the door opened. Mary Tiadus, Amelia’s mother, was there to greet me with a warm smile. She was a woman with a gentle charm and beauty. Her long crimson hair was woven into a loose braid. She wore a light blue dress that matched the color of her eyes.

Her eyebrows instantly knitted at the sight of her daughter on my back, and her forehead creased with worry. Without another word, she pulled the door wide and hurriedly waved for me to enter.

“Lay her down on the couch,” she said, pointing to the long sofa with thick cushions in the center of the living room. I obeyed promptly.

I moved through the space with familiar ease. Between training and hanging out with Amelia, I had probably spent as much time in this house as I had in mine ever since I was a child.

Though Mary hadn’t been an adventurer like her husband, she had been the head nurse at an emergency clinic in Vinhels—the largest city and trading hub in Elathia. She had dealt with enough serious injuries and dying patients to know what she was doing by instinct.

Her job was also how she met Sammus. My dad and the rest of their party had dragged the Paragon Knight into the clinic one day—incoherent and bloody from several grievous wounds.

They had been ambushed in a dungeon run. The monsters came at them in a pincer attack, which had taken out their Cleric instantly. She wasn’t fatally wounded but was knocked unconscious from a powerful blow.

Not willing to abandon their friends, the party stuck together and fought against the flood of vicious monsters. Sam shielded his companions as they retreated. Because of his bravery and determination, everyone survived.

With their Cleric still unconscious, my dad had no choice but to take the Paragon Knight to the nearest clinic for emergency treatment. Mary had spent several hours stitching Sammus up, then stayed at his side for a week to make sure he would pull through.

The former Knight had described it as ‘love at first sight’. When he opened his eyes and saw her beautiful face and radiant smile, he was done for. She had saved his life, then instantly stole his heart when their eyes met for the first time.

It had taken nearly a year of surprise visits and thoughtful gifts for Mary to give in and date him. After that, everything else was history at this point.

“Sh-She only fain—” I started, but a deep voice cut me off.

“What’s going on?” Sam asked before his towering form appeared beside me with a deep line between his knitted brows.

In his late sixties, Sammus Tiadus still possessed the masculine body that any man a third his age would envy. His white shirt and gray pants seemed to strain against his well-sculpted physique. Though white streaked his short black hair and beard and his face wrinkled with age, he looked anything but old or frail.

He produced a knife in the next moment and cut the vine that secured the talking sword to Amelia’s back. He held onto it and the longbow so I could turn around to sit on the couch.

Mary was next to me with a pillow as she helped lower her daughter onto the soft cushion. I stood and moved out of the way, and she shifted over to arrange Amelia’s body, so she lay comfortably on the long sofa.

I opened my mouth to explain what had happened, but a knock came at the front door before I could utter a word. Sammus grunted and headed over to open it.

My dad was there with a broad smile. His expression immediately fell when he saw the grim look on his friend’s face. One of his blond eyebrows lifted in question before his green eyes shifted to find me, followed by Amelia on the couch.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Luke was about to tell us when you knocked,” Sammus said calmly before gesturing for my dad to come in.

Next to the towering size of his former companion, Liam Leonus, was skinny by comparison. That didn’t mean he was frail or weak. He was still well-built for a man in his late sixties, but the person next to him was just larger than average.

The top of his head only reached the other man’s shoulder, but not many could match Sammus in height or bulk. The fact that my dad was a Wizard also meant that he had no use for that much muscle in battles.

As a heavy damage dealer who could wipe out multiple enemies with his powerful magic, Liam needed time to cast his spells. Time, which a Knight like Sam or other frontline Classes would buy for him. So, he rarely had to engage in a close combat fight.

My dad was wearing a dark green robe that was commonly worn by Wizards as he stood with a relaxed posture next to his friend, who crossed his arms over his powerful chest. They didn’t look angry or worried, but were merely curious about what had happened.

Injuries were a part of adventuring. Shit could go wrong at any moment and placing blame was the worst thing anyone could do when it happened. Surviving and learning from it was the important part. They knew that. They taught me that, and it was a lesson I would never forget.

“Go on, Luke. What happened out there?” the former Paragon Knight asked with only calm and understanding in his tone.

I nodded and launched into a succinct recounting of the incident in the forest. I started with the warning from Kane and Rogan about the monster that wiped out a Valorant party and the decision to still head out for the hunt because we had been forty miles from the location of the attack.

The two former adventurers agreed that it was a reasonable call, so I moved on to our encounter with the troll and rodenites, along with their strange appearance. That had them frowning, with a worried look on their faces.

They didn’t stop me, so I continued onto the fight and how Amelia was knocked out. I contemplated on telling them about the talking sword for a moment.

I could barely believe that I had been talking to a sword myself, so it would likely sound ridiculous to people who couldn’t hear its voice. However, the men in front of me had traveled and seen countless wonders in their decades of adventuring. They might know something about weapons that could talk.

Sammus grunted under his breath, while my dad scratched at his clean-shaven jaw in thought when I was done. Mary hadn’t cared about the story at all and had been kneeling by the couch, wiping blood and dirt from her daughter’s face.

“You say this sword talks to you… in your head?” Sammus asked as he held the sword’s handle in one hand and rested its shimmering blade on the other to examine it more closely.

“I can feel some kind of enchantment from it too,” Liam said as he glanced down at the weapon, then pushed up his glasses with a finger. “But I’ve never heard of any item that could communicate with its user.”

The two of them were quiet for a moment before Sammus suggested we move the conversation to the kitchen, so we wouldn’t be in Mary’s way.

“Do you know what kind of magic this sword is enchanted with?” I asked my dad once we had settled down at the dinner table.

He rubbed his chin in thought as he stared at the weapon Sammus had placed in the middle of the table. His golden brows knitted for a long moment before he shook his head.

“I can’t tell. It’s not my expertise in the first place,” he said, leaning back in the chair opposite from me. “You’ll have to find an appraiser who specializes in magical gear for that.”

“I don’t think there’s one in Emberfell. But you may find a couple on the Coast,” the former Knight added from his seat at the head of the table.

“Mmmhmm… and the ones that advertise themselves as such are usually fake. Appraising magical gear is incredibly difficult. It takes a lot of training and mastery. Just being attuned to Mana and being able to cast spells aren’t enough,” my dad said.

“Why don’t you try asking it?” Sammus suggested before adding, “You know if it’s a magical item or not?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “This thing doesn’t even remember its own name. I doubt it can tell me—”

“Oh, come on! Can you people stop treating me like an object? I know I’m a sword, but I have feelings too, you know?” the sword blurted in my head and cut me off.

I blinked in surprise. What?

“I said, stop treating me like an object. I have feelings too!”

Yeah, I heard that. But what do you expect me to do? You’re the first talking sword I’ve ever met, and you don’t have a name.

“I know that! But can you at least stop calling me an ‘it’?”

I blinked again. Then what am I supposed to call you? ‘He’ because you sound like a man?

“Sure! At least until I can remember my name,” the sword said with an impression of a determined frown.

“What were you going to say, Luke?” my dad asked when I didn’t speak for a long while.

“Huh?” I asked, blinking at him.

“You were saying that the sword doesn’t remember its own name, then you stopped.”

“Oh right,” I said before giving him a lopsided grin. “W-Well, the sword just told me that it—he doesn’t like being treated like an object.”

The two retired adventurers stared at me as if I just told them that the sun was blue. They glanced down at the blade on the table almost in unison, then looked back up at me again.

“Yeah, that’s what it… no, he said,” I sputtered and scratched at my heated cheek sheepishly.

Silence fell around us for a long moment before my dad nodded. “Alright. If that's what… he wants,” he said, clearly still having trouble adjusting to the new pronoun.

Happy? I asked the sword and felt an impression of smug approval in my head. I returned his smugness by rolling my eyes inwardly before asking, Great. Now, do you remember who forged you?

“No. How would I remember something like that when I don’t even remember my own name?”

I just had to give that a try. Didn’t need to be snarky about it, asshole.

The sword responded with a chuckle, so I turned my attention back to the people at the dinner table.

I shook my head. “He doesn’t seem to remember anything. From what he told me, he had been stuck in the boulder even before Emberfell was here.”

“You mentioned that it—he unleashed a blade made of light and killed the troll,” Sammus, who had been quiet through the last part of the conversation, said. “That sounded like a Knight’s skill called ‘Radiant Slash’.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise.

“That still doesn’t explain how it could have killed a monster that took out four Valors in a single hit. That troll should be at least a Threat 5. Luke shouldn’t have been strong enough to defeat it even if Radiant Slash amplified his damage output,” my dad mused.

The three of us went quiet for a long moment before the former Paragon Wizard said, “This must mean the skill came from the sword, which also means that his damage output is at least as high as a Rank 5 striker Knight.”

“That could be the case,” the retired Knight murmured in a skeptical tone. Then he added with a sigh, “Nothing about this sword is normal, so I guess your theory has some merit.”

“Of course! He probably belonged to a Knight before Luke found him. Maybe his previous wielder imbued the skill into him, somehow,” my dad said.

The idea of this talking sword belonging to a Knight made perfect sense. His extraordinary design and remarkable craftsmanship only added to their theory. If anything, his owner must have been incredibly powerful.

Do you want me to help you find your owner? I asked.

The sword was quiet for a while before a shrug resonated from him. “That’d be nice,” he started before adding, “But if I’ve been stuck in that rock for over fifty years, that person might be dead by now.”

But you could have been a family heirloom that this Knight wanted to pass onto his descendants.

“Maybe. But it’ll be pointless if these descendants can’t hear me,” he countered. “I’d call out whenever I sense essence nearby for a very long time. You’re the first one to respond.”

I nodded. “He thinks the Knight who’d wielded him might already be dead because it’s been such a long time.”

“That complicates things,” my dad said with a sigh before flopping back in his chair.

Sammus grunted in agreement. “You should check the Guild’s archive. There may be information on enchanted swords somewhere,” he said.

“I’ve got to report the troll incident, anyway. Might as well do that too,” I said, nodding to his suggestion.

“Before you go, let me get you a scabbard for… him. He doesn’t look like an ordinary sword, and you’ll draw too much attention carrying him around like that,” Sammus said before getting up.

“Right,” I agreed.

Even if Emberfell was a peaceful town with a low crime rate, thieves and muggers still existed. Some assholes would be bound to attack me sooner or later if I kept nonchalantly flaunting a sword this fancy around.


CHAPTER NINE

PROMOTION!

My dad stayed behind to discuss the matter of the strange troll with Sammus when I left. As Captain of the guard, the retired Knight had planned to deal with the monster himself but, since I had already killed it, there wasn’t much for us to worry about at the moment.

I strolled down the street toward the Adventurer’s Guild, which was north of the town square. The sun had dipped below the imposing stone walls of Emberfell, turning the sky deep orange and painting the trees and buildings in its amber glow.

People had thinned significantly from when I had returned with Amelia earlier today. Aside from food stalls and taverns, only a few shops were still open at this time of the day. Fortunately, the Adventurer’s Guild was the only business that never closed, so I didn’t have to worry.

“This scabbard is too big. It doesn’t fit right,” the talking sword complained from within his sheath at my hip.

I know. That’s the best Sam has at home, so I’ll have to find one that fits you better later, I thought with a hand holding firmly on his pommel to keep him from slipping out.

His golden hilt still looked a bit too valuable for a Novice like myself, but it was a massive downgrade from his shimmering, translucent blade. The worn out leather wrapping on his grip would hopefully make him less appealing to thieves and muggers.

“At least it’s nice and clean in here. I probably shouldn’t complain too much.”

I shrugged as my mind wandered to other topics. Do you mind if I give you a name? Referring to you as ‘the sword’ is a bit tedious and confusing.

The talking sword was quiet for a long while, and I could feel the impression of a face scrunched up in thought.

You don’t like the idea? I can keep calling you ‘the sword’ if that’s what you want.

“No, no. I’m not opposed to the idea. I was just thinking if there’s a name I want to be called by… but I’ve got nothing.”

Alright. Let’s see what will be a good name for you, I thought, pursing my lips as I continued down the street.

The first name that came to my mind was ‘Excadius’. The name came from a magical sword that was a well-known folklore amongst children who aspired to be great adventurers and heroes.

The weapon was said to have been created by Rosien, the god of creation, himself. Its power was so immense that the god had to keep it locked away at the edge of the world on the coldest and highest mountain peak. He had also placed a barrier around it so only the worthy and those with the purest of hearts could retrieve the godly blade.

When the world was plunged into darkness by the forces of evil, Arthur Maxellion traveled across the world to the place where Excadius had been sealed away. He hoped to use the sword’s power to save his people and vanquish the evil that threatened the realm.

His intention was pure and his determination was deemed worthy. Sensing the bravery in his heart and the pain of loss he had endured, the barrier faded away and revealed the magical sword to him.

With Excadius, Arthur and his companions fought a valiant battle against the dark forces before driving them back into the underworld. The world was saved from the brink of doom, and peace fell upon the lands once more.

The story of Arthur and Excadius had practically been told to every child across Elathia, or at least the ones that dreamed of becoming adventurers. They were the symbols that inspired courage and selflessness.

“That’s just lame,” I murmured to myself as I shook the idea from my mind.

“What’s lame?” the sword asked.

Oh… err… I was just thinking of naming you ‘Excadius’. But I think it’s pretty lame, I thought with a lopsided smile.

“Why?”

It’s the name of a legendary sword from a popular folklore. Everyone in Emberfell… Well, not just this town, everyone across Elathia probably knows the story.

“You’re right. That’s very lame,” the sword said without missing a beat before emphasizing the disapproval with an impression of a shaking head.

You’re not helping.

I crossed my arms over my chest and recalled the appearance of the sword. Then a name struck me.

Hey! What about Azure Edge? Since your blade is blue and translucent.

The sword fell silent for a time before he objected to the name. “Nah. Too on the nose. Don’t you think? Blue blade, so Azure Edge. That’s just lazy.”

Aren’t you just picky?

“Come on, I’m the one using the name, so at least let me have something nice or more thoughtful.”

This is probably why parents name their kids before they can speak. Better yet. Before they’re even born! I ground my teeth as I glared down at the blade on my hip.

“But you also don’t expect parents to name their kids ‘Black Hair’ or ‘Blue Eyes’, right?”

I rolled my eyes and threw my head back with an exasperated groan. But even if I was annoyed, his argument was sound, so any retort I had died on my lips.

“Fine,” I sighed loudly and drew a few glances my way, but I didn’t care.

The triangular roof of the Adventurer’s Guild appeared in the distance as I drew closer to the town square. There were still a few stalls opened to sell the last of their offerings to the gathered crowd. So, instead of cutting through the square, I took the detour along the lakeside path.

The smell of grilled meat and spices filled the air, reminding me of the beef skewers I had for lunch and making me salivate. But I shook it off and refocused my effort on coming up with a name for the sword before reaching the Guild.

Mmm… What about ‘Steel Heart’? I asked. You can talk and have feelings like a person. The only difference is you’re made of steel, or at least something that resembles steel. I think it’s a fitting name.

The sword didn’t respond right away, which made me think he didn’t like it. So, I was a little surprised when his reply was filled with delight.

“I like it!” he said, and I could almost feel him jumping with joy.

“Great! I’m glad you like it,” I said, forgetting myself and saying the words out loud as I stopped in front of the Adventurer’s Guild.

A few adventurers glanced at me with a raised brow, causing my cheeks to burn. I smiled at them sheepishly before rushing into the wide archway of the building.

There were much fewer people inside compared to when I was here at noon, which was to be expected. Even if people were coming and going all the time, activities typically peaked during mid-day when everyone was working and doing business. Night time was more for relaxing at the tavern or resting.

Still, a few Novices were lugging their kills toward one of the clerks to the right side of the hall in a sack, similar to mine. Another group was gathering around the Quest Board—likely picking out something now, so they could set out at first light.

I glanced around the cavernous hall for a moment before my gaze landed on the woman with braided dark-green hair. Even after several hours of work, Sydney still looked as prim as she was before.

“The Guild sure works you hard,” I said after stepping up in front of her counter.

The clerk looked up at me, then smiled broadly. “Not really. I’m just filling in for a friend,” she said before her dark gaze shifted left and right as if searching for someone who should have been here with me.

“This is definitely the first time you’re here by yourself. Did you two have a fight?” she teased with a wry smirk.

“N-No! Nothing like that. She’s just recovering at home. We ran into the troll that wiped out the party of Valors earlier today.”

Her eyes instantly went wide as a gasp escaped her lips. “What? Is she alright?” she asked before quickly looking me over and adding, “Are you alright?”

I nodded. “We’re both fine. As you can see I’m still alive and kicking. Amelia was knocked unconscious. Her mom is taking care of her right now. She’ll be fine.”

“Oh good. I’m glad you two escaped unharmed,” Sydney said, placing a hand over her chest and exhaling in relief.

“What does she mean by escape? You didn’t run!” Steel Heart blurted as annoyance resonated in my head.

She’s not wrong. That’s the only logical thing for Novices like me and Amelia to do. That troll killed four adventurers who were much stronger than us. No one in their right mind would think that I could have killed it, I reasoned.

Still, even as I rebuked Steel Heart, I wasn’t going to just keep quiet and say nothing about having killed the troll myself. In the end, I had absorbed its essence and felt like I had grown stronger. I just needed to confirm it with the Plate of Record.

“About that,” I started before placing an elbow on the counter and leaned forward. “I actually didn’t run away.”

Sydney’s head tilted to one side as she looked up at me with a confused expression. “What do you mean?”

“Well…” I flashed her a sheepish grin, not quite sure how I should say it so she wouldn’t freak out.

“For the love of whatever god you pray to, just tell her you fucking killed it! Just say it!” Steel Heart practically shouted in my head.

I fought down the urge to roll my eyes at his outburst as I leaned toward the clerk a little more. “I killed the troll,” I said in almost a whisper.

She stared at me with a blank expression for a long moment before blinking once. “I’m sorry. You what?”

This is awkward. I thought.

“You think?”

I cleared my throat and repeated a little louder, “I killed it. I killed that troll.”

Sydney blinked again, then one more time before letting out an awkward chuckle. “That’s very funny.”

“No. I’m serious,” I blurted out, then glanced down at Steel Heart, contemplating if I should show her the sword as proof. But that might lead to more problems, so I decided against it.

“If this is a joke, it’s no longer funny,” she said sternly but, when I didn’t falter, her tone softened, “You’re serious? How?”

Her tone suggested that she was more curious about how it happened rather than thinking I was full of shit. Well, she would find out when I updated my Plate later anyway. If I had really killed the troll, I should have undoubtedly gained a rank.

“W-Well… I got lucky,” I said, trying to stall as my mind reeled for a reasonable explanation. In the end, I couldn’t come up with anything that would let me avoid talking about Steel Heart.

There was no way Sydney would believe I defeated the troll without help from someone or something. Because I was going to ask her about magical items in the first place, partially telling her about my talking sword shouldn’t be a problem.

“Amelia and I were running away from the troll at first but our escape got cut off,” I said as the clerk only stared up at me questioningly. “I was going to distract it, so Amelia could come back here for help, but it tried to crush her with a boulder.”

Sydney gasped with a startled expression and covered her mouth.

“Like I said, she’s fine. The boulder missed her by quite a lot because I managed to stab the troll in the leg,” I quickly said to ease her worry.

With that, I shifted the topic toward my fight for survival. I left out the part where Steel Heart called out to me, and changed to accidentally finding him amongst the debris after the troll broke the boulder. The magic within the blade allowed me to unleash a powerful attack that killed the monster instantly.

Sydney still looked at me with wide eyes when I finished, which gave me a difficult time reading if she had believed my story. So, I waited for her to speak first.

After a moment, Sydney blinked as if snapping out of a stupor. “I’m sorry. I was so shocked by your story that I was at a loss for words,” she said, placing a hand over her chest in a gesture that seemed like she was trying to calm her racing heart.

“Don’t worry about it. I was there, and I’m pretty shocked at the turn of events myself,” I chuckled, scratching the back of my head.

“So… where is this magic sword you’ve found?” Sydney asked.

I bit my lower lip at her question. “I-I can’t show it to you right now,” I said before quickly adding, “Plus, the sword seems to have lost h—its power after the attack. H-He… I mean, it’s probably just a normal sword now.”

The lie wasn’t completely implausible. While there were permanently enchanted items, which had Essence Wells and could regenerate essence on their own, they were incredibly rare and expensive. Single enchanted items, on the other hand, were more common and much cheaper to obtain.

Sydney nodded in understanding before she said, “Still, you may want to have the sword appraised and learn its true value. It may turn out to be something more powerful than you think.”

“Right. I’ll do that. Thanks for the advice.”

“So, what brought you here today?” she said, her tone shifting to become more professional.

“Y-Yes. I’d like to update my Plate, please,” I said, remembering one of the objectives I had for coming here.

“Of course,” the clerk chirped before closing her eyes in concentration for a moment.

The white gem on her bracelet glowed briefly before a familiar, palm-sized rectangular plate of metal appeared in her hand—my Plate of Record. She opened her eyes, then placed the item on the countertop.

“Go ahead,” Sydney urged after a moment as I stared down at the tablet without doing anything.

“Right. Sorry,” I said and wrung my hand before reaching to place it over the palm-sized metal.

I hadn’t felt any stronger after two months of hunting rodenites. Killing them had become easier over time, but that was likely due to my familiarity with the monster’s attack pattern. Their meager essence hadn’t been able to provide any noticeable growth.

Things were different when I had slain the troll. Not significant, but it had been much more noticeable than rodenite essence. I could venture a guess at what that sensation was, but there was only one way to confirm it.

My fingers shook slightly as my palm hovered atop the Plate of Record for a few seconds. The familiar gentle tug on my skin indicated that the Plate had taken a bit of my essence to verify my identity and update my changes.

After a brief moment, I drew my hand away once the gentle tug eased. My jaw dropped open as I stared dumbfounded at the Plate. I had expected a change to my record, but I hadn’t expected such a drastic change.

My Rank had gone up to 3, instead of 2. I had gained enough essence from killing the troll and eight rodenites to skip a rank, which was unheard of as far as I knew.

“Sh-Shit!” I blurted, surprised by the big jump in rank.

“What? What happened?” Sydney asked with wide eyes.

“I… err…” I started, then turned the Plate for her to see. “I just gained two ranks!”

“H-How? That’s crazy,” she said, staring at the tablet in my hand with a slack jaw.

“Is this even possible?” I asked.

The clerk worked her mouth for several seconds before a word came out. “Y-Yeah! It’s technically possible. But no one has ever done it before.”

“Really?”

She didn’t answer me right away, but took a moment to compose herself. “From what I’ve heard, the party that was attacked by the troll had two Rank 5 and three Rank 4. For it to have overpowered them, it’d have to be at least a Threat 5.”

I blinked at the information she had just provided. It was something I should have surmised after hearing the news from Kane and Rogan. If I had spent a little time thinking about it, I would have come to the same conclusion as Sydney.

Just like Adventurers, the monsters across Elathia were classified into eleven ‘Threat-Levels’. Threat-Level 1 monsters, like the rodenites and several others, were considered fairly weak. Threat-Level 11 monsters, on the other hand, were practically natural disasters in the form of living creatures.

“How many Rank 1 do you think have taken down a Threat 5 monster?” Sydney asked, after letting me absorb the information for a moment.

“None,” the answer was almost too obvious.

No novice in their right mind would think they could take on a monster that powerful, even if they outnumbered it ten-to-one. I certainly had no such illusion, and knew for a fact that Amelia and I wouldn’t have survived that encounter if not for Steel Heart.

“Exactly,” the clerk said before asking, “What kind of skills did you get?”

At her prompting, I turned the Plate around to examine the rest of my update. ‘Defense Efficiency’ and ‘Sword Mastery’ were added to my Skill List. Invigorate had also increased to level 3, which would improve its enhancement to my strength and physical damage further.

Repetitive use and absorbing essence were the two ways to gain skill levels, which would max out at 10. For me to have gained two levels at once after killing a single troll was nothing short of phenomenal.

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Defense Efficiency (level 1)[Passive]

Gain a defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 1)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

================

I was a little disappointed, since I had been hoping for new skills with offensive capability. The new ones, along with Invigorate, were all enhancement skills, which forced me to rely heavily on physical strength during battle. So, I was annoyed to have been given two passive skills in a row.

The Adventurer’s Guild had created the ‘Ranking System’ as a way to encourage adventures in becoming stronger. The free Class skills would entice everyone to work hard and gain higher ranks.

The skills weren’t given out at random. At least that was what the Guild had adamantly promised. The System would take an adventurer’s numerical attributes along with fighting styles into consideration before awarding the Class skill during the promotion.

“So, what are they?” Sydney pressed when I didn’t say anything for a while.

I shrugged, failing to hide my disappointment. “Just two passives. Defense Efficiency and Sword Mastery. The first one is pretty straightforward and the second one increases my damage output.”

“They don’t sound that bad. Good for building your foundation.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I agreed with a pout. “I was just hoping for an offensive skill instead of two passive ones.”

She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Look on the bright side. The Guild should be posting a ‘Purge Quest’ for the troll soon. The reward you’ll receive should be more than enough for you to buy a skill scroll or two.”

My eyes went wide at the revelation, but my excitement lasted only a heartbeat. I groaned and hung my head.

“What’s wrong?” Sydney asked, likely confused at my reaction.

I looked at her and didn’t even bother to hide the pain in my expression. “That thing is massive. There’s no way I’ll be able to bring it back here to claim the reward.”

She blinked up at me for a few seconds before a smile cracked across her lips. “Oh, Luke. You don’t have to bring the whole troll back. You only need to bring ‘proof’ of its death. Just its head should suffice.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “Wait! But we have to bring back a whole rodenite to claim the reward.”

“You don’t really have to,” she retorted with a snicker. “We only want the pelt. That was all you needed to claim your reward. But skinning a rodenite takes time and skill, so most Novices just bring the whole thing back. Plus, our Spatial Storage will separate everything for you, so what’s the point of doing that?”

My jaw went slack at the revelation. I opened my mouth to complain, but quickly realized that she was right again. Skinning an animal wasn’t mine or Amelia’s expertise.

There was no way I could separate the rodenite from its pelt efficiently and quickly. Instead of collecting nine rodenites like we normally would on each trip, we would probably end up with less.

“You better pray to Rosien that no one steals your loot tonight, then head out at first light tomorrow,” Sydney suggested.

“I suppose,” I agreed.

“Then congratulations!” she said before flashing me a bright smile. “Is there anything else you need help with?”

“I do, actually,” I said before adding, “It’s about the magic sword.”

Her dark eyes immediately grew wide with interest. “How can I help with that?”

“Does the Guild’s archive have any information on magical weapons? I’m hoping to learn more about hi… I mean, it.”

Dammit! This is getting really confusing, I complained to Steel Heart, and received an amused chuckle in response.

Sydney was looking at me with one raised brow. “Were you using the male pronoun for the magic sword?”

My jaw worked for a few moments before I could talk again. “N-No… I mean, yes. Yes! I-I use he for my sword and she for Amelia’s bow. It was just the things we do,” I chuckled awkwardly.

“Hmm… Okay,” she drawled, then shrugged. “It’s a bit odd, but not that crazy. Trust me, I’ve seen far worse. Some adventurers travel alone for too long and start treating their equipment like a person. A rogue, who had passed through here from Dawnreach, had given every piece of her armor and two daggers a name.”

The clerk seemed to shudder at the memory before she continued, “It was incredibly difficult to communicate with her when she kept asking the daggers for suggestions.”

I blinked at the story. I knew there were odd ones amongst adventurers, or the people in general. But I hadn’t expected to hear about anyone openly talking to their equipment like that.

“I guess you can start talking to me in public now. Right, Lucas?” Steel Heart teased.

And make people think I’m crazy? No, thank you, I immediately retorted.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m supposed to be impartial to all adventurers,” Sydney said apologetically after I didn’t respond for a moment.

“N-No. No! It’s alright. I-I was just… distracted, that’s all,” I said to the clerk while cursing inwardly at Steel Heart for interrupting me.

Her smile returned, only for it to falter a moment later. “As for the archive, unfortunately, it’s closed indefinitely for repair,” she said with a frown.

“What happened?”

“You remember the rainstorm from several weeks ago?” she asked, and I nodded. “The roof above the archive collapsed, which caused the room to flood. By the time we found out the next morning, most of the documents and books were destroyed. It’ll take months to repair the room before we can even think about replacing the books.”

“That’s terrible. I didn’t know something like that happened,” I said.

“Not many people use the archive anymore. That’s why we hadn’t been maintaining the roof. By the time we found out, it was too late.” Her shoulders slumped and her head drooped as she said the words.

“At least no one got hurt. Good thing it happened when no one was around.”

Sydney looked up at me before nodding. “You’re right. We’ll refill the archive again, eventually.”

“I’ll be going then,” I said as there was nothing left for me to do here.

“Right. Have a good night. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said with a bright smile, and there was a tinge of hopefulness in her tone.

I shook the thought away, believing it was just my imagination, before returning the well wishes and leaving the Guild.


CHAPTER TEN

A NEW DAY

I was up at the crack of dawn to the crowing of roosters and the irresistible aroma of bread and bacon. The former echoed from somewhere nearby, but the latter was forcing its way through my bedroom door and coaxing an intense rumble from my stomach.

My mom rarely needed to bang on my door to wake me up ever since I was little. The smell of her cooking was practically the only alarm bell I needed.

Vivian Leonus had been the head chef at a popular tavern called the ‘Pixie Foray’ in Vinhels before she settled down with my dad. He eventually wore her down after making it a point to visit her every chance he could for nearly two years.

“You’re up early,” Steel Heart said from the side of my bed, and I shot up into a sitting position with a start.

Then I sighed, “Shit! That scared me.”

“Sorry about that. Didn’t think you’re the type to be easily spooked,” the sword said with an impression of an amused chuckle.

“I’m not spooked! I just never have anyone else in the room with me this early in the morning,” I grunted as I rubbed sleep from my green eyes before combing a hand through my short blond hair.

“I’m hurt. After all the time we’ve spent together, how could you’ve forgotten about me?” he said in a pouty tone.

“Oh come on, you know what I mean,” I groaned before pulling the blanket off me and getting out of my bed.

I had chatted with Steel Heart late into the night, mostly him asking questions about Elathia, Emberfell, and the adventurers. Even if he could sense essence, being stuck in a rock for decades had kept him from learning about the land and its people.

He had been going in and out of sleep throughout the years. Staying awake was immensely difficult, and he quickly lost consciousness after a short time. If he were human, he was practically exhausted all the time.

In his earliest memory, there had hardly been any people using the Graystone Canyon. Only after fading in and out of consciousness several times did he notice essences lingering around the area for an extended period.

On multiple occasions when he came awake, people with strong essence had come close to his location but none ever responded to his call. He now knew they were adventurers after talking to me.

From what Steel Heart said, it would seem he was much older than fifty years. The time frame explained his rather antique design which favored intricate patterns that flowed beautifully from crossguard to pommel. Modern weapons were rather minimalistic with heavy emphasis on sleekness.

Unfortunately, our conversation hadn’t helped him remember his owner or memories from before being stuck in the rock. The only thing he recalled was the oppressing darkness that surrounded him like a suffocating mist before he awakened to a flash of brilliant light.

“Your essence feels much stronger than when we met yesterday,” Steel Heart mused, prompting me to glance at the tall mirror next to my clothes cabinet on the opposite side of the room.

I blinked, at the incredibly defined muscles on my torso and arms. I didn’t even have to take off my loose gray pants to know that the same had happened to my legs. Strength coursed through me as I flexed my biceps to make them bulge.

Not only were my muscles more defined, they seemed to have grown in size as well. My clothes and armor felt slightly smaller when I put them on, but not to the point of being uncomfortable—just a bit snug.

Once I was done dressing, I grabbed Steel Heart and strapped him to my belt. I had taken him scabbard-fitting after leaving the Guild yesterday. Now, the talking sword was happily nuzzling inside a simple leather sheath that had the right shape and size for him.

It wasn’t anything fancy, since my funding hadn’t improved. He didn’t seem to care much about the appearance of ‘what he was wearing’ as he had put it, but rather the ‘comfort of wearing it’, which this scabbard had provided.

Steel Heart had explained that he didn’t perceive the world the same way I did. He couldn’t truly see, but rather sensed the surroundings through the essence that each living thing emitted, or the lack thereof for non-living objects.

That also allowed him to see people for who they really were since essence could never lie. He had believed that my genuine selfless desire to save Amelia was the reason we were able to communicate.

“Your strong feeling was what woke me up from my long sleep,” he had said during our long chat last night.

Thank you for saving me and Amelia, I thought to the sword as I hooked my buckler behind me.

“Hmm? Where did that come from?”

Well, I just realized I haven’t properly expressed my gratitude yet, so I just want to do it.

“Don’t worry about it. You also freed me from that rock as well. So, I’d say we’re even.”

I smirked and also didn’t think it was necessary to correct him that the troll was actually the one who had freed him. If you say so.

A rich sense of smoked bacon and coffee greeted me when I finally strolled out of my bedroom, and my stomach immediately made its demand known. A rumbling hunger vibrated through me as saliva filled my mouth.

My feet immediately moved down the corridor with their own will. I passed the door to the master bedroom on my left, which also had a bathroom inside. A little further down, on my right, was the guest bathroom, which also doubled as mine.

A short moment later, I was in a large rectangular room with the kitchen to the left and a large dining table that could seat six people in the center. On the right side were a three-piece sofa set with a wooden coffee table and a fireplace along the far wall.

Unlike Amelia’s home, which had two levels, mine only had one floor with the communal space in the front and private rooms in the back. My dad hated stairs after spending his adventuring years climbing several thousands of them. So, he sacrificed the lawn and backyard for a place without one.

Our homes were modest, compared to others with similar wealth and social standings. Our parents didn’t see the need to flaunt their riches and just wanted a cozy place to enjoy their retirement. A sentiment I whole-heartedly agreed with.

“Morning,” I said as I strolled toward the dining table where my parents were seated next to one another.

Just like my dad, my mom also had blond hair, though in a slightly darker shade. She wore it in a tight bun atop her head, an old habit from the time she was working in the kitchen.

“You’re heading out today?” my dad asked with a strip of bacon sticking out of his mouth.

“Mmmhmm. I want to try out what Steel Heart can do,” I said, shoveling two eggs, four slices of bacon and two morning rolls onto my plate from the platter in the middle of the table.

He went quiet for a moment before realization flashed across his green eyes. “Oh right. Your talking sword,” he murmured.

“Does he eat anything?” my mom asked, not as a joke but from genuine curiosity.

She had taken to the idea of a talking sword straight away when I told her the story over dinner last night. She was even comfortable enough to call Steel Heart ‘he’ without question. Something Sammus still struggled with when I left his house yesterday.

“I don’t think so,” I said before sending him a query about it, then shook my head in confirmation. “Yeah, he said he doesn’t need nourishment.”

“That’s nice,” my mom said, nodding in understanding.

“Maybe not,” I said with a smirk before popping a piece of bacon in my mouth. “He’s missing out on your cooking. There’s nothing nice about that.”

An impression of a scowl flashed through my brain for that comment, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Now, now. You shouldn’t be making fun of your friend. He saved both you and Amelia, so you should be more grateful,” my mom chided and fixed me with an actual scowl.

“That’s right. Show some respect to your savior, ungrateful little shit,” Steel Heart added with a hearty laugh.

My mother’s adaptability to the news was unmatched even by Sam and my dad. Those two retired adventurers had shown skepticism at first, and one of them had faced down horrifying monsters with an exhilarated grin while the other could conjure fire with a thought.

Working in a famous tavern like the Pixie Foray might have given her a chance to meet all sorts of people. She might not have seen the gruesome side of adventuring like Mary, but she had certainly accepted the wonders and mystical side of it. That was probably how she could so readily believe my words.

“Okay,” I said with a nod and shoved a sunny-side up egg into my mouth.

Then I shot Steel Heart, Jackass! and smirked inwardly.

“Not cute. Not cute at all,” he said and made the sound like tongue clicking.

“Going into the forest alone is dangerous even if you have a magical sword with you,” my dad warned with a concerned look.

I gulped down the egg as the image of Amelia's scowling face floated in my mind and could barely keep from smirking. I shook the thought away before meeting my dad’s green eyes and nodded reassuringly.

“I’ll be extra careful. I'm just going to retrieve the troll’s head for the reward, so I can surprise Amelia with the money,” I said with a chuckle.

I had told my dad about the Purge Quest Sydney mentioned when I got home last night. He had expected as much, which was why he and Sammus didn’t want to get involved for fearing that I might get disqualified.

The two of them also weren’t researchers and didn’t have in-depth knowledge of monster anatomies. All they could do was express their concern and let the Guild take it from there. Knowing that the troll would end up there anyway, they didn’t see the point of being alarmed when the threat had already been eliminated.

“Plus, I also want to test out my strength, so I know what to expect the next time I head out with her. Steel Heart can sense essence. He’ll definitely alert me if anything too dangerous comes my way,” I added.

“You can count on that!” the sword said.

My dad sighed and leaned back in his chair. “If you say so. Getting promoted is always exciting. Just don’t overdo it, you hear?”

“Yes, sir!” I promised before stuffing the morning rolls into my mouth and stood.

“You should also check on Amelia later,” my mom said.

“That’s the plan. Steel Heart said her essence flow was normal, and Mary has been taking care of her. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about,” I said and my mom nodded in agreement.

“Maybe get her a few slices of cake when you get back, so she won’t be very mad that you didn’t take her along today.”

I nearly retorted that I didn’t want to take her because she might still be hurt from the encounter with the troll. She would only be in danger. I was also planning to only enter the forest for a short time, so she probably wouldn’t find out…

Fat chance that could happen! I could never lie to her, no matter how hard I tried. Somehow, she could read me like an open book and knew exactly when I wasn’t telling the truth. I, on the other hand, had no clue what went on in her mind.

So, instead of arguing with my mom, who had always been right about Amelia, I nodded. “That’s definitely a good idea. Thanks, mom.”

“You’re welcome, dear,” she said with a wink, then added, “Be careful out there.”

“I will,” I assured her before heading for the front door.

I approached the Eastern Gate ten minutes later. The yellow glow of the sun bathed the entire town as it broke the horizon. Sound of crowing roosters and the chirping of birds echoed the somewhat empty streets as the sweet scent of flowers and baked bread filled the air.

The cobbles were still wet with dew as my boots padded on the stone ground. Kane was at the gate by himself this morning. He greeted me with a broad, toothy smile when I came within a few feet of him.

“Heading out by yourself today, lad?” he asked, shifting the spear in his right hand to his left, so it wouldn’t be in the way as we talked.

“I’m letting Amelia rest for a bit today. I’m going to check on her when I come back,” I said, slowing my steps but not completely stopping.

His bushy brows immediately knitted with concern. “Were her injuries from yesterday that bad?”

“N-No! No! It’s nothing serious. I just want to give her more time to recover. We’ve been grinding for quite a bit over the past two months, so I don’t want to take any chances.”

The worries melted from his leathery face. “The forest should be safe now. Looks like the troll had been taken care of, so you have nothing to worry about,” he said.

“Is that so?” I asked with a raised brow.

The old guard nodded. “We were supposed to have more guards stationed here today because of the monster, but Captain Sammus called it off, saying the monster is dead.”

“Great.”

“Don’t let me keep you, lad. Go on ahead and be careful out there,” he said, gesturing toward the forest.

“I will,” I promised before adding, “See you in a bit.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

SPATIAL STORAGE

Fifteen minutes later, I was beneath the shade of the canopy. The sun had risen above the horizon at this point and thin shafts of light pierced through the covering of leaves and branches from above. Scent of wet grass and wildflowers filled the air, tainted by a faint stench of blood.

“What’s the plan?” Steel Heart asked as I equipped my shield, then drew him from the scabbard.

“I don’t know. Fight a few monsters and see what we can do?” I shrugged before venturing deeper.

Without Amelia to help locate the monsters with Sense I had no clue where I should head. That was until I remembered my sword’s ability to see essence.

Do you see any monster’s essence nearby?

“Took you long enough,” Steel Heart replied with a chuckle, coaxing a scowl from me. He continued before I could say anything. “There’s a group of four rodenites about fifty yards to your left.”

That’s too many. I can’t handle four by myself!

“You’re not by yourself. You have me—the most powerful sword in all of Elathia! And you’re much stronger than you were yesterday. Four rodenites are nothing. Trust me.”

I was skeptical of his words but also couldn’t deny the fact that I was stronger. I had gained two ranks after slaying the troll, and my body had changed to reflect that.

Amelia’s words about wanting to feel the excitement of a challenging hunt and enjoy the adventure came back to me. The rush of adrenaline and the heart pounding exhilaration that had been the thrill of adventuring. I had been yearning for them too, I finally realized.

With a renewed determination, I drew in a deep breath and nodded. “Alright. Let’s go.”

“That’s my boy!”

Without another word, I trudged in the direction Steel Heart had mentioned with him at my side and the buckler in front of my chest. A minute later, I was at the edge of a clearing where four rodenites were milling about.

Gritting my teeth, I stalked forward. Four pairs of red eyes immediately snapped in my direction. One of them shrieked and launched toward me. The other three followed suit in the next heartbeat.

An arrow would have flown past me and ended one of the rat monsters at this point, if Amelia had been with me. Without her support, I had no choice but to hunker down and watch for an opening to attack.

The first rodenite lunged at me, leaping high into the air with its maw wide open. Sharp fangs glinted as the critter drew closer to me. But instead of panic or anxiety, I was surprised by how slow its movement had become. It was as if time had suddenly frozen.

My body moved before my mind registered. I twisted out to my left as I swept my sword upward, deftly cleaving the rat’s head from its body. With the combination of Sword Mastery slightly increasing my damage and Steel Heart’s incredibly sharp edge, the resistance of muscles and bones was hardly there.

“Incoming!” Steel Heart warned, but I was already adjusting my position to evade the four pointy claws that came at my face.

I thrust my sword skyward as I jerked my head sideways and avoided having my eyeballs gouged out. The tip of my blade plunged through the rodenite with ease before protruding out its back, killing it instantly.

Without missing a beat, I spun and smashed my buckler into the next rat monster that was flying at me. The monster squealed, spiraling to the ground with a thud. Letting the momentum carry me forward, I jabbed Steel Heart forward and skewered the fourth rodenite in its head.

Instinctively, I turned to face the remaining monster, determined to finish it off with the next strike. But the critter didn’t attack me. It growled from a few feet away before turning tail and running out of the clearing.

I only stared after the rodenite. My heart was pounding so hard my ribs hurt. I drew in gasp after gasp of breath as my mind reeled with pumping adrenaline and exhilaration. Even if I had grown stronger, I hadn’t expected to slay four rodenites… well, three to be exact, this easily.

“See? What did I tell you?” Steel Heart chirped in my head with an impression of a broad grin.

“Rosien, god of creation, ” I rasped as a tremble of excitement rushed through me.

Though I had felt the growth, I hadn’t expected such a drastic improvement in my overall performance. Yesterday, I would have struggled against two rodenites by myself. Today, facing four at once didn’t even feel like a challenge.

“Do you think I can fight stronger monsters?” I asked tentatively.

My sword chuckled in my head. “That’s what I want to hear. But let’s not get ahead of yourself. Let’s see…” he trailed off for a moment before continuing, “There’s a monster with a powerful essence deeper into the forest. Do you want to give it a try?”

Like how powerful?

“Powerful enough,” Steel Heart said. When I only frowned at his response, he added, “Look, I’m not going to walk you into something you can’t handle. Just trust in yourself. I’ll lend you my power if need be, so man up and go for it!”

His words did little to convince me, but his reasoning made sense. He had helped me slay the troll yesterday. There was no reason for him to put my life in unnecessary danger. If I were to die here, then he would lose the only person who could communicate with him.

“Fine. Which way?” I said eventually.

“That’s my boy! I’m so proud of you!” the sword said and I could sense him pump a fist in the air in a cheering gesture even when he didn’t have hands.

We hiked further for a few minutes before a thick stench of blood struck me. I halted instantly, wrinkling my nose as my heart raced with anticipation. A deep growl followed and made me question the choice I had made in trusting my talking sword.

“Come on! There’s nothing to be afraid of. Just go and kill it, whatever it is. Easy peasy.”

Hey! I’m the one risking my life here. At least let me prepare myself first. I gritted my teeth and glared down at the sword in my hand.

“Alright. Fine. Do whatever you want. I’m just saying that thing won’t kill itself.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes and ignored his jabs as I drew in a deep breath to calm my nerves. Aside from being the first time taking on something stronger than rodenites, this was also the first time I was fighting alone.

Countless dreadful scenarios ran through my head as I scanned the trees, searching for this ‘powerful enough’ monster. A crunch of bone echoed back instead and my heart slammed against my chest as if trying to run away by itself.

“Just calm the fuck down,” I whispered to myself and squeezed my eyes shut. “You’ve trained for this. If you’re going to protect Amelia, then you must be strong and decisive.”

The mention of my childhood friend did set me straight. Even if both of us had been interested in adventuring since we were small, her determination and optimism were the driving force that motivated me to push myself and train rigorously day after day.

I had promised myself that I would do whatever it took to keep her safe, and nothing would ever change that.

With my mind made up, I trudged forward. My steps were firm and determined. The two of us, three if I counted Steel Heart too, would encounter much more powerful enemies as we continued to walk down this path. Fear and indecision on my part would put all of us in danger.

My pulse slowed as calmness washed over me after a few seconds of pushing my way through the bushes and trees. Then I halted mid-step when the monster I had been looking for appeared.

Rosien’s grace. Are you fucking kidding me? I screamed inwardly at my sword.

A towering bear with pitch-black fur stood thirty feet away. Its large maw moved up and down as it chewed on the neck of a rodenite dangling from its sharp teeth. Streaks of red blood glistened and matted the fur around its mouth and chest.

“Why? What’s wrong?” Steel Heart asked as if the freakishly huge monster in front of me wasn’t frightening at all.

I remembered that he didn’t see things the same way I did. He could only see essence. That was why the appearance of the monster didn’t faze him at all.

It’s a fucking grizzer! How the fuck am I going to kill it? I asked, reeling at the unexpected encounter.

“I don’t know what a grizzer is. What’s the problem?”

It’s one of the most powerful Threat 1 monsters, and it’s fucking huge! That’s the problem!

Steel Heart was quiet for a moment before asking, “How is that a problem? You’re a Rank 3. Doesn’t that mean you’re stronger than this griz-something thing?”

Words eluded me at his logic. Even if adventurers and monsters had the same ranking system, the comparison wasn’t one-to-one. A Rank 11 adventurer was nowhere near as powerful as a Threat-Level 11 monster.

A Paragon adventurer could level a stone building with nothing but bare fists, while a Threat 11 monster would raze an entire town to the ground in the same amount of time. The gap between their strength was incomparable.

Fortunately, these town-razing monsters only appeared in legends and myths. Since they weren’t only powerful, but also smart and cunning. Elathia would have been a different place if they weren’t creatures from stories.

That’s not how it works… I protested.

“Look,” Steel Heart cut me off sternly. “Forget about the Rank and Threat for a second. Just trust me that you can handle that monster and go for it. Its essence isn’t as powerful as its appearance. You can kill it.”

I glanced over to the black bear, contemplating if I should really trust the talking sword. However, the decision was made for me when the monster’s crimson eyes met mine. It bellowed a guttural roar that seemed to make the ground tremble before turning to face me fully.

Its bloody maw snapped shut, severing the rodenite’s head from its torso. The bottom part of the critter splattered on the ground as the bear swallowed the crushed head.

The grizzer roared once more before lowering its body and charged at me with incredible speed. It closed the thirty-foot distance between us within seconds before its claws flashed in an arc toward my head.

I could probably block the attack with my buckler since Defense Efficiency had boosted my defense somewhat. Still, I wasn’t confident enough to test that theory.

Instead of putting up my shield to guard, I ducked beneath the swipe and narrowly evaded it. A violent gust of wind rushed through my short hair, sending an icy chill down my spine.

Rolling into a crouch, I twisted to face the monster as it whirled around. With another deafening roar, the bear lunged forward. The ground trembled with each heavy footfall.

“Remember your training. Don’t panic,” Steel Heart said in my head, his voice taking on a calming tone.

I stood, focusing all of my attention on the charging monster. Just like the troll, the grizzer was powerful but slow. Each of its attacks packed a deadly force and could likely kill me in a single blow. However, it didn’t have half the speed of Sammus’s strike or the intensity.

You can do this! I psyched myself up and felt approval from my sword.

The bear was upon me in the next heartbeat, but I didn’t falter. Its left arm drew back before its claws tore through the air toward me. I tightened my grip on Steel Heart and launched myself at the monster.

I ducked beneath the strike once more but didn’t tuck myself into a roll. Instead, I twisted my upper body and slashed out. My blade met flesh and sunk into it. Red blood sprayed as I cleaved off its outstretched arm in a single swipe, causing the beast to roar in agony.

The severed paw thudded uselessly on the ground in the next moment. I didn’t wait for the bear to recover and followed up with a flurry of attacks.

Steel Heart flashed white and blue as he cut into the monster’s body again and again. The howl of pain turned into growls, then whimpers before fading altogether. Within a few seconds, the grizzer no longer put up a fight as it swayed on its feet.

The bear’s red eyes rolled up inside its skull, then it toppled backward and crashed into the ground. The impact caused a small earthquake around me, startling birds into flight. Everything went quiet after a brief moment.

“Rosien, god of creation. That was fucking intense,” I said, gasping for breath. My heart slammed so hard against my chest that I was afraid my ribs would fracture.

“What did I say?” Steel Heart chirped in my mind with what felt like a pumping fist.

A grin stretched across my lips as I stared at the unmoving monster. Despite being annoyed at my sword for tricking me into fighting something so dangerous, the exhilarating excitement was enough to make me instantly forgive him.

“Let’s do that again,” the sword said.

“No!” I immediately refused. “I’ve to go back and check on Amelia first. Then we can come back together.”

“Fine.” Steel Heart gave me an impression of a shrug. “You should take the bear with you for the reward though.”

How? It’s not like I can just drag this thing all the way back to Emberfell, I protested before shrugging. Well, I can probably just take its paws and leave the pelt. They should sell for something at the Guild, I think.

“You don’t have to do that, my boy. You can use my Spatial Storage!” he announced with a deep sagely voice.

I blinked once, then twice. “Your Spatial Storage?”

“Yup. Just touch the blade to the corpse and concentrate on drawing it into me.”

My mouth worked a few times as I tried to find words. Eventually, I snapped it shut and did as he said. I didn’t know what to expect since I had never used a Spatial Storage before. My worry was short-lived, however. The grizzer disappeared as soon as I thought about pulling its lifeless body into Steel Heart.

Why didn’t you say anything yesterday? We could have taken the troll back with us.

“I didn’t know I could do that yesterday. I only found out about the Spatial Storage last night while you were sleeping.”

I see, I thought, realizing he had just woken up from a very long sleep. His memory was still hazy, so I couldn’t blame him for not remembering things about himself.

“Let’s go get the rodenites and the troll before we head back then.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

REWARD

I returned to Emberfell after two hours. Searching for the troll’s corpse had taken longer than I expected. My sense of direction was thrown into disarray when Amelia and I had been running for our lives, so I had no idea where I had left it.

Steel Heart couldn’t sense the monsters since it was dead and no longer had essence for him to detect. Because of that, I stumbled into more grizzers, rodenites and a few direfangs. Fortunately, they were all Threat-Level 1, so I was able to make quick work of them.

The sun was still several hours away from reaching its zenith. By the time I reached the Eastern Gate, the temperature had shifted from crisp and cool to comfortably warm.

Kane greeted me with a broad smile as I strolled through the gate while Rogan slumped against his spear like he had done on the previous day. He looked even more tired today, but still teased me about Amelia with a sly grin like always. I didn’t linger with the guards long before heading for the Guild.

Moving quickly through the familiar streets, a rich aroma of sweet bread and spices lingered heavily in the air as food stalls and taverns readied themselves for customers. If I hadn’t stuffed myself full of my mom’s breakfast earlier, I might have been tempted to turn toward the square for a quick snack.

Fortunately, that didn’t happen and I reached my destination quickly. The Guild only had a few people in the lobby. Most of them were gathering around the Quest Board. I glanced around for a second before finding the familiar dark green-haired clerk and headed for her.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think this is where you live,” I said with a smile as I approached the counter slightly to the left of the hall.

Sydney glanced up at me with a tired gaze before her lips stretched with a smile as well. “Tell me about it. I owed another friend a favor, so here I am,” she sighed and rested one cheek on her palm.

“Are you here to turn in the troll?” she asked, then straightened her back and regained a bit more of her professionalism.

“You bet!” I said.

“Great!” she responded and stood, then blinked at my hand when she saw I wasn’t holding anything. “Where is it?”

I stared blankly at her for a heartbeat before realizing the meaning of her question. “Oh right! Hold on.”

Fighting the urge to look down at my hip, I shot Steel Heart a question. How do I get the loot out from your Spatial Storage?

“You just will it… I think,” Steel Heart said in a tone that wasn’t reassuring at all.

I flashed Sydney a sheepish grin before concentrating. I pushed out my transfer request toward Sydney and was rewarded with a lift of her dark green brows. She accepted the transfer a moment later, and I blinked in surprise when countless slotted shelves overlaid my vision.

“Sh-Shit!” I yelped.

“Yeah, it’s a bit daunting when the storage just pops out of nowhere for the first time,” the clerk said with a snicker. “Did it also come with the magic sword you picked up yesterday?”

I nodded, but didn’t want to say anything more.

“That kind of weapon would have cost a fortune to make. You’re so lucky to have found it in the forest.”

“I know,” I agreed before quickly adding, “But please don’t tell anyone about it.”

I didn’t know the market price of an antique sword that was in excellent condition while also having its own Spatial Storage. If I had to venture a guess, it would have been several thousand vinhs at the very least. That was more than enough of an incentive for me to gain a lot of unsavory attention.

“You know your secrets are always safe with me, Lucas. Even from Amelia,” she added the last part in a conspiratorial tone that made my brows rise.

“Wh-What secrets? There’s no secrets between us!” I quickly protested.

She flashed me a wry grin, then winked. “Just saying. If you ever have one, you know where to find me.”

Her playful tone set my pulse into a gallop as my jaw hung open. Having a gorgeous redhead at your side all the time kind of made you forget how beautiful other women were. However, I wasn’t ashamed to admit I had fantasized about Sydney on several occasions.

She was attractive in her own right. She had the calm composure and refinement of a matured woman. If Amelia was a fire, intense and explosive, then she was a gentle breeze blowing across the meadow, calm and soothing. Neither were bad. They were just different.

“Anyways,” the clerk started, jolting me back to the overlay of slotted shelves and her smirking face. “Send over the troll whenever you’re ready, Lucas?”

“Right!” I said before frantically scanning the storage.

My gaze caught onto a black cube in one of the slots. When I focused on it, a message appeared—Unknown. Behind the overlay, Sydney gave me a quizzical stare, so I pushed the curious thoughts about the item aside.

I shifted my attention to the monsters I had slain earlier today, along with the troll and eight rodenites from yesterday and willed the transfer. Once I was done, the overlay disappeared. That was when her eyes widened in bewilderment.

“One troll, three grizzers, two direfang, and sixteen rodenites. You fought all of them by yourself?” she asked as she stared at me in disbelief.

“Not all at once. I had to search the forest for a while because I couldn’t remember where I’d left the troll’s corpse. I ran into them as I did. One fight led to another and that’s how I ended up with that many,” I said, scratching at my cheek as I gave her a lopsided grin.

“That’s… incredible,” she breathed.

“Nah, I just had a good teacher.”

“Teacher?” she asked with a tilt of her head.

“I’ve trained with Sam since I was little,” I said matter-of-factly, then had to elaborate when she only stared blankly up at me. “Sammus Tiadus, Amelia’s dad. You know? The retired Paragon Knight?”

Sydney was quiet for a long time before realization dawned on her. “The Silver Bastion is Amelia’s father?” she blurted so loudly that everyone in the lobby turned to look at us in surprise.

Ducking her head low, she continued, “That’s why I thought her last name sounded so familiar! How did I not realize they’re related? I’m so dumb!”

She hid her face in both hands and shook her head, then stopped abruptly. Through the gap between her fingers, her dark eyes widened. Her fingers curled and lowered as she continued to stare at me for a few more moments.

“Your last name is Leonus,” she started and leaned forward as if trying to find something on my face. “You’re Liam Leonus’s son? Your father is the Infernal Sage?”

I nodded and couldn’t help but chuckle at the adorable shocked expression. The calm composure that had been a part of her image shattered once she realized who Amelia and I were.

“Rosien, god of creation! How could I have missed this? They’re like two of the most well-known people in Emberfell. Of course, their children would have become adventurers! I’m so embarrassed right now.”

“It’s not your fault. We never talk about our parents to anyone in the first place,” I said, trying to calm her down.

“I didn’t make the connection because you guys had been bringing in only rodenites for the past two months. You’d imagine their children to be more daring and have already done a few dungeon runs by now,” she said before quickly covering her mouth.

“Ouch,” I grunted and clutched my chest, feigning hurt. Still, her words did sting a little even when I knew she didn’t intend to disparage me.

“I’m so sorry!” she blurted. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said with a good-natured chuckle. “I was just being overly cautious and didn’t want to put our party in unnecessary danger. I only had myself to blame for making you think of me that way.”

“Sorry,” she apologized again before a flash of admiration filled her raven eyes. “But it’s incredible for you to take down this many monsters by yourself. Mister Sammus trained you well.”

“Thanks,” I said and couldn’t help but smirk at her praise. Then I steered the subject toward the reason I was here. “Would you mind processing the reward for all of them and updating my Plate? I kind of have somewhere I need to be.”

“Of course!” she said before closing her eyes and concentrating. Then she looked up at me with a smile. “Looks like there are Recurring Quests for both grizzer and direfang. The former rewards ten vinhs for each paw and thirty for the pelt while the latter only takes the pelt for twenty vinhs.”

My mouth dropped open, but she lifted a finger to stop me from saying anything. “Let me see if the Purge Quest for the troll had been posted.”

“Why is your essence pulsing so erratically? Is that a lot of money?” Steel Heart asked.

It’s a lot… at least for us. We usually have to kill a lot more than five monsters to make two hundred and fifty vinhs. Amelia is going to go nuts when she finds out!

Sydney perked up before my sword could say anything. A massive smile broke across her face as she said, “The Purge Quest was posted at dawn today! Don’t faint on me, alright? The payout for the troll is two thousand vinhs.”

If I was gaping earlier, my jaw practically smacked the floor this time around. “Wh-What did you just say?”

She nodded, the smile never leaving her face. “You heard me right. It’s two thousand vinhs for the slaying of that troll. I guessed right that it had been classified as a Threat 5 monster.”

I barely heard her as ‘two thousand vinhs’ endlessly echoed in my head. With Steel Heart serving as our Spatial Storage, we could use all of the money to upgrade our gear at the same time.

One corner of my mouth curled up into a grin before the clerk drew my attention with a wave of her hand. “Are you listening?” she asked when my gaze shifted to meet hers.

“Huh?” I shook myself out of the stupor. “Sorry. I was just really shocked.”

“I understand. I don’t think any Rank 3 could earn this much from a single quest. Because the troll had been at Threat-Level 5, you’d have to be at least Rank 5 or higher to officially take it,” Sydney explained.

My chest tightened at her words. “Will I get in trouble for this?”

She gave me a gentle smile and shook her head. “Like I said, you can’t officially take on the quest, but the Guild can’t stop you from killing the monster and claiming the reward. The quest classification is there to protect adventurers from getting in over their heads.”

She leaned forward, so only I could hear what she was about to say. “The one time that such a thing has happened, it was a group of twenty Champions completing a Paragon-Tier quest. Four adventurers died in that fight. The deaths were never worth the reward, so we really don’t encourage anyone to take quests higher than their tiers.”

Her tone was soft—more of a friend passing on information rather than scolding. I nodded in understanding. Knowing that I wouldn’t get in trouble for taking on the troll was a relief.

I wouldn’t know what to do if I were to be banned from adventuring with Amelia. It had been our dream since we were little. The rush of adrenaline and the wonders of exploration had been addictively exhilarating.

But the best part about adventuring wasn’t the excitement of growing stronger or the elation of overcoming an enemy or the rewards that I could claim. It was her. It was Amelia at my side, smiling and enjoying the discovery with me. Without her, adventuring wouldn’t be the same.

“But,” Sydney said, holding up one finger. “I suggest keeping your achievement a secret from other people. The last thing you want is to gain attention from the wrong crowd.”

“You’re right,” I agreed, knowing exactly what she meant.

Adventurers weren’t all saints and righteous individuals. Jealousy and insecurity ran as toxic amongst us as the merchants or nobles. When there was fame and fortune to be had, even some of the people who called themselves heroes would go to great lengths to sabotage their peers.

The last thing I wanted was to attract the attention of those assholes. They would surely view my sudden growth and achievement as cheating and find ways to cause trouble for me and, worse yet, Amelia as well.

“With the gloomy stuff out of the way,” the clerk chirped before smiling up at me. “Let’s transfer the reward into your Spatial Storage.”

“Right,” I said as she stood once more.

“Transferring the reward is a bit anticlimactic, but it’s a lot safer,” she said and closed her eyes in concentration.

“I’d rather be safe than sorry if you ask me,” I chuckled dryly.

I couldn’t start to imagine how people traveled before the use of Spatial Storage. A specific timeline of its creation was still unclear. Many scholars believed it was created by the elves over three hundred years ago. Unfortunately, the gems and countless other elven technologies were lost with the sudden fall of their civilization.

It was after many decades of extensive research that the United Assembly was able to create their own version of the Spatial Storage Gems. The storage item had become available to the public around forty years ago, but at a very high price that only the extremely wealthy could purchase.

The gems had only become affordable to the masses after thirty years of being exclusive to the incredibly rich. The reduced cost and increased availability were the reason the Adventurer’s Guild was able to incorporate the Spatial Storage into their system ten years ago.

Sydney’s transfer request came like a gentle impression of a leather pouch in my mind like how Steel Heart would express his emotions to me. I focused on accepting it before the overlay of shelves appeared with the bag of coins in one of the slots.

“Your total reward is two thousand three hundred and thirty vinhs. Please check to make sure the amount is correct,” Sydney said.

I gawked at her through the overlay of my storage as my jaw hung open from hearing the number. She wasn’t lying. ‘2,330 vinhs’ appeared in the top right corner of the slot that contained the money pouch when I focused on it.

“Sh-Shit! That’s a lot of money,” I blurted, unable to contain my excitement when I actually saw the reward.

Sydney smirked up at me. “This is how much most Valorant-Tier quest rewards are. You’ll get used to it soon enough, with how fast you’re going up the rankings.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Then a thought occurred to me and I concentrated. Five silver coins appeared in my hand a heartbeat later. I stacked them on top of one another on the counter in front of Sydney, who stared at me in confusion.

“It’s for you. As thanks for all your help,” I said and pushed the stack toward her.

“N-No, you don’t have to. I’m only doing my job,” she sputtered with wide eyes while waving her hand placatingly.

“I insist. You’ve always been a great help for me and Amelia. We’ve learned so much from you,” I didn’t back down before adding, “Use it to buy yourself a nice meal or something.”

With a crooked smile, the clerk relented and accepted the money. “Thank you very much,” she said with a bow, then slipped the coins into the pocket of her black vest.

“Why don’t you put the money in the bracelet?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.

Sydney looked down at the accessory on her wrist, seemingly confused at my question. Then understanding played across her expression and she looked up at me with a smile.

“This one isn’t actually a Spatial Storage. Well, at least not with its full function, and it’s also not mine,” she said and lifted her right hand to show me the bracelet for emphasis. “It’s more like an access point to the Guild’s Spatial Storage.”

“What do you mean?”

She pursed her lips in thought for a moment before she said, “The Plates of Record, the money, along with all the loot you’d brought back are actually stored in one huge Storage in the back called the Vault. This bracelet only transfers to and from that Storage.”

My eyebrows lifted as I slowly nodded along with her explanation. “That way… the Guild doesn’t need to make multiple copies of the Plates for every clerk here or transfer the loot out afterward.”

“Exactly.” She pointed a finger at me. “The bracelet detects essence, so only authorized personnel can use it. On top of that, it also creates a log for every transfer that occurs, which makes it a lot easier to keep track of things going in and out, especially money.”

She chewed on her lower lip, then gave me a sheepish grin. “Now that I think about it. I probably shouldn’t be telling you all this,” she said before pressing both palms together in front of herself and giving me a pleading smile. “Please keep it a secret between us.”

I blinked, my cheeks heating from unexpectedly seeing the adorable side of her again. “Of course!” I finally said after a few more blinks.

“Thank you,” Sydney said and pink tinted her cheeks. “You’re just so easy to talk to that I forget myself sometimes. I definitely don’t want to make Amelia jealous.”

“Wh-Why would she be jealous?” I asked, my eyes widening in confusion.

She tilted her head to one side. “Aren’t you dating? The two of you have been inseparable for as long as I’ve known you guys.”

“Th-That’s not…” I sputtered before I was reminded of Amelia and the kiss we shared in the forest. We had yet to talk about our situation. “W-Well… it’s kind of complicated,” I finally said with a crooked smile.

“That’s surprising,” the clerk said with wide eyes. “You seem so close and casual with one another, so I thought for sure you two were a couple.”

That comment brought heat to my cheeks, and I had a hard time finding a response. Before I could say anything, however, her surprise turned into a wry smile.

“Does that mean I still have a chance, since she hasn’t claimed you yet?” she asked.

“Huh?” was all I could manage as I blinked at her question, my face burning.

Her smile turned devious and her voice grew sultry. All professionalism was gone from her tone when she said, “I also don’t mind sharing if you’re into that kind of thing. Good men are a rare commodity nowadays, so it’d be selfish of me to keep you all to myself.”

I stared at her in stunned silence for several long seconds as my mind reeled with what she had just said. She wanted to share me with Amelia, and surprisingly enough, I didn’t have any objection to the idea.

Sydney was an incredibly attractive woman who was both clever and friendly. At least from all the conversations we had so far. Any man would have been lucky to have her, which surprised me even more that she wanted to have that kind of relationship with me and my redhead childhood friend.

My jaw worked over and over but no word came out for a while. “Wh-What are you saying?”

“Well, I know many male adventurers prefer to travel with an all female party these days,” she started and bit her lower lip as if to emphasize the next part. “You know, for work and pleasure.”

“Work and… pl-pleasure?” I blurted, incredulous. Blood was quickly rushing downward and making it hard to think.

She shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m just saying. I’m not opposed to the idea if Amelia doesn’t mind it.”

“Ho-Hold up! You’re moving too fast. We aren’t in a relationship… yet. We were going to talk about it, but a lot of things happened yesterday.”

“You’re so cute when you’re flustered,” she teased with a roguish grin as her gaze turned predatory. “Why don’t you talk with her first? I don’t need an answer right away.”

“Th-That’s… That’s what I plan to do,” I said.

She seemed to think this was the perfect time to inspect her fingernails before throwing another surprise my way. “I’m also into girls, especially one as gorgeous as Amelia. Maybe that will sway things in your favor?”

My mouth gaped for several moments before I gave up on talking. I hadn’t expected to have this kind of conversation with Sydney, or anyone for that matter, when I came to the Guild.

Now, all I could think about was the image of Amelia in bed with her, doing indescribably lewd things to one another. It would stick with me for a while, but I also couldn’t complain. The thought of them together was far from the worst thing that could play over and over in my head.

“So, what else can I help you with today, Lucas?” she asked with a giggle as she leaned back in her seat and clasped both hands on her table in a poised and professional posture.

I stared at her in silence for a long while, unable to switch back to my normal self just yet. “Err… Mmm… Y-Yes… Yes, I-I would like to update my Plate please.”

“Certainly,” Sydney said, then closed her eyes before my Plate of Record appeared in her hand.

She promptly placed the palm-sized tablet on the counter while still giving me a playful smirk. I brought my hand up awkwardly before hovering it over the Plate and felt a slight tug of essence being drawn through my palm.

When I removed my hands, my information was unchanged. At least not on the Plate itself. I could request a detailed breakdown of my numerical attributes and see how much more essence I needed to absorb before I would gain a rank.

However, my rank didn’t have any affect on my capability in battles. They were merely milestones for my growth, which the Guild used as a point to reward me with a new Class Skill. That along with the privilege to take more difficult but more rewarding quests were great incentives for the adventurers to keep getting stronger.

“Now, is there anything else you’d like to do?” Sydney asked, drawing my attention from my Plate of Record.

“I don’t think so,” I said after a brief moment.

She leaned forward and looked up at me through her long lashes, then said in a sultry tone, “You can talk to me about anything. It doesn’t have to be just business between us, you know?”

I worked my jaw wordlessly for several seconds before clearing my throat loudly. “L-Look at the time! I should go! I really do need to go check on Amelia!”

She sat back with a smile that bordered on being lascivious. “Well, Lucas. I hope we… the three of us can get to know one another better soon.”

“R-Right!” I sputtered before turning on my heels and left. The renewed flood of images filled my mind, and I could barely walk straight with all the blood rushing from my brain.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

KISS

I had planned to buy cakes for Amelia after leaving the Guild, but the hefty reward quickly made me reconsider. I would rather treat her to a delicious meal or something nicer with that money—making it a celebration or something.

With that in mind, I took the outer path around the pond surrounding the town square and headed for her home in the southern part of Emberfell. I was also curious about her condition since Mary had only said that she needed rest and didn’t mention anything serious when I left her house last night.

As I strolled down the street, my mind circled back to the black cube I had seen inside Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage. I wasn’t able to interact with it other than seeing the ‘Unknown’ description. Even if I had little experience with it, I had a feeling that behavior wasn’t normal.

Hey, Steel Heart. What is that box thing in your storage? I asked tentatively before quickly adding, If you don’t mind me asking.

“Hmm?” He sounded a little confused at my question for a moment. “Oh that? I don’t know,” he said nonchalantly.

You don’t know?

“It’d been there since I woke up. I can’t do anything with it other than reading its description, which says ‘Unknown’.”

Yeah, I can’t move it either. Strange.

Steel Heart gave me an impression of a shrug before he said, “It may have something to do with my ability to speak, or something that had been left behind by my creator. So, I don’t want to mess with it too much.”

Makes sense. I guess we can find out about it once we have you appraised.

He fell silent as if in thought for a moment. “I don’t think it’ll work, but I guess there’s no harm in trying.”

You don’t think it’ll work? Why?

“I don’t know. It’s just a hunch.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at his comment. It sounded ridiculous to hear the sword saying he was having a hunch about something. Then again, talking to a sword was in itself pretty ridiculous.

“What are you laughing at?”

Nothing. It’s just that if anyone had told me I’d be talking to a sword two days ago, I’d have told them to fuck off because they were likely high on something. Hearing you talk about having a hunch just made that thought even more funny now.

Steel Heart was quiet for several moments as I continued down the lakeside walkway. The empty spaces from earlier were now filled with stalls and the first round of customers.

The delicious scent of baked goods and aromatic spices grew even thicker in the air as the lunch rush came in full swing. Chattering noises between vendors and customers had overtaken the serene chirping of birds at this point.

“So you think an appraiser will be able to identify what I am?” my sword finally asked.

I shrugged. That’s what I hope. At least the appraiser should be able to tell me when and, hopefully, where you were made.

“Really?”

Well, for one, your design is quite old, I thought before quickly adding, Not that it’s bad or anything. I think it’s pretty cool to be honest. No one makes a sword with that much detail and intricacy anymore.

I felt an appreciative nod from Steel Heart before he said, “That makes sense. We might even find out who made me.”

Yeah, that’s definitely possible.

“So where can we find an appraiser?” he asked, excitement bubbling in his tone.

Like my dad said, there aren’t many that specialized in magical gear. We should be able to find at least one in Dawnreach. That’s the human capital city west of here, in Windcrest Coast, if you’re wondering.

“Damn,” Steel Heart said disappointedly.

Let’s start there since it’s closer than Vinhels. That city is a month of inland travel away. It’ll be killing two birds with one stone since Amelia and I will finally get to go on an adventure and you’ll get to find out more about yourself.

“Thanks.”

Amelia’s home came into view just as our conversation wound down. A smile stretched my lips when I imagined her reaction to me telling her about Steel Heart, the reward, and the promotion.

Amelia is going to flip when I tell her about everything that happened! I thought excitedly before Steel Heart responded with a chuckle.

Standing at the front door of the house, I knocked three times before calling out, “Sam. Mary. It’s Lucas. Anyone home?”

Mary opened the door with a warm smile a moment later. “Come on in, Lucas,” she said before stepping aside for me to enter.

“Where is Amelia?” I asked after a quick scan of the living room and kitchen. “Is she doing alright?”

Panic settled in my chest from her absence. She had still been unconscious when I left because I assumed she was in good hands. I had fully expected to see her lounging in the kitchen or on the sofa.

Mary smiled as she placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’s fine. She’s just resting in her room, that’s all.”

“Resting in her room? Was her injury that bad?” I gasped, my mind reeling with the thought that Amelia suffered more serious injuries than I had thought.

Before Mary could answer my questions, Sammus coughed loudly to draw my attention to him. He shook his head imperceptibly when our eyes met. A gesture I had seen countless times during my training with him. It meant ‘shut up and don’t ask questions’.

“She’s alright. Trust me. My little girl is as resilient as I am. It’ll take more than a little knock on the head to keep her in bed,” he said with a chuckle.

“Don’t say that, dear! You’ll give the kids a false sense of security,” Mary immediately chided and rounded on her husband. “They may be young, but their bodies still need time to recover. They can’t just keep running off into danger without proper time to recuperate.”

Sammus shot me a wry smile, and I instantly understood the situation. Mary’s instinct as a nurse made her very protective of everyone. She would make me and Amelia rest more than we usually needed just to be sure we had fully recovered.

If any of us protested her ‘safety protocol’, she would go into a tirade about the recklessness of adventurers. The first time I whined about it, she sat me and Amelia down on the sofa and explained in explicit details for an hour on why taking care of one’s body was also a very important aspect of adventuring.

“Yes, love, I understand completely,” Sam said with a sheepish grin at his wife before his gaze shifted to me.

He jerked his head toward the stairs at the end of the living room that led to the bedrooms on the second floor. I nodded apologetically to him, knowing the earful he was about to receive in my place before quickly sneaking away.

I gingerly climbed the steps, careful not to make a sound. The chatter between Sam and Mary faded once I reached the landing. Amelia’s bedroom was the first door on the left of the short corridor. The next door down was her bathroom and the one on the opposite side was the master bedroom.

Lifting one hand to the door, I realized that I hadn’t been to her room in years. I couldn’t even remember the last time I came up to the second floor. The realization made my heart race with… excitement? Anxiety? Delight?

Then the sensation of her soft lips returned to me in vivid detail. I was about to be alone with Amelia in her room after we had kissed, after we had promised to talk about it. That thought sent my mind rushing to strange places.

“Aren’t you going to knock?” Steel Heart asked, making me realize I had frozen in place for several seconds.

“R-Right. Yes! That’s what I was about to do,” I sputtered before mustering the courage to rap on the door three times.

“Hey! It’s Luke. Can I come in?” I asked just loud enough for Amelia to hear from the other side.

There was no reply for a long while, so I assumed she was sleeping. I was about to turn down the stairs when she called out, “C-Come in.”

My heart raced at her invitation even when I shouldn’t have been this excited. I had known Amelia since we were practically babies and had grown up with her. We had been together everyday since I could remember.

Fuck, I was so nervous I couldn’t breathe. My pulse was slamming like intense drum beats in my ears and my stomach churned with a potent mixture of trepidation and excitement.

The knob twisted silently before I pushed the door open and took a tentative step inside. The enticing scent of lilac greeted me as I moved through the threshold. The room was dimly lit by a narrow shaft of sunlight from the parted curtain on the window.

My gaze followed the strip of light on the floor to the bed before drifting along the shape of Amelia’s legs beneath her thin blanket. She sat up and the sheet slipped down to pool around her waist.

She wore a white tank-top that hugged her ample breasts and taut belly like a glove. This wasn’t the first time I had seen her in form-fitting clothing but, somehow, the situation made her appearance more sensual than it should have been.

Her hand slipped forward to wrap around her stomach nervously as she said, “Wh-Why are you looking at me like that?”

That snapped me out of my reverie. I blinked rapidly for a second before finding her amber gaze. Even in the dim light, the redness on her cheeks was visible and the shyness in her tone just made my heart pound harder.

“H-Hey!” I sputtered, then added, “How are you feeling?”

A pout immediately formed on her lips at my question. “I’m totally fine!” she said exasperatedly before reaching up to touch the small bandage on her right temple beneath her disheveled red hair.

“But I’ve to rest today because adventuring is dangerous so I need to be fully recovered before I put myself in danger again,” she said the last part as she mimicked her mom's stern tone.

I chuckled before she gestured for me to come further inside. I turned around to oblige her request, then became self-conscious of the enclosed space around us when the door clicked shut.

Being in a room with Amelia had already made my pulse quicken, for that to be her bedroom just made it so much more intimate. Immense heat crept up my neck and face as the memory of our kiss in the forest occupied every thought in my mind.

“Careful there, my boy! I can hear your heartbeats from here. You might pop a blood vessel or two if it keeps pumping that fast,” Steel Heart teased, then chuckled happily.

I fought the urge to scowl down at him as I shot back, Oh, just shut up! You’re not helping.

“What are you doing?” Amelia asked quizzically before the sheet rustled as if she was changing position on the bed.

“N-Nothing,” I said as I turned around to face her, thankful that my sword obeyed my request.

Steel Heart’s snarky comment was immediately forgotten as I took in the sight of Amelia sitting cross-legged on the mattress under the thin blanket. The low-neckline of her tank top revealed quite a bit of her cleavage as the white fabric draped over her ample breasts.

She was holding one of her shins with both hands, causing her arms to squeeze her supple mounds together until they threatened to burst free of her clothes. I tried in vain to drag my eyes from the alluring sight while also failing miserably to keep my blood from rushing downward.

“H-How… How are you feeling?” I asked stupidly after eventually forcing my gaze to meet hers.

Amelia frowned. “You already asked me that. What’s going on with you?”

“Huh? I-I did? I don’t remember,” I said with an awkward chuckle, scratching at the back of my head.

“I know you two kissed, but why are you being so nervous around her?” Steel Heart asked with an impression of a raised brow.

Don’t you see what she’s wearing? I mean, I’ve seen her in more revealing clothes but… Fuck! Why is it so hot in here?

“I’ll let that slide since you’re clearly not thinking straight right now. I already told you I can only see essence. I can’t see what your girlfriend is wearing,” he said and paused for a brief moment. “Hmm… Looks like you’re not the only one that’s nervous. Her essence flow is also quite erratic.”

I couldn’t help but raise a brow at the unexpected information. Taking a closer look at Amelia, I saw the telltale sign of nervousness like Steel Heart had mentioned. Her cheeks were slightly pink and her lips were pressed more tightly together than normal.

“Wh-What are you staring at?” she asked with a sputter.

“N-Nothing! Nothing! I-I was just di-distracted, that’s all,” I said, lifting a hand in a placating gesture. “How are—N-No… Never mind.”

Amelia snickered. “I’m fine. I think a piece of rock hit my head when that troll threw that boulder at me…” she trailed off before her eyes widened. “That troll! What happened to it? How did we escape?”

“Don’t worry. It’s dead.”

“How?”

I puffed out my chest and braced my knuckles on my hips and said with a smirk, “I killed it.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, her face was a mask of skepticism. “Yeah, right,” she said after a moment before crossing her arms under her breasts.

Her supple mounds swelled upward, bounced slightly, then settled against her arms. My pulse hammered even more violently just from that little motion alone. If I wasn’t a fit and healthy eighteen-year-old man, I might actually die right here from heart failure.

Hanging onto the last sliver of my composure, I cleared my throat. “Well, I had help,” I said, then gestured to Steel Heart at my hip.

Amelia stared flatly at me. “Right. You managed to kill a troll with a sword you happened to pick up in the forest. If you’re going to lie, at least make it believable. What actually happened?”

I knew she would react this way, so I kept going. With my hand still opened toward my sword, I said, “Amelia, meet Steel Heart.” After that, I swept my hand toward the gorgeous redhead. “Steel Heart, meet Amelia.”

“What are you doing? Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?” she asked with a raised brow.

“This is going to be difficult to believe, but trust me, everything I am about to tell you is the truth,” I said and gave her my best reassuring smile.

“Okay,” she drawled as a look of confusion and trepidation filled her expression.

Without hesitation, I recounted our horrific encounter with the troll to her. I started the story when it had tried to crush her with the boulder, and how I stabbed its leg to save her.

I told her everything from hearing Steel Heart’s voice in my head to slaying the troll with Radiant Slash while acting out each part, running, dodging, and even miming the slash with my hands. Amelia asked to look at the sword once the story ended and stared in awe at his intricate design and translucent blue blade.

“The design is fascinating,” she murmured with Steel Heart resting across her legs as her fingers traced the engraving of runes in his white fuller.

I propped down on the bed next to her. “Right? I have never seen so much work put into the design of a sword before,” I agreed.

“No one makes engravings like these any more. Not for a very long time. Not only that, the pattern on the crossguard, handle, and pommel look really old. Like, ancient old.”

“Because she’s your girlfriend, I’ll let this one slide too,” Steel Heart said with a scowl inside my head, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“What?” Amelia asked, glancing at me.

“He didn’t like it when you called him ancient,” I said, still chuckling.

She blinked twice, then looked down at the sword before returning her gaze to me. “It… I mean, he can really talk? But only you can hear it?” she asked with a slight hint of incredulity in her tone.

I nodded.

“How do I know you’re not lying? Since no one else can hear him and all,” she asked, leaning closer to me as if trying to detect any sign that I was lying.

Doing so, however, brought her face within a few inches of mine since we were sitting shoulder-to-shoulder. I couldn’t stop my gaze from sliding down to her full lips, then inevitably to the succulent valley between her breasts.

I quickly course-corrected and looked up into her eyes again. Then I gulped at the tantalizing sight of her beautiful face, and my pulse quickened. Fuck! There wasn’t a single place on her body that I could look at without doing long-term damage to my heart.

My throat suddenly became parched as I said in a raspy voice, “I-I… I don’t know. You just have to… mmm… trust my words.”

“Trust your words? Can I, really?” Her tone was teasing as a smile tugged one corner of her lips upward.

“Have I… Have I ever lied to you?”

“Never,” she said with no hesitation, which actually made me proud of myself.

“S-See? So, d-do you believe—”

“Just fucking kiss already!” Steel Heart blurted in my head, cutting me off mid-sentence. “How are your hearts not bursting after beating this hard for so long?”

I blinked before realizing he said ‘hearts’ and not ‘heart’. That was enough to give me a boost of courage. So, I let my instinct… Well, more like my desire guide me and leaned forward.

Amelia’s eyes went wide when our lips came within an inch of one another, but she didn’t jerk away. Instead, she closed her eyes and covered the small gap between us herself. A whiff of alluring lilac enveloped me as I lost myself in the softness of her touch.

My tongue quested out, and she opened for me. Her soft hands came up to cup my cheeks as if trying to pull me in for a deeper kiss. I leaned into her, eager for more. Our movement caused Steel Heart to slip from her lap and clatter on the floor.

“You’re welcome,” the sword said with an impression of an eye-roll.

I shot him a, Thank you! and returned my focus back to the gorgeous redhead in front of me.

We broke the kiss after another minute. Gasping for air, we looked into each other’s eyes before a wide smile bloomed on our lips.

“Sh-Should we still talk about that kiss in the forest?” I asked between deep inhales.

“Should we?” she asked, snickering, then added with a wink, “That first one was just to make sure you’d come back for more.”

I laughed before eyeing her glistening lips. “Well, now that I’m here, can I have more?”

She giggled at my question and flashed me a smile that was downright lascivious. My brain immediately ceased to function as my blood rushed downward, causing my pants to seemingly shrink several sizes.

“You can have as much as you want,” the gorgeous redhead said.

She circled her arms around my neck before leaning forward to press her soft lips against mine once more. But as we drew within an inch of one another, Steel Heart interrupted, “Incoming.”

A knock sounded on the bedroom door as soon as he said that. Mary called out a heartbeat later, “Is everything alright in there? I heard something fall.”

Amelia and I grunted in frustration at the same time, then burst out laughing. The interruption had made me realize that going any further was definitely not a good idea. The last thing I wanted was to have her parents walking in on us kissing… or worse.

“We’re fine. I just dropped my sword, that’s all,” I shouted back.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

DRAGONKIN

I couldn’t stop grinning as I strolled down the street of Emberfell toward the town square. The touch of Amelia’s soft lips and her sweet scent still lingered even after five minutes of leaving her home. I punched the air as my excitement spilled over and garnered several confused stares from people nearby.

With our houses next to one another, I had played with her since we were babies. We practically grew up together. Of course, I was too young to understand feelings like attraction or love early on. But they were definitely there.

I had only realized those feelings a few years after we started training together. Her tenacious nature and unwavering determination drew me to her. No matter how intense or gruesome the training had been, she never gave up. That drive was contagious and had helped push me to strive even harder.

The fact that her stunning beauty was easy on the eyes also didn’t escape my pubescent mind. Sam had smacked me on the head for slacking off more times than I could count after I kept staring stupidly at his daughter for too long.

“You’re in a very good mood. Is kissing really that great?” Steel Heart asked with an incredulous impression on my mind.

“Mmmhmm.” I nodded, still grinning.

“I don’t understand how touching lips and exchanging saliva can make someone so happy.”

With that, he managed to turn my grin into a frown. Oh come on! It’s not the physical side of it, even though that is also great. It’s the reciprocation of feelings. That’s the part I’m happy about.

“Didn’t she already express her desire for you back in the forest when she kissed you? What else is there to reciprocate?”

That’s not how it works. That was a quick peck on the lips because we were in danger, I told him as I gestured wildly, trying to come up with an explanation. To the people passing by, I probably looked even more crazy than the grinning fool I was earlier.

You need… affirmation and consent. You can’t just jump to conclusions and assume someone feels a certain way about you without hearing that person’s thoughts on the matter. You can’t just go around and force yourself on other people. That’s just wrong!

“Still, I rest my case. She kissed you first in the forest. Isn’t that affirmation enough?” Steel Heart asked, and I could feel a smug grin radiating off his words.

I dragged a hand down my face before letting out an exasperated sigh. “Why am I even trying to explain feelings to a sword?” I murmured.

“Come now, I may be a sword, but I also have a ‘heart’. I want to learn and understand emotions too.”

For real? You really want to understand my feelings?

The sword gave me an impression of a nod.

Then you cannot interrupt me with stupid questions. Got it?

“By definition, what do you consider stupid questions? I didn’t think any of my questions were stupid.”

That’s it! We’re done. You can go figure out your feelings somewhere else. I threw up my hands as I sent him the thought.

“Alright! Alright! I’m just teasing! Don’t be mad,” he said in a pleading tone. “Besides, you’re the only one I can talk to. Where else can I gather information about fee…” he trailed off when I glared down at him. “R-Right. Please continue.”

I scratched my cheek in thought for a long moment as I tried to come up with a good explanation to why kissing Amelia in her bedroom was different from doing so in the forest. In the end, I couldn’t find proper words that could make him understand my feelings or excitement.

Steel Heart. Will you be able to see my memories if I show them to you? I asked, an idea forming in my mind.

He was quiet for a short while before he said, “I believe so. I can hear things we’re actively thinking, so if you recall your memories, I should be able to see them too.”

Alright. This should make things easier.

I thought back to the time when I had started training with Amelia, to the awe and admiration I had for her unrelenting determination. No matter how many times she fell, she would get up and continue to push on until she completed the challenge.

I recalled the closeness we had developed for one another over the years. Her support and encouragement had helped me through countless grueling training sessions.

Her striking, amber eyes that seemed capable of reading my every thought. Her bright, tantalizing smile had mesmerized me every time I saw it. Her unpredictability made every moment with her interesting.

My feelings for her grew as time passed, but because I didn’t know how she felt about me, I didn’t dare tell her the truth. We had been friends and companions for years, and I couldn’t bear to lose her if the feelings weren’t mutual.

Even though I had an inkling that she might feel the same way, I still couldn’t find the courage to confess my love for her. I had promised myself that I would do it one of these days, but a confession took immense preparation and determination. Especially when our friendship was on the line.

The incident with the troll had put things into perspective for me. Our lives as adventurers were always in constant danger. We could one day encounter a monster far more powerful than we could defeat. We might not get another chance to express our feelings for one another if we kept waiting.

That was how I found the courage, threw caution to the wind, and did what I did in her bedroom. Amelia kissing me in the forest, as brief as it had been, was an indication that our feelings aligned. I would have been an unredeemable fool if I didn’t grasp the opportunity and make it happen.

If it were up to me, and probably her as well, I wouldn’t have left the house. We just had our first real kiss, and I wanted nothing more than to stay and enjoy her soft lips and supple body for the rest of the day… or a few more, maybe even a week.

Still, there was a high chance that the noises that we would make from the things I assumed we would be doing after an intense kissing session would undoubtedly get noticed by her parents.

There wasn’t that much space separating Amelia’s bedroom from the living room on the first floor, and the sound-proofing was rather terrible. I doubted Sammus would look kindly upon me if he ever walked in on me balls-deep inside his daughter.

“Woah! Woah! Woah! I don’t need to see that!” Steel Heart bellowed in my head, startling me out of my thoughts.

“Sh-Shit! Sorry, I got carried away,” I apologized, my cheeks burning with embarrassment.

“Dammit! Now, I can’t unsee it,” he groaned. “What are you trying to do? Blind me? When I already can’t see in the first place?”

I said, I’m sorry. My thoughts drifted. I didn’t mean to, I told him and put my left hand above his pommel in a placating gesture.

“Don’t ever do that again! I’m happy with just seeing essence, so don’t show me any more images of your naked ass.”

“Okay. Okay. No more images. I get it!”

Steel Heart was quiet for a long while before he finally spoke up, “I think I understand your feelings a little better now. Thank you for showing those precious memories to me.”

A smile cracked my lips at his words, and I shrugged. Before I could say anything, a feminine voice echoed from the alley a few feet to my left. The distress in her tone made me frown, and I halted to listen more intently.

“Let go of me!” the woman said as if she was straining against something.

I didn’t think twice before launching into action, darting toward the opening of the alley with my hand clutching Steel Heart.

Emberfell was a peaceful town, but not devoid of crime and scumbags who would hurt and take from others weaker than them. The town’s guards had kept them from growing too bold, but the settlement was too big and some of those assholes slipped through the cracks from time to time.

I had dealt with a few of those thugs myself when they tried to mug me and Amelia, thinking we were easy targets because we were teenagers. Several good pummelings, a few broken noses and black eyes later, they learned their lesson and left us alone from then on.

“Those assholes are back at it again?” I ground out the words through gritted teeth, planning to give them the beating of their lifetime.

What I saw was even worse than what I had imagined. It made my stomach churn with revulsion, and my heart pounded with rage. Three adventurers were crowding over a small, feminine figure in a light gray cloak with a hood pulled over her head.

I assumed they were adventurers because of their gear. Judging from the rather well-crafted armors they were wearing, they were either shitty Valors or some rich kids playing adventurers.

The hooded figure was trying to pull her wrist free from the grip of a tall, broad-chested Knight with long black hair tied into a loose ponytail. He wore a silver full plate armor with a longsword and heater shield slung over his back.

“Let go of her!” I bellowed, halting my advance to gauge their strength.

“Aww man, you’re so courageous. You’re forgiven for showing me your naked ass now,” Steel Heart teased with an impression of him swooning over me.

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Seriously?

“Seriously. I’m seriously forgiving you. What’s so hard to understand?”

“Come on, man. You’re not helping!” I growled at my sword.

“Then how about a buff?”

“A buff? You can—”

Energy surged through me before I could finish my sentence. My body suddenly became lighter. The falling leaves, and the three shitty adventurers seemed to move slower than normal.

“What now?” the Knight asked from down the alley.

“That fool is telling us to stop. He’s either stupid or crazy,” the man on his left suggested before stalking forward and drew the two daggers at his belt.

From his lean frame and light leather armor, he was probably a Rogue Class. His rat-like face broke into a condescending sneer as he assessed my strength. He had likely judged that I was a Novice from the armor I was wearing.

A familiar sound of wood scraping against wood drew my attention toward the last man in the group. He was undoubtedly an Archer from the arrow he was nocking on to his longbow. He was slender with long, brown hair and a stoic expression.

Two melee and one range. This isn’t going to be easy, I thought, trying to come up with a strategy.

“I wouldn’t be so sure. You’re much stronger than you think you are. You need to have more confidence in yourself, my boy,” he said the last part with a deep, sagely voice, which threatened to crack the angry expression I had on.

The Knight lifted his free hand and made a dismissing motion, the smug grin never left his lips. “Go away, fool, if you don’t want to get hurt.”

“I said, let her go!” I growled and drew my sword.

Their eyes went wide, but not from my menacing gesture. They were eyeing Steel Heart and his unique features. The central white steel inscribed with runic symbols and the edges that were made from blue translucent metal were definitely eye-catching.

“This fool has a good looking sword,” the rat-face Rogue said and licked his lips.

“Leave the sword here, and I’ll let you go unharmed,” the Knight said before adding, “Last chance.”

The Rogue advanced on me and the Archer drew back his arrow when I didn’t reply. I already knew what they were planning to do. It was a simple but effective tactic I had been using with Amelia in our fight against rodenites.

It was essentially a two-prong attack with rat-face serving as a distraction to draw my attention away from the arrow aiming at me. Once his friend loosed the arrow, he would launch an attack of his own.

If I defended against the projectile, I would get stabbed by the daggers. But if I guarded the blades, I would likely take the arrow in the neck. There was no easier option. All the rodenites I had encountered with Amelia died from the projectile because they were targeting me.

Unfortunately for them, I wasn’t a simple-minded monster that was incapable of strategizing. I would have been in real trouble if the Knight joined the fray. So, I intended to end the fight quickly before he realized what was going on.

Gritting my teeth, I darted forward at the Rogue… and nearly collided into him because of my enhanced agility. In the spur of the moment, I had completely forgotten the buff Steel Heart had given me.

His dark eyes went wide in shock, clearly didn’t expect me to close the gap of nearly twenty feet in a single leap. Well, I hadn’t expected that myself. So, we both stared at each other dumbly for several heartbeats before he scrambled to attack me.

“Fucking little shit!” he grunted, drawing back his blade for a slash.

To my enhanced speed, his movement looked incredibly slow and deliberate. I could read everything and even predicted the angle of his strike a solid second before it came at me.

I spared a quick glance at the Archer to confirm he couldn’t shoot me as I had expected because his friend was in the way. With a swift upward thrust, I rammed the pommel of Steel Heart into the Rogue’s chin.

His jaw snapped shut before his head jerked back from the impact. Blood and several teeth flew out of his mouth, sparkling in the sunlight. He stumbled backward a step and teetered in place with only the white of his eyes showing.

Using him as a human shield, I grabbed the collar of his shirt with my free hand and kept him from toppling over. I rushed toward the archer while holding his friend in front of me.

The look of shock and panic on his face was a stark contrast to the stoic expression he had earlier. Clearly he hadn’t thought I could defeat his companion in a fight, let alone in a single blow.

I closed the distance quickly, and he faltered. The bowstring slipped from his trembling fingers. Fortunately, the arrow streaked wide, or it could have killed the unconscious Rogue.

He might have seen some battle from his composure in a fight and the execution of his tactic. But the fear in his eyes clearly showed things had never gone wrong for him before today.

That reaction told me everything I needed to know about my opponents. They were just some shitty idiots with rich parents. I highly doubted they were more than a Rank 2.

My boots clomped on the cobble. The Archer was within my striking range as Steel Heart flashed menacingly in my hand. At the edge of my vision, the Knight stepped toward me with his free hand on the hilt of the sword on his back.

I reflexively let go of the Rogue and twisted my body to meet his strike. However, Steel Heart met only air when I brought it up to block his slash or… the place where I had expected our blades to meet. Apparently, I was too fast, and he hadn’t finished drawing his sword yet. It was still only halfway out of his sheath.

We stared at each other in stunned silence for several heartbeats, confusion and surprise playing across our faces. The Knight grunted and yanked his weapon free, but I had already shifted my stance from defense to offense and swung at his arm.

An angry voice cut through the frenzy of battle before I reflexively halted my slash. “I said, LET GO OF ME!” the hooded woman screamed, her voice echoing down the alley.

Her cloak fanned out before her fist slammed into the Knight’s abdomen. The force of the impact seemed to reverberate through him like ripples on the surface of still water.

His eyes bulged with surprise, then his face scrunched in pain. He doubled over from the blow and his grip on the woman’s wrist loosened. She snapped out of his grasp before leaping into the air and slammed her heel into the side of his face with a spinning kick. The smug Knight crashed headlong into the ground with a crunch and didn’t get back up.

When the woman landed, the hood of her cloak flew back to reveal two green horns atop a head of long raven hair. Her emerald eyes were fixed in a glare with the two black vertical slits narrowed into thin lines. Two sharp fangs flashed amidst her rows of pearly teeth as she snarled.

She turned to growl at the Archer. He promptly dropped his weapon before turning tail and ran toward the other side of the alley. When she shifted her attention to me, her expression softened.

“Th-Thank you for saving me, kind sir,” the woman sputtered with a deep bow.

I stared at the green horns on her head for several long moments, failing to register her gratitude. Her tail peeked out from under her cloak a second later and I stared even more.

“Rude much?” Steel Heart jabbed, causing me to blink in surprise. “She just thanked you for saving her. Why didn’t you say something?”

The woman’s green eyes were fixed on me when I finally snapped myself out of the shock encounter.

“S-Sorry. I was just surprised to see a dragonkin here,” I said, nodding apologetically.

She bowed low once more before meeting my eyes and repeated, “Thank you very much for saving me, kind sir.”

“I don’t think you need any help from the look of it,” I said, sheathing Steel Heart.

“You are wrong! Without your courageous action, I wouldn’t have been able to muster the determination to fight back.”

“O-Okay… If you say so,” I agreed, unsure of how I should deal with the situation.

“My name is Brielle Emeraldwind, and I have traveled a long way here in search of aid for my people,” she said with a hand over her chest.

“I am Lucas Leonus, and… well, nice to meet you,” I returned, and didn’t know what to do with my hand, so I left it hanging by my side.

“Leonus?” Brielle repeated before her round, green eyes grew wide and the black vertical slits expanded. “Are you perhaps the son of Sir Liam Leonus, the Infernal Sage?”

I opened and closed my mouth twice before a single word came out, “Yes.”

She beamed at my confirmation, and I had a feeling that she would jump up and down with joy. But she didn’t. Instead, she grasped my hand in both of hers and looked up at me pleadingly.

“Would you please take me to see him?”

“O-Of course!” I sputtered, then added apologetically after a moment, “But… do you mind if I buy some cakes first? The shop is just around the corner, and I promise to be quick. My life is on the line here.”

“C-Certainly,” she said, blinking at me in confusion.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

PERSONAL QUEST

Our communal room had been made to accommodate both mine and Amelia’s family from the beginning. Because of that, it didn’t feel crowded even with Brielle joining us. However, our dining table was designed for six people, so we had to move the chairs around to make space for an extra person.

My mom and dad sat together on one side of the table while Sammus and Mary occupied the opposite seats. Brielle had been given the chair at the head of the table as Amelia and I found our places on the other end.

I had taken the dragonkin back to meet with my dad as she had asked after buying a bunch of cakes for everyone, of course. He had been confused to see her until she introduced herself as the daughter of Tekwon Emeraldwind, the Iron Tempest.

My dad had stopped her from saying more before asking me to call Sammus over. Ten minutes later, the retired Paragon Knight along with his wife and daughter were in our home.

Mary hurried over to see if Brielle and I needed medical attention after she found out we had been in a fight. Amelia, on the other hand, couldn’t be more happy to come over. She was dying for any excuse to leave her room after being forced to stay in there since last night.

The gorgeous redhead had switched out of her scandalous sleeping garment into more modest attire. Though the red, sleeveless shirt and black shorts showed significantly less skin, they hugged her curves snugly and left little to my imagination.

My mom and I had served everyone a cup of tea and a slice of cake before we sat to find out the reason for Brielle’s arrival. However, the grim expression on her face had kept us from enjoying the sweet treat or even sipping the fragrant tea.

“Rollen is on the other side of Elathia. What brings you so far from your home?” my dad asked the dragonkin from his seat on her left.

Brielle looked pensive as she sat with a stiff posture. “Our village…” she finally said, then swallowed. “Our village is in danger of being destroyed by vicious monsters.”

Sammus stared at her with wide eyes while my dad nearly choked on his tea from across the table. The cake paused halfway to my mouth as I stared at her in shock before putting my fork down.

“H-How is that possible? There’s no way Tekwon will let something like that happen to his village,” the former Knight asked.

Brielle shook her head, tears glistening in her green eyes as she said, “Father did everything he could, but he’s old, and the threat is far more powerful than anything our village has ever encountered.”

“What kind of threat are we talking about here?” my dad chimed in, trying to clarify the information.

The dragonkin went quiet for several moments. She wiped her eyes with the back of her wrapped hand, then looked up. “I’m sorry. F-Father told me that a warrior should not  shed tears so easily, but… but I am so scared,” she sputtered, then started bawling her eyes out once more.

Mary quickly rushed over and dropped to a knee at Brielle’s side. She pressed a piece of napkin into her hand as she rubbed her back gently.

“There, there, just let it all out. It’s alright to be scared. You’ve traveled a long way alone. The journey must have been difficult by yourself,” she soothed. “It’s alright if you’re not ready to talk. We can continue whenever you are.”

The former nurse looked up at Sam and shook her head slightly. The retired Paragon Knight looked like he wanted to protest, but sighed and sat back in his chair instead.

“N-No…” Brielle said, sniffling. “S-Sir Lucas gave me the courage to fight. I cannot allow my fear to overwhelm me. I must complete my mission.”

Amelia gave me a quizzical look at the mention of ‘Sir Lucas’. Her gaze slid up and down my body once before she flashed me a smirk.

“Don’t push yourself, dear. It’s alright to rest for a bit,” Mary urged before reaching up to dab at the tear on the dragonkin’s face with another napkin.

Brielle grabbed her hand and nodded appreciatively at the former nurse. “Thank you, Madam Mary. But I must not delay, for the lives of my people are at risk.”

“Alright, dear,” Mary said after a moment of contemplation, then she stood and returned to her seat.

The dragonkin cleared her throat and drew in a deep breath. She straightened her back and when she looked back at us, her emerald gaze blazed with determined resolve.

“Monsters have been attacking our village for the past several months. We’ve been able to push them back for a while but our defenses are slowly crumbling against the endless onslaught,” she said.

“Isn’t Manithilla defending your village? There’s no way a horde of monsters can be a threat to her,” my dad said.

A pained expression twisted her features at his word and he grimaced in response. But before he could apologize, Brielle launched into an explanation.

“Manithilla can no longer protect the village. The ‘Birthing’ has drained her of essence to the point that she can no longer take flight or even protect herself.”

“Mmm… Sorry for the interruption, but who is Manithilla, and what is the Birthing?” Amelia asked softly with a raised hand, echoing the same question I had.

From the confused look on my mom and Mary’s face, they were also as clueless as us. My dad turned from the dragonkin to find four blank stares directed at him and nodded apologetically.

“Manithilla Fireclaws is the last living dragon and also the protector of Susacre Valley,” he said.

“D-Dragon?” Amelia blurted with wide eyes.

My dad nodded before adding, “Before you ask, I’ve never met her. I only learned about her from Tekwon.”

“Manithilla has been guarding the entrance into Nythe Anore for the past three hundred years. But trying to hatch three eggs by herself has finally taken its toll. It has weakened her immensely. Because of that, she hasn’t been able to eradicate the hordes before they reach Rollen,” Brielle said solemnly.

“Wait! Isn’t Nythe Anore the ‘Dead Land’? I thought nothing can live there. Isn’t that why the elves went extinct?” Amelia interjected. Her tone wasn’t accusatory, but confused and curious.

“It is… or was,” the dragonkin said. “Manithilla forbade us from entering the Dead Land, so no one knows what has really been going on there for centuries.”

“Okay, I’m lost. What are we talking about here?” Steel Heart asked.

The Dead Land used to be known as Nythe Anore. According to the stories and folktales, the elves lived there before a catastrophe wiped them all out. That was three hundred years ago, so most of the records about the incident have been lost, I explained.

My sword went quiet for a long moment before he murmured softly, “Tragedy of… Maelgroth…?”

Huh? How do you know about that?

“What?” he asked as if he hadn’t heard me clearly. “I-I… I don’t know. The words just popped up.”

Maelgroth was the capital city of the elves where the catastrophe started before spreading out across Nythe Anore. That’s why the incident was named the Tragedy of Maelgroth. How did you know about it? Did your memory come back?

“I… don’t think so. I just know the words but nothing more.”

There’s no way that you could have been created three hundred years ago… Could you? I asked with a raised brow as I glanced over my shoulder at the sword dangling from the backrest of my chair.

“I don’t… I don’t know.”

“The monsters that came out from the Dead Land are stronger and more vicious. They also infect other monsters in the nearby forests and make them go berserk. All of them have strange tentacles protruding from their backs,” Brielle said, and her description of the monsters immediately snapped my attention from Steel Heart.

“These tentacles, are they like vines? And do the monsters have moss growing on their bodies?” I blurted, forgetting myself before shrinking back when everyone turned to look at me.

“Yes! They also have green eyes with a sickening glow,” she said, nodding.

“That’s what the troll and the rodenites had,” Amelia murmured from beside me.

“What does that mean?” my dad pondered with knitted brows.

“Why isn't Vinhels sending aid to Rollen? Has the relationship between the beastkin and the United Assembly changed?” Sammus asked.

The United Assembly was a nine-member council made up of three representatives from each race—human, beastkin, and dwarf. The Assembly was created to oversee political disputes or agendas between races.

Brielle shook her head. “It has not. Vinhels has also seen increased monster activities in their region.”

“What about Garum? The dwarves have been good friends with your people, no?” my dad asked.

Garum was the dwarven capital in the southern region of Elathia—Urgal. The dwarves were well-known for their smithing, which was the reason they created settlements along the mountainous terrain, where they could mine precious metals and gems of all kinds.

“They are.” The dragonkin nodded. “But their people are crafters. Those that learn to fight and become adventurers are also caught up in the battles around Vinhels.”

She looked between my dad and Sam with a hopeful glint in her emerald eyes before she said, “My father sent me to find you as the last resort to saving our village. I know it’s a lot to ask even by the daughter of an old friend, but we don’t have anyone else.”

Sammus grimaced at her request. The pain in his expression was genuine. I glanced over to my dad and he also wore the same agony. The desperation and desire to help their old friend was palpable in their eyes. They clearly wanted to go, but they also knew their limit.

The two former adventurers were in their late sixties, and even if they still looked fit and strong, traveling several hundred miles over the span of two months wasn’t an easy thing to do anymore. The fatigue from the gruesome journey would keep them from fighting at their best.

I had little doubt that their knowledge and experience would be useful in the fight against the monsters, but they weren’t physically capable of long, drawn out combat. That was why older adventurers either assumed leadership roles to lead the younger generation or retired and lived a peaceful life.

With his frown deepening, Sam placed a hand on Brielle’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. He opened his mouth, then paused before looking over to his former companion as if for affirmation. My dad pressed his lips in a thin line and nodded solemnly.

The dragonkin looked up slowly after a long moment of silence. Her eyes were hopeful even if they were glistened with tears. But when she saw the look on Sammus’s face, the welling tears instantly spilled down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Brielle,” the retired Knight started, his voice cracking. He glanced over to my dad, then back to her. “We are too old for this. Both of us haven’t seen real combat in nearly two decades. I doubt we can be of much help even if we manage to get there.”

“And if the monster attacks are happening around Vinhels, then they’ll eventually come to Emberfell,” my dad added solemnly. His jaw clenched as he paused as if trying to find the right words for what he was about to say next.

“If that’s the case… then it’s even more pertinent that we stay and help defend this town,” he said with immense agony in his voice. “We’ll try and ask our friends for help, but I’m afraid there isn’t more we can do.”

The silence that fell around us became oppressive, even the slices of cakes looked unappetizing and the rich fragrance of the tea became stale. There was seemingly nothing we could do, but wait for the inevitable destruction of Rollen.

“Why don’t we just go and help them?” Steel Heart asked and nearly made me jump out of my seat. He had been quiet for a while and I had practically forgotten about him in the midst of the serious conversation.

What in Rosien’s name are you talking about? We aren’t strong enough.

“I’m serious. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for, Lucas. The monsters around this area won’t be a challenge for you anymore. Trust me. It’s time for you to spread your wings and fly, my boy,” he said the last part, again, in a sagely voice.

I nearly scoffed at that. Fortunately, I held myself back, or it would look incredibly inappropriate in the current situation. I’ve only been an adventurer for two months. There’s no way I have what it takes to save a village from certain doom.

“Again, you give yourself too little credit. I’ll have to teach you a lesson or two in confidence one of these days,” he retorted, and I nearly shot back with the fact that he had been sleeping for the better part of fifty years or longer. There was no way he would have anything to teach me.

He cut me off first. “Look, you showed great adaptability and judgment during the fight with those adventurers and beat them with ease. That already shows you’re ready! Plus, it’s two months away, you’ll have plenty of time to train and get even stronger.”

I couldn’t deny that his reasoning made sense. My brows knitted together as I mulled over his words. By the time I turned my attention away from my thoughts, every eye around the table was looking at me.

“Wh-What? Why are you all looking at me like that?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

“You seem to be thinking really hard there, Luke. Any good ideas to share?” my dad asked.

With a crooked smile, I scratched at my cheek and gulped. Here goes nothing, I said to Steel Heart.

“Go for it, my boy!” he responded in his sagely tone.

“W-Well… it was Steel Heart’s suggestion, but I also think it’s a good idea.” I started, then looked at each person at the dining table in turn. “I want to go and help save Rollen.”

My mom blinked while my dad stared at me with a slack jaw at my suggestion. I quickly pressed on before they could object. “Rollen is two months away. There’ll be plenty of time for me to train and get stronger. By the time I get there, maybe I’ll be strong enough to make a difference.”

The communal room went dead silent as everyone stared at me. My mom was looking at me like I was crazy to even come up with such an idea. That was what moms do, they couldn’t bear to see their children rush head first into danger.

The silence was broken when Amelia punched my arm with all her might as if I had just cheated on her before we even dated.

“Hey! Why am I not a part of this? What do you mean ‘I’m sure I’ll be of some help’? If you’re going, then by Rosien’s will, I’m going too!” she protested as I was wincing from the pain.

Now, it was Mary’s turn to blink. Sammus, however, only looked at his daughter with raised brows. The silence was broken once again when both our moms slapped their palms on the table.

“Absolutely not!” they said almost in unison.

“You two have only been adventurers for a very short time. There’s no way you’re ready to take on something like that!” Mary said, looking from Amelia to me and back again.

“Yes! It’s way too dangerous for two new adventurers,” my mom quickly agreed.

I had somewhat expected the push back, and was going to wait for my mom to calm down a bit before trying to argue my point. However, the only other member of Mystic Seekers didn’t share my patience.

“Why not?” Amelia retorted testily. “We became adventurers, so we can help people. Luke and I aren’t like those pompous nobles who just do it for the bragging right, you know?”

“That’s not the point! The point is you’re not ready!” her mother shot back.

“When will I be ready? Are you expecting me to keep killing rodenites for another ten years before you let me go on an actual adventure?”

The argument became intensely heated, and I was afraid Amelia would say things she would regret later. I kept telling her to stop, but she wouldn’t listen to me. Fortunately, they didn’t continue for long.

“Enough!” Sammus’s voice boomed across the communal room and cut the two women off.

Silence followed and the tension in the air was as thick as molasses. Amelia was still glaring at her mother, while Mary was breathing hard from the screaming match.

The former Paragon Knight was red-faced when he said, “Amelia, do not speak to your mother like that! Apologize to her.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but his angry gaze made her pause. “Now,” he ordered in a low growl.

With that, her shoulders slumped as she turned to her mom and bowed her head. “I’m sorry, mom.”

Mary crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair with a huff. But a side-long glance from her husband made her return her gaze back to Amelia once more. Then she cleared her throat and said, “I’m sorry too.”

With that, Sammus nodded and smiled. “Now that that’s settled, let’s talk realistically without letting emotions get the better of us, shall we?”

The two women blushed at his words, but both remained quiet in their seats.

“So, Luke,” the retired Knight started, turning to me. “Liam told me you’ve reached Rank 3.”

“What?! You reached Rank—” Amelia started, but the sound of Sam clearing his throat cut her off. Still, she continued to stare daggers at me as if I had committed an unforgivable betrayal.

I nodded. “I did. After killing that troll.”

“Alright. With that in mind, here is my proposal,” Sam said before sitting back in his chair and lacing his fingers on the table. “That is if your parents agree with me, of course.”

I nodded again, tentatively this time. Glancing over to my mom who still had a worried expression on her face while my dad seemed curious of what his friend had in mind.

“As you all know, Liam and I set out on our adventure when we were seventeen, a year younger than you are now. That was even before we were eligible for adventuring permits,” he said before a fond smile tugged at the corners of his stubbled lips.

He let out a sigh before continuing, “Time was different then. Elathia was a more dangerous place. Full of vicious monsters, bandits and the likes. We nearly died more times than we could keep count in the early years.”

After a pause, he turned to look at Amelia and me. “I, personally, don’t think it’s too early for you two to set out on your adventure.”

Mary immediately whirled to protest, but he lifted a hand to stop her. “Hear me out, love,” he said, and she slumped back in her chair with a slight blush on her cheeks.

Sammus laced his fingers again before he continued, “As I was saying, it’s not too early for you to go on an adventure. The land may be safer than it was fifty years ago. But, as a father, I can’t just send you off unprepared.”

My dad was nodding along with what he said with a thoughtful look on his expression. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked his best friend.

Sam grinned broadly. “If you’re thinking of a ‘Personal Quest’, then you’re right.”

“I can totally agree to that,” my dad said, returning the broad grin.

“Personal Quest?” Amelia and I repeated at the same time.

My dad gestured for his friend to explain and Sammus nodded. “Basically, a Personal Quest is a job you receive directly from the employer. You agree on the task and compensation, then sign a contract. Once you complete the task, you return to your employer to receive compensation.”

“It had been more common back in the day of our adventuring,” my dad chimed in. “The employer saved money on fees that the Guild charged for posting quests and could bargain with the adventurers for a better price. But it also led to many problems as well.”

“Yup. Sometimes the employers just refused to pay, or didn’t really have the agreed-upon money in the first place. Other times the adventurers would ask for more compensation, or just robbed the employers outright,” Sam added.

“Anyway, we’re getting sidetracked,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “So, here is my proposal, you’ll have to complete a ‘Personal Quest’ for me before you’re allowed to leave Emberfell to help Brielle with her problem. Agreed?”

“Bring it on, dad!” Amelia said, shaking a fist in front of her.

I looked to my mom, whose expression had changed from worried to uncertain. When my dad squeezed her shoulder, she sighed in understanding. Then he looked at me and nodded approvingly.

“Alright, I’m in,” I said with a giddy smile as my heart raced with excitement.

Sammus turned to the dragonkin and said, “I know you’re in a hurry to get back, but please understand that this test is important for them to prepare themselves for the future. It’ll set you back by a few days at most.”

Brielle nodded and he gave her a warm smile before adding, “You’re welcome to join in too. You’ll be traveling with them if they succeed, so it’s better to start building teamwork now.”

She went quiet for a few moments, her emerald eyes darting back and forth between me and Amelia. Then she timidly nodded before saying softly, “O-Okay.”

“What do you think, love? Will you let them go if they can complete my quest?” the former Paragon Knight asked, turning to his wife.

She chewed on her lower lip for a moment before my mom reached over to touch her hand.

“I understand your worry, Mary. I really do, but we can’t keep them here forever. Maybe it’s time we let them go,” she said with a pleading smile.

Mary sighed exasperatedly before pointing a stern finger at her husband. “Only if they complete the quest, and you better not go easy on them, understand?”

“Of course, love,” Sam said with a chuckle. Then he turned to look at me and Amelia. “You hear that, kids?” His question was jovial, but the smile that followed was downright frightening.

“Now that everyone is in agreement, it’s time to go shopping,” the retired Knight said, clapping his hands together.

“Shopping?” Amelia and I asked almost at the same time.

He looked at us with raised eyebrows as if what he said was perfectly obvious. “Of course! If you’re going to clear a dungeon, you’ll need supplies and better equipment.”

“We’re going to what?!” the two of us blurted in shock, and Brielle looked like she was going to faint.

Our moms looked at us in confusion, unaware of the monumental task we were given. Our dads, on the other hand, just chuckled knowingly as if it was an inside joke no one else understood.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

NEW EQUIPMENT

We arrived at a blacksmith on the west side of town a short while later with Sam and my dad in the lead while me, Amelia, and Brielle trailed behind. The two adults were chatting animatedly like excited kids. The actual kids, however, were walking in silence as if we were heading toward our execution.

My mom insisted on fixing lunch for all of us before we headed out. We had no objection since we knew how good her cooking was. The meal was grilled chicken wraps with fresh lettuce and tomatoes, drizzled with a creamy, sweet and sour sauce. It was simple, but hearty and filling and so damn delicious.

I demolished three of them before groaning contentedly as I rubbed at my bulging belly. Sammus managed to stuff his face with four of the wraps, but nearly choked on the last one. The others were done after two and looked on at the two of us like we were crazy.

We left after a short rest to digest the meal. Because of the growing afternoon heat, the dragonkin had left her cloak at my house, and I couldn’t help but gawk at her incredible physique. Her muscles were toned with defined lines that accentuated the allure of her feminine form.

Coupled with the green scales that shimmered along her tan shoulder and upper arms, she was unlike any woman I had ever seen. Well, literally, since I had never seen a dragonkin in real life before.

I also spent a good portion of the walk staring at her slender tail that swayed hypnotically behind her. The urge to reach down and touch her scaly appendage rose multiple times and I fought very hard to hold myself back.

To my surprise, Amelia was also doing the same and even blushed when she realized I had noticed her ogling the other girl. Something about the glint in her eyes felt like more than just awe and excitement at seeing a person from a different race.

Brielle wore her long black hair in a braid that came down to the small of her back. Her white, sleeveless jacket and black bandeau top left her toned midriff fully exposed before her loose, flowing black pants concealed the rest of her body.

Compared to Amelia, she wasn’t as well-endowed, but her well-defined muscles from years of rigorous combat training more than made up for it. With so much power packed into her petite form, I had no doubts as to why the shitty Knight from earlier had no chance against her.

As we gathered in front of the smithy, I couldn’t help but stared at the building in awe. The shop was old, but not in the rundown kind of way. It exuded an aura of aged dignity like a wise old man with an endless wealth of knowledge to impart upon the younger generation.

Well-worn sturdy wood made up most of the building’s exterior, with two cutouts for a window and a door. The fact that the structure was made of thick logs just showed that it had been around for quite a while because most buildings in the past thirty years had transitioned to bricks.

Amelia stared at the thick, wooden sign above the entrance with an engraving of a hammer with fire engulfing its head and the name ‘Scorching Hammer’, then looked at her father with one raised crimson eyebrow.

“How are we going to buy anything from this place, dad? It’s not like we have any money. Unless…” she trailed off before narrowing her eyes at Sam.

“No, I’m not buying anything for you, kiddo,” he said, turning around to face her. “You want to get by on your own and I respect that. I’m just here to give you advice on what you should buy.”

“So, how am I supposed to pay for any of the things in there?” she asked, giving her father a quizzical look.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. Lucas already has that covered. Don’t you, Lucas?” my dad chimed in with a broad grin.

Amelia whirled on me with wide-eyed surprise as she blurted, “What does he mean by that? What did you do?”

“N-Nothing!” I said, suddenly feeling awkward for being put on the spot.

I had intended to tell her everything from Steel Heart, to the promotion, to the reward money. Unfortunately, I had managed to only tell her about my sword before her lips seized control of everything in my head.

Still, I wouldn’t want things to happen any differently. The promotion and the money was far less important than learning that my childhood friend, who I had been crushing on for years, felt the same way about me.

“Well, the troll I killed was classified as a Threat 5. The Guild put up a Purge Quest for it and the reward was two thousand vinhs,” I continued.

“T-Two thousand… Two thousand vinhs!” she blurted with wide eyes, nearly choking on the words.

“Yeah. Along with the other monsters I killed when I retrieved the troll’s body and my money, I have about two thousand six hundred vinhs right now.”

“Wait…” she trailed off as she looked deep in thought for a moment. “That means… with our savings, we have a little over three thousand! Shit, Luke! I didn’t think we’d see this much money so quickly!”

Her beaming smile was contagious, and I couldn’t help but grin like a fool along with her. Then before I realized what she was about to do, she grabbed the collar of my shirt and pulled me into a deep, joyous kiss.

I… froze. My arms went rigid at my side and my fingers tensed up into claws as I stood like a tree in the middle of the street. What else was I supposed to do?

Her father, a man who had become a legend for killing countless fearsome monsters, was practically towering over us barely three feet away. Wrapping my arms around her, so I could return her passion seemed like the best way to get myself killed… or at least brutally beaten to a pulp.

Sammus cleared his throat. This time, it was Amelia's turn to stiffen. She abruptly pulled away from me in the next heartbeat. The color of her face had changed to match that of her hair as she smiled sheepishly up at her father. He narrowed his eyes at her before crossing his powerful arms over his broad chest.

“Anyway, as Liam was saying,” he started in a stern tone, glancing between me and his daughter. “Three thousand vinhs is more than enough to upgrade your gear. Be smart about your choices, and you should get everything you need with plenty to spare.”

He swept his gaze between the three of us before his expression softened slightly. “A good rule of thumb is to never over spend on equipment because you’ll also need the money for supplies and lodging. And clearing dungeons will, most of the time, land you some gear.”

I nodded along and found the girls doing the same as well.

“Alright! Let's go inside and see what old Niel has for us,” my dad said before gesturing us forward.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the Silver Bastion and the Infernal Sage,” a gruff, rumbling voice greeted the two retired adventurers with casual familiarity.

A bald, stocky old man with a bushy, white beard sat behind a counter to my right. The large, square-shaped room was practically filled to the brim with weapons and armor.

Swords, spears, maces, axes, daggers, and other things I had never seen before hung from hooks on the walls or displayed on the shelves. Gleaming armor made of metal and leather occupied a full wall with a few fitted onto mannequins.

“What brings your old, retired asses to my humble shop? Have you decided to come out of retirement and relive the thrill and excitement?” Niel asked, chuckling.

“Very funny, old man. Mary will tie me to the bed for the rest of my days if I even think of doing something like that,” Sammus scoffed as he looked around the well-stocked shop.

“The kids are doing a Personal Quest for us, so we’re just taking them shopping for upgrades,” my dad said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at us.

“Personal Quest, eh? I didn’t think anyone was still doing that these days,” the smith mused before glancing at me with a wry grin. “What did those two bully you kids into doing?”

“We… mmm… We’ve to complete a dungeon run and prove that we’re ready to leave on our own adventure,” I said.

The old man barked a hysterical laugh. “Well, then you better get a good breastplate and maybe a pauldron too,” he said and pointed one thick finger at my armor. “That flimsy thing doesn’t look like it can take more than a hit or two.”

I only chuckled in response, not sure what I could say. Before today, we had to spend our money strategically because our funds were incredibly limited. After buying a new bow for Amelia, this breastplate was the only thing within my price-range.

Fortunately, Sammus’s training had kept me from having to test the durability of the armor I was wearing. The loose-fitting and the wonky leather that made up the protective gear didn’t give me much confidence it would hold up even against a rodenite’s strike.

“Wait! How did you get the troll body back to Emberfell? Isn’t it huge?” Amelia asked out of nowhere, tugging at my arm to draw my attention.

“Oh that. Steel Heart has a Spatial Storage,” I said and pointed to the white gem embedded in the center of his crossguard.

“What?!” she hissed wide-eyed. “Your sword also has a Spatial Storage? That’s not fair.”

“What are you talking about? You’re welcome to use it too.”

“Th-That’s not the point!” she retorted.

“Then what’s the point?”

“Now, now. We’re not here to argue,” Sammus cut in before Amelia could say anything more. “There are a few places we need to get to before dinner. You wouldn’t want to miss whatever Vivian and Mary are cooking up for us.”

“Speak for yourself. You should watch what you eat better. You aren’t kids anymore,” Amelia grumbled, and earned a hair ruffling from her father. “Hey! That’s not cool,” she complained, smoothing her hands through her messy, short red hair as soon as he released her.

Sam chuckled at his daughter’s annoyance before beckoning us toward the wall that had all sorts of armor on display.

“Like Niel said, you’ll need better protection for the dungeon run. The breastplate you’re wearing can probably take a few hits from a rodenite, but a grizzer will tear through it like paper,” the former Paragon Knight said as all of us gathered around him.

His words sent a shiver down my spine as it was a reminder of how close I was to death when I had been dodging the troll’s punches at close range to free Steel Heart. A split second of indecision was all the difference between breaking the boulder and becoming a bloody paste on the rock.

“Using grizzer as the baseline, this one can certainly take quite a lot of punishment, but it’s also rather heavy,” Sammus said as he picked up a thick breastplate with a high collar that would have protected everything from neck to waist.

“While this one…” He reached for another one that lacked the collar, shorter and made with thinner material. “This one can probably take half as much beating, but it allows for better mobility.”

I eyed the two armors for a moment before Amelia chimed in, pointing at the taller breastplate, “Then shouldn’t Luke just get the one with better protection?”

“Not necessarily,” her father said, shaking his head slightly. He lifted two fingers in front of us before continuing. “It all depends on your fighting style. There are two main types of Knight—tanker and striker.”

“Tanker’s objective is to draw the attention of the monsters and endure the beating until the damage dealers can unleash a powerful attack that wipes out everything in the area. You can clear dungeons very quickly with a tanker in your party, but you’ll need a healer and someone who can deal wide area damage rather than a single target,” he said and raised the heavier armor for emphasis.

He continued after a brief pause to let the information sink in. “Striker, on the other hand, focuses on dealing damage. You’re the frontline attacker with support classes, like Cleric or Bard, to buff you and maybe an Archer to help speed things along. You’ll be the one holding the party together in a battle, so if you fall, the party is dead.”

Sammus put the armor back before returning his attention to us once more. “Then there’s a new type of Knight that has become quite popular recently. They are called ‘hybrids’. Basically, you sacrifice a bit of defense for mobility and a bit of attack power for protection. It’s a balanced style that has good attack and defense, but not exceptional in either.”

“I was the tanker back in the day, and your dad was the main damage dealer in our party,” he continued, jerking a thumb toward his lifelong friend, before adding with a distant gleam in his eyes, “You should have seen him wipe a whole nest of blightweavers with a single spell.”

“I could only do that because you distracted all of them while the others protected me during the casting,” my dad said with a chuckle. “‘Calamity Break’ took forever to cast. I’d have become their dinner before I could have gotten through half the incantation without all of you.”

“Well, that was a close one. If you hadn’t come through in the next minute, we probably would have all become feeders for those damn spiderlings,” Sam laughed and smacked my dad on the back.

“Yes, dad. You told us that story a million times already. We need to get home in time for dinner, remember?” Amelia interjected with a scowl.

“Right!” her dad said, then cleared his throat. “Anyway, from what I’ve seen, Lucas’s fighting style is more suited to being a striker or a hybrid.”

He scratched his beard in thought as he eyed me appraisingly for a few moments before continuing. “Since your party doesn’t have a healer, it might be wiser to focus a bit more on defense, so you can also serve as an intermediate tanker while being able to dish out punishing attacks.”

I nodded solemnly before a thought occurred to me. “What is your Class, Brielle?”

She blinked at me before looking away with a blush. “M-My Class is Monk, Sir Lucas,” she sputtered.

“Monk?” I tilted my head to one side as I repeated her words.

“Monk focuses on hand-to-hand combat. It’s quite specialized to only a small group of people across Elathia,” my dad chimed in, then turned to the dragonkin and asked, “May I tell them about it?”

The dragonkin nodded shyly, and he went on, “Monks are deadly fighters at close range. They have a lot of body enhancement skills that can drastically increase their physical capabilities. With their fluid fighting style that can adapt and flow seamlessly between offense and defense, they’re literally a living weapon.”

“Is that what you did with the Knight? You enhanced your strikes with essence?” I asked excitedly, turning to Brielle.

Her flush deepened at my question, but she shook her head. “No, Sir Lucas. I-If… If I had used ‘Iron Fist’, his insides would have been completely ruptured.”

“Ruptured?!” I asked and reflexively rubbed my stomach where she had punched the shitty Knight.

“That’s very possible. I’ve seen Tekwon take down monsters three times his size in a single strike,” my dad interjected.

“So, with Brielle in your party, she can guard your flank or protect Amelia while she takes down enemies from a distance,” Sammus said before adding, “And we sidetracked again. Let’s get back to buying armor.”

“You told me I talked too much. Now that you’re up there in years, you’re babbling on and on like an old fool yourself,” Niel cackled from behind his counter.

“Oh just shut it, old man! You want us to go somewhere else?” the retired Knight grumbled with a dismissive gesture while my dad snickered.

After that, Sam went into details on different types of armor and the advantages and disadvantages of each one. The material and design also affected its practicality and durability.

An armor with engraved patterns and stylish ridges might look cool, but most of the time, impractical. Monster’s claws or fangs could get caught in the grooves or ridges and punch through the metal, instead of glancing off.

In the end, I went with a simple-looking, steel breastplate that focused on mobility, which Sammus agreed was the better choice. He also agreed with Niel that I get a pauldron for my shield arm for added defense, and a metal buckler instead of the wooden one in my possession.

He also picked a half leather chest plate for Amelia to give her a bit of protection while also preventing the bowstring from hitting her clothes and well-endowed chest upon release. Yes, it was a rather common and painful thing that happened in archery.

Aside from hurting herself, the accident would impact her accuracy as well. Fortunately, she was careful enough that it rarely happened. However, we were going to fight monsters much stronger than rodenites, so we could never be too careful.

He didn’t get a new weapon for her since her current one was only two months old. A longbow might slow her down a bit in narrow dungeon corridors but the damage output would make up for it.

Then the former Paragon Knight fetched a pair of iron knuckles for Brielle. She had refused to accept the gear at first, but he eventually wore her down by stating the benefits of having protection for her fists.

If she happened to injure her hand during the dungeon run, she would lose her ability to fight and instantly become a liability. That reasoning was enough to make her reconsider it.

We spent a little over one thousand vinhs at the smithy. It would have been more but Sammus and my dad haggled Niel into giving us a newly created ten percent new adventurers discount.

After that, we headed to an item shop and stocked up on Healing Potions, Poison Cure, and water skins. We were able to save the money on food since we could just store my mom’s cooking in Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage. It would stay fresh in there for as long as we needed.

Our last stop was the spell shop. I didn’t understand why Sammus would take us here when we didn’t have a Wizard or Cleric in our party. Without someone who could use magic amongst us, spell scrolls were practically pieces of paper in our hands. Well, at least that was what I thought.

Everything became clear when he told me to purchase six ‘Return Scrolls’. These scrolls didn’t need casting, but required the ‘Return Marker’ to be set up before it could activate. Once the preparation was completed, the scrolls could return us to the Marker from anywhere within a five mile radius.

Once we were done with our shopping and the sun was setting, the five of us headed to my house for dinner. Rich aromas of spice and grilled meat greeted us when we opened the door, and my stomach immediately grumbled violently from the hunger I didn’t know I had.

Dinner was a feast of steaks, mashed potatoes, and salads that were my favorite and deliciously addictive. I couldn’t stop eating once I started. The meat was perfectly cooked and seasoned while the side dishes complimented the main course flawlessly.

I gorged down the steak in record time, and was on the verge of going into a food coma. But when my mom brought out her specialty and Amelia’s favorite, cherry pie, I had to risk blowing up from eating too much and devoured a slice of the delicious treat.

“Rosien, god of creation, am I in heaven?” I groaned as I sat limply in my chair after I had cleaned my plate of desert, and coaxed a few light chuckles from everyone.

Hey! You seem awfully quiet today. Is anything wrong? I asked Steel Heart, who was hanging from the backrest of my seat.

“Oh, I’m fine. It’s just that I felt oddly familiar with what Sammus said about armor and equipment today. It’s like I know that information, or maybe heard it somewhere before,” he said with uncertainty in his tone.

I wouldn’t be surprised. Your last wielder was likely a powerful adventurer since you’re definitely not an ordinary sword. Maybe you heard it from him?

“I… don’t know. Maybe that’s the case.”

Hmm… I guess we’ll just have to wait and see. Maybe entering a dungeon will bring back some of your memories, I suggested before patting his scabbard lightly.

“I hope so.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE PROMISE

By the time Amelia and I left my house to walk Brielle back to her inn, the moon was high in the sky. The activities in Emberfell had dwindled down to a few noisy taverns and mostly empty streets. The night air was comfortably cool, which made our stroll rather pleasant.

I had offered to take the couch in our communal room, so the dragonkin could use my bed for the night. However, she had already paid for lodging at the Bull’s Tankard because she didn’t want to be a burden to anyone.

Sammus then suggested that the three of us should spend some time getting to know one another, since we would be fighting together tomorrow. We should at least know the capabilities and limitations of our companions. The knowledge would be crucial in forming tactics and navigating the dungeon.

“But don’t stay out too long. You’ll need plenty of rest as well,” the retired Paragon Knight had said before directing a particularly stern look at me and Amelia.

I didn’t need to read his mind to know he wouldn’t be forgetting the image of his daughter kissing me anytime soon. Hopefully, the fact that he hadn’t said anything about it meant he was approving of our relationship.

Another reason I had wanted to walk Brielle back to the inn was to help her in case those shitty adventurers returned to give her trouble. She might not need my help from how easily she had handled the Knight, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

Her shy and timid nature could prevent her from fighting them properly. If those three got a jump on her, she would probably become too scared and couldn’t defend herself.

“Hey, Brielle, do you mind telling us about your Rank and skills?” I asked, turning to her on my right. The question also prompted Amelia to poke her head out from my other side to look at her.

“S-Sure,” she said, giving me and Amelia furtive glances before looking away. “I’m a Rank 2 Monk, and my skills are ‘Iron Fist’ and ‘Essence Explosion’.”

“Oh nice! I was pretty sure you weren’t a Rank 1 from how you beat the shit out of that Knight,” I said excitedly.

“What did she do?” Amelia asked.

I turned to smirk at her before jerking a thumb toward the dragonkin. “You should have seen her give that dipshit Knight what he deserved. She yelled ‘LET GO OF ME!’, gutpunched the asshole, then knocked him out with a spinning kick to the face. It was incredible!” I recounted the event while acting out the moves along with it. Well, not the actual jumping and spinning since I wasn’t that acrobatic.

“That sounds so badass,” Amelia said, beaming, before leaning across me as if to examine the other girl more closely. “Look at you being all shy and quiet, but you're actually some kind of martial arts master or something.”

“I-I am not,” Brielle said, redness creeping up from her cheeks to envelop her pointed ears. “I still have a long way to go. I-If Sir Lucas had not stepped in and gave me courage, I would not have defeated him.”

“Sir Lucas. You make him sound like a heroic Knight in shining armor or something,” Amelia snickered, eyeing me with a smirk.

“Oh Sir Lucas, you saved me! You’re so brave and strong. Oh Sir Lucas, you are my hero. How will I ever repay you,” Steel Heart immediately chimed in with a headache-inducing high-pitched voice.

Fuck you! I returned.

Turning to Brielle, I said, “You don’t have to be so formal with me. I think we’re probably the same age, so you can just call me Lucas or Luke.”

“B-But you saved me! It would be rude if I do not treat you with utmost respect,” she protested, looking as if what I had said was preposterous.

I opened my mouth to retort, but Amelia cut me off first. “Then will you be calling me Madam Amelia too?”

“S-Sure. If you wish, Madam Amelia,” the dragonkin said.

“Stop it. You’re not helping,” I chided the Archer.

“Why not? It’s not like I forced her to do it. If she wants to treat us with utmost respect, then we should gracefully accept, don’t you think?”

“No!” I said sternly. “We’re a party. Everyone is equal. We can’t let her address us like she’s our servant.”

“Aww, you’re no fun,” Amelia said with a pout before turning to the other girl and snickering. “I was just kidding by the way. Please don’t call me Madam Amelia. It gives me goosebumps.”

“B-But…”

“No, seriously. Just call us by our names since we’re now officially besties,” Amelia said with a wink before skipping to flank the dragonkin on her right, then wrapped an arm over her shoulders.

Brielle blinked in confusion, unable to keep up with the Archer’s antics. Slowly, she said with an awkward nod, “O-Okay.”

“That’s my girl!” Amelia cheered and pulled the girl tighter against her side.

“By the way, what are your skills?” I asked Brielle.

“W-Well, Essence Explosion lets me enhance my offense, defense and recovery exponentially but it will deplete my Essence Well at a rapid rate. At my current capability, I can only use the skill for thirty seconds before Essence Burnout occurs,” she said with a bow of her head as if ashamed.

“What’s wrong? That’s an awesome skill. Why do you look upset?” Amelia asked.

Brielle bit her lower lip before she said, “Amongst other Monks in my village, I have the smallest Essence Well with a very slow regeneration rate. It would take me a long time to recover from a Burnout. Because of that, my Essence Explosion is useless in battle.”

“How long does it take for you to recover from a Burnout?” I asked curiously.

Her shimmering, green tail hung limply behind her at my question, and she didn’t look up when she said, “S-Six hours.”

I was taken aback by the amount of recovery time, and couldn’t come up with anything to say immediately. Fortunately, Amelia cut in before the silence grew awkward.

“That’s a reasonable drawback from using a powerful skill that greatly enhances all of your physical abilities. It can be the ace up our sleeve in a tough fight. I’m pretty sure thirty seconds is plenty of time for you to beat the shit out of anything we’ll face in the dungeon tomorrow,” she chirped before flashing the dragonkin a reassuring smile.

“Seeing how easily you took down that dipshit Knight, I highly doubt we’ll ever need to go that far,” I added before mirroring Amelia’s smile and reaching up to squeeze her shoulder. “Essence Explosion is incredible. It’s only normal that the skill would take a toll on your body. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

“You really think so?” Brielle asked, peering up at me and Amelia.

“Of course!” the Archer answered for me, and I nodded in agreement.

“Th-Thank you!” the dragonkin said before a broad smile appeared on her lips.

“Then what does Iron Fist do?” I asked.

“That skill imbues my fist with essence and increases the damage of my next attack… slightly,” Brielle said the last part as if not wanting us to hear.

“Only slightly?” Amelia asked with a raised crimson brow.

Brielle grimaced as she nodded, looking as if she wanted to dig a hole and hide in there. “Y-Yes. I could only make a dent in the tree with it, but father could easily fell one with a single strike. So, my Iron Fist is much weaker compared to his.”

“This girl really has self-esteem and confidence issues,” Steel Heart chimed in, and I nearly jumped but managed to remain composed. Somehow, I still couldn’t get used to him suddenly popping into my head after a long silence.

Tell me about it, I agreed, my brows knitting. Hopefully, clearing the dungeon tomorrow will let her gain some of that confidence.

“Don’t worry, my boy! Steel Heart is here to save the day. I’ll make sure every one of you comes back in one piece,” he said in an overly enthusiastic tone.

My thoughts shifted to his abilities at his words. Aside from ‘Radiant Slash’ that I had used to kill the troll, he had also given me a ‘buff’ during my fight with the shitty adventurers. I needed to know if he could use more skills. It might help us tremendously in the dungeon tomorrow.

By the way, how many skills do you have? I asked the sword, changing the subject on him.

“Hmm? Two.”

Just two? For a hundred-year-old, I thought you’d have more than just that.

“Aren’t you a damn brat?” he shot back with an impression of an unamused stare. “I can only use Radiant Slash and Surge right now, but I feel like more will return to me if I absorb more essence.”

Wait! You can get stronger by absorbing essence too?

Steel Heart was quiet for a long while before he said, “Yes and no. More skills will return to me and my Essence Well will grow bigger as I take in essence, I think. But I won’t deal more damage or become more durable with it.”

Essence Well? Does that mean there is a limit on how many times I can use your skills?

“Yup!”

Good to know. I nodded, then frowned. Don’t you think it’s important I know your limitations before we enter the dungeon?

“You’re right. That just slipped my mind,” he said with a sheepish chuckle.

Rosien’s merciful grace, I grumbled inwardly before asking, What else do I need to know?

An impression of thinking filled my mind for a moment before Steel Heart said, “With my current Essence Well, I can use one Radiant Slash and one Surge, or three Surges with no Radiant Slash.”

Will you also have Essence Burnout if your Well is depleted?

“I don’t know. Hasn’t happened before. At least not that I can remember because I don’t remember much,” he said and laughed at his own joke.

I let out an exasperated sigh before dragging a hand down my face in annoyance. “Dammit, Steel Heart,” I muttered.

“What?” Amelia asked, turning to look at me with a raised brow.

That was when I realized the girls had been chatting as we strolled down the street, and I missed all of it while I was talking with my sword. She still had her arms around Brielle’s shoulders. The dragonkin didn’t seem to mind the closeness at all. In fact, her shyness had gone, replaced by a relaxed smile.

“Nothing much. I was just having a chat with Steel Heart,” I said before glaring down at the sword on my hip. “And he’s been an annoying little prick.”

“Hey! I can’t tell you what I don’t know, can I? Just because other people can’t hear me doesn’t mean you can just say whatever you want about me,” he retorted in my head.

“Steel Heart?” Brielle asked with a confused look on her face.

“It’s his sword. He believes it can talk,” Amelia answered with a mischievous smirk before adding with air quotes, “Oh, and it also dislikes being called it and prefers to be called he instead.”

“Really?” Brielle said. The fascination was clear in her tone as she eyed my sword.

“Wait! You’re not seriously believing this, are you?” my childhood friend asked, incredulous.

The other girl blinked at the Archer with an innocent look on her face. “Why not? There are plenty of magical items in this world.”

“Yeah, but no one has ever found a magically talking sword before. The fact that he’s the only one who can hear… him just sounds kind of ridiculous.”

Brielle tilted her head to one side and pursed her lips as if in thought for a moment before she shook her head. “No, I believe Si… Lucas. He is strong and brave. There is no reason for him to lie, so I will not doubt him.”

Amelia stared at the dragonkin with her mouth agape. She had rarely missed the opportunity to get the last word in with me, so seeing her being stunned speechless by the dragonkin’s simple, yet flawless rebuttal just brought a smile to my face.

“Thank you,” I said appreciatively. “So, what were you two talking about?”

“Oh, Amelia was just telling me about her skill,” Brielle said.

“I’m the lowest rank among the three of us and only have one skill,” Amelia grumbled begrudgingly as she stared daggers at me.

“About that,” I started, looking between the two girls. “Brielle, do you mind if we head to the Guild first? I want to check something out.”

Both of them stared at me with a questioning look for a moment before nodding.

“I will have to register as a member in your party anyway. I can do that now, instead of in the morning, I suppose,” Brielle said.

“Perfect!” I said, and the three of us changed course in the direction of the Adventurer’s Guild.

Five minutes later, we were standing in the spacious lobby. Yellow light from the large circular hearth in the center along with several oil lamps on the walls bathed the hall in a warm, orange glow. The place was quiet as I had expected with only a couple of adventurers exploring the Quest Board.

I scanned the long counter and didn’t see Sydney anywhere. I had expected that since she was unlikely to work this late into the night after already working the morning shift. Even if the work wasn’t labor intensive, dealing with people was exhausting in many different ways.

“Are you disappointed that Syd isn’t here?” Amelia teased, leaning close.

“N-No! Why would I be?” I sputtered, recalling her not-so-subtle proposal from this morning.

“I don’t know,” she mused, touching a finger to her chin, before giving me a wry grin. “You seemed pretty… chatty with her lately.”

“Th-That’s because… because she talked about a lot of interesting things,” I said with a firm nod as if to affirm myself.

“Oh, really?” she asked before leaning in close to me and whispered, so only I could hear her, “And you don’t think her beautiful hair, mesmerizing gaze, or her big, bountiful boobs have anything to do with it?”

“Her what?” I spun to look at her and our lips nearly touched.

I blinked at the bright flush on her cheeks as she looked into my eyes. I had thought she would be mad at me when she brought up Sydney. But that look on her face was anything but angry.

What is she thinking? I mused inwardly.

“Her essence flow is a bit erratic so… take that as you will,” Steel Heart chimed in. Fortunately, he hadn’t been quiet long enough for me to completely forget about him yet.

“So! What are we doing here?” Amelia asked a bit too loudly as if she was trying really hard to change the subject.

I stared at her for a few moments before my brain caught up with her question. I cleared my throat and said, “Let’s add Brielle to our party first.”

With that, the three of us strolled to the clerks behind one of the counters. The man had neatly combed back brown hair and brown eyes. The small wrinkles on his white shirt and black vest indicated that he had been working for some time.

“Good evening. My name is Mattis Lannis. How may I help you today?” he greeted us with a slightly tired smile.

“Yes, thank you. I’d like to add a new member to my party please,” I said before Brielle stepped up to stand at my side.

“Are you the party leader?” the clerk asked.

“Yes. My name is Lucas Leonus.”

“Just a moment,” he said, closing his eyes before producing a Plate of Record in his hand. He placed the palm-size tablet on the table below the counter, then looked up at the dragonkin. “May I have your name, Miss?”

“O-Of course. I am Brielle Emeraldwind,” she said, shyness creeping into her voice.

“Great. Please give me a moment,” Mattis said, then closed his eyes once more.

A second later, another Plate appeared in his hand. He opened his eyes and brought both tablets onto the counter. Just like before, the Plate showed my name at the top in bold letters with my Class and Rank in smaller text below, followed by my party name, then my list of skills.

When I glanced over to Brielle’s Plate, I was surprised to see only a blank tablet. Its surface was devoid of any engraving as if it was just a simple sheet of metal. A realization dawned on me then.

Because we weren’t in a party, I was unable to read her Plate. I had only seen Amelia’s, and completely forgotten about the safeguard that the Guild had put in place to protect adventurers from other adventurers.

Just like the shitty Knight and his lackeys, there were people who took up this career for dishonest and sinister reasons. Most times, those assholes would attack weaker adventurers and steal their money and equipment. Other times, they did it purely out of spite or just to eliminate competition on a quest.

Though this safeguard effectively reduced the attacks on Novices and low rank Valorants, not all of them were negated. Still, it was several times better than giving those dipshits free rein.

“Please make sure the names on the Plates are correct, then place your hands over them to activate,” Mattis said emotionlessly as if he was repeating the words through muscle memory.

We did as he instructed before a gentle tug on my palm indicated that my Plate had been updated. Nothing had changed since I hadn’t fought any monsters after coming here earlier today.

Mattis retrieved the Plates and scanned the necessary information before he asked, “Miss Emeraldwind, you wish to join the party—Mystic Seekers. Am I correct?”

Brielle nodded. “Yes, please.”

The clerk then turned to me and asked, “Will you accept her into your party, Mister Leonus?”

“I accept,” I said.

“Great! Please give me a moment to forge the alliance,” Mattis said before a metallic quill appeared in his hand.

He touched the quill to the blank surface on Brille’s Plate of Record, where the party name would have been on mine. One-by-one, letters appeared on the surface as if being meticulously carved.

After a few heartbeats, the party name ‘Mystic Seekers’ was fully visible on the tablet. The rest of her information became available to me soon after. Her Class and Rank appeared, along with the skills she possessed.

SKILL LIST

================

Iron Fist (level 2)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level 1)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

================

Everything was as she had told me and Amelia. She was a Rank 2 Monk with the skills, Iron Fist and Essence Explosion. I didn’t think she would lie to us, but I was still glad that she was comfortable enough to trust us with her personal information.

“Your party name is so cool, Lucas,” Brielle said excitedly, turning to me and pulling my attention from her Plate.

“Amelia was actually the one who came up with it. She’s the one with a knack for cool names,” I said as I pointed a thumb over my shoulder at the Archer.

“You know what the name he suggested when we formed our party was?” Amelia asked, stepping in between me and the dragonkin.

“Oh, come on. Not that again,” I groaned, my cheeks heating up.

“Rodenite Elimination Squad.”

Brielle’s jaw dropped open, and even Mattis seemed to be shaking violently from holding in his laughter. I knew Amelia would bring this up when our party name was involved. She didn’t let it go for days and would find any chance to tease me about it.

Fortunately, the clerk saved me from having to endure the embarrassment for too long with a polite question. “Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

“Y-Yes!” I immediately seized the opportunity he had provided to change the subject. “She’d also like to update her Plate as well,” I said, pointing to Amelia, who was standing next to me.

“Of course. May I have your name please?”

The Archer glanced at me with a raised brow before answering, “It’s Amelia Tiadus. Thank you.”

As Mattis searched the Guild’s Spatial Storage for her Plate of Record, she returned her attention to me and asked, “What’s the point of updating my Plate when I haven’t killed any monster since yesterday?”

“If I’m right, then there will be quite a huge surprise waiting for you. Just trust me,” I said.

“Here you are, Miss Tiadus. Please check that the name is correct and place your hand over the Plate to activate it,” the clerk said as he placed the metallic tablet on the counter.

Amelia still looked skeptical when she hovered her palm over the Plate. Her eyes went wide and her jaw dropped from complete shock when she removed her hand and saw the updates.

“Wh-What is going on?” she asked, turning to me as shock and delight fighting for dominance on her face. “How am I Rank 3 now?”

I beamed at her. “I expected as much.”

She turned back to her Plate and scanned through the information before frantically slapping my shoulder with one hand. “Look! Look! I gained two new skills too! Rosien’s grace! Sense also went up two levels!” she nearly shrieked.

“Ow! Ow. Dammit. That hurts. Stop it!” I complained, and she smacked me one more time before halting her assault on my arm.

Turning to me, still grinning from ear-to-ear, she asked, “How? How did this happen?”

“I had a feeling that it’d be the case because we were absorbing the same amount of essence from the rodenites, no matter which of us got the kill. So, I believe you should have also received the troll’s essence when I killed it, even though you were unconscious,” I explained.

As Amelia stared at me in disbelief, Mattis chimed in, “He’s correct, Miss Tiadus. The party system is created in such a way that every member of the party within a fifty foot radius of the slain monster would receive the same amount of essence.”

“Thank you for the clarification, Mattis,” I said, giving the man a thumb-up before turning to Amelia. “What are your new skills?” I asked, drawing her attention back to the Plate.

“Oh, Sense reached level 3? Looks like I’ll be able to use it longer now. Let’s see, ‘Bull’s Eye’ is a passive skill that gives me a boost in accuracy,” she said with a shrug, and I knew exactly what she was thinking from the look on her face.

Just like me, she was probably disappointed for not receiving an offensive skill. But a smile crept across her lips a second later before she said, “This one is interesting.”

“What is it? Pierce?” I tilted my head to read the skill name on her Plate.

She nodded. “Yeah. It adds Defense Penetration to my projectile attacks which means, upon successful execution, my arrows can negate defenses and deal more damage.”

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Bull’s Eye (level 1)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 1)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

================

“That is a great skill!” Brielle chirped with a broad smile from her right.

“She’s right! It’s a great skill,” I agreed, mirroring the smile of the dragonkin.

“Congratulations, Miss Tiadus,” Mattis said with a warm smile of his own before asking, “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“No, this is everything we need today. Thank you so much for your help, Mattis,” I said, and the girls copied my words in similar ways.

We left the Guild and arrived at the Bull’s Tankard a short time later. Brielle entered the tavern after we had said our goodnights. Instead of leaving, however, Amelia tugged at the short sleeve of my shirt when I turned to head home.

I turned around to face her with a raised brow. “What is it?”

Her face was red, and I was suddenly afraid that she might not be feeling well. But when a roguish smile lifted one corner of her lips, and her eyes flashed with an unmistakable fire, my heart raced in anticipation of her words.

“Y-You know, since it’s still quite early right now…” she started, then bit her lower lip. “Maybe we can rent a room here for an hour or something.”

My mind went nearly blank as blood rushed away from my brain toward my lower half. The first answer that immediately filled my thoughts was ‘Yes! Let’s absolutely do that!’. I opened my mouth to say just that, guided purely by my desire, but nothing came out.

Instead of an excited ‘Yes!’, Sammus’s warning echoed in my head like a massive alarm bell that would never stop ringing until I heeded the warning. His stern face followed, and any thought of entering the tavern with Amelia fled my mind.

“I-I… Rosien, god of creation. I can’t believe I’m saying this. But I don’t think we should,” I said with a grimace, not even sure how I had managed to say them without beating my head against a stone wall first.

“We need rest if we’re going to successfully clear the dungeon tomorrow,” I quickly added before she misunderstood me.

Her lips immediately curled down into a pout as her crimson eyebrows knitted with a scowl. I couldn’t help but chuckle at her reaction.

“Come on, don’t be like that,” I pleaded before reaching a hand up to cup her cheek. “You know tomorrow is really important for us. We need to clear the dungeon, so we can prove to our parents that we’re ready for our own adventure. After that, we can do it for a whole day if you want.”

Her mouth twitched as if she was fighting back a smile before she said, “Perv! Who said I want to do anything with you?”

“Fine then. How about just half a day?” I bargained, snickering.

A smile finally broke across her face, and she wrapped both arms around my neck, then leaned up to kiss me. Her lips were soft and alluring as we indulged in one another without caring for a long minute. Her breath was heavy when we parted, and she licked her lips with a ravenous glint in her amber eyes.

“We will definitely clear the dungeon tomorrow, right?” Amelia asked, her voice husky and her lips within inches of mine.

“Yes, we will. I will make sure we clear it. I promise,” I said, fighting the urge to lean down and kiss her again.

“Once we do that…” She let the words hang for a heartbeat before continuing, “Once we do that, we’ll come back here together. Promise?”

Fuck! I wanted to just take her inside the tavern right now. The bulge forming in my pants at her question was dealing immense damage to both my mind and body. The press of her ample breasts against my chest and her sweet scent also threatened to shatter my self-control.

“We will,” was all I managed without letting my voice shake.

With that, Amelia pushed away from me, then took my hand in hers. Our fingers laced together as we headed back to our homes.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

TEAMWORK

The sound of battle echoed across the narrow, crumbling stone corridor. Flickering fire light from magical torches along the walls and sunlight streaming down from the cracks and holes in the ceiling illuminated the space as the stench of rock and dust filled my lungs with every breath.

A feral roar shook the ground before the grizzer dropped on all fours after its first attack had failed to take me down. Instead of getting a meal, it had suffered a gash on its left shoulder. Red blood spilled from its wound, matting its black fur.

I held Steel Heart at my side with my new iron buckler raised in front of me, ready to launch my assault. Having already slain the hulking bear monsters in the forest yesterday, I had little doubt that I could do it again here.

Well, I didn’t really have any other choice. Not when my companions were in a heap of tangled limbs on the ground behind me. If I didn’t stand my ground and take down the grizzer here and now, they would undoubtedly be in danger. That was the last thing I wanted.

“Are you ready?” my sword asked, sounding excited.

Its red eyes flashed with killing intent and its maw stretched wide to expose four long, deadly fangs and two rows of jagged teeth. Its black fur rippled and gleamed in the light as its massive body rumbled forward with terrifying force.

“Here we go!” I growled through gritted teeth and lunged at the grizzer.

The bear roared once more and raised one of its front paws to strike me. Its claws flashed as it swiped down. I lifted my shield in response, tilting it at an angle. Not to block, but redirect the blow.

The grizzer clearly had a few hundred pounds on me. There was no way I could take the attack head-on and not get thrown off my feet or crushed by the immense force.

Sparks flew above my head as its claws raked across my buckler and glanced off harmlessly. I was immediately thankful for the upgrade, since my old, wooden shield wouldn’t have survived such an attack.

With the momentum of my body carrying me forward, I stepped in and slashed at the grizzer’s outstretched arm. Steel Heart arced upward through the air in a blur of white and blue before sinking into the monster’s flesh a heartbeat later. Its muscles and bone severed with minimal resistance.

The black bear howled with pain and anger, reeling back as blood gushed from the stump that was once its arm. I pressed my advantage without missing a beat, cutting across its abdomen, then stabbed through its throat when it slumped forward.

Life immediately faded from the grizzer’s red eyes as it crashed to the ground with a tremorous quake that caused dust and small debris to rain from the ceiling. I deftly touched Steel Heart to the dead monster and drew it into his Spatial Storage, clearing the path as if the encounter had never happened.

“Is everyone alright?” I asked, turning to the girls as I sheathed my sword and hooked the buckler on my back.

Amelia was pulling Brielle to her feet while giving me a thumbs-up with a relieved smile. The dragonkin, on the other hand, looked like she was about to cry. Her emerald eyes glistened while her tail curled tightly around her left leg as if bracing herself for a berating.

Her reaction was warranted, considering she had bumped into the Archer and caused both of them to tumble backward when the grizzer had shown up. Against a tougher monster, an accident like that could have cost us our lives. Fortunately, that wasn’t the case—at least not yet.

In the worst case scenario, we could always use the ‘Return Scroll’ to escape the dungeon. However, that would also mean we failed the test Sammus had given us and lost our chance to set out on our own adventure.

Hopefully, we would get another chance if that actually happened, but that was a problem for tomorrow. I had no intention of failing and would do everything in my power to keep it from happening.

With a renewed determination, I shifted my attention to the dungeon in front of me. The former Paragon Knight and my dad had accompanied us to this old ruin that was on the verge of falling apart. Its entrance was a nondescript archway with words that were too faded to read.

They had instructed us on how to use the ‘Return Scroll’ before letting us enter. That was the reason Sam had told me to buy six scrolls, instead of just three. He wanted us to familiarize ourselves with the spell, so we wouldn’t fumble when the time came to use it.

The preparation was simple. We only had to place the scroll on the ground where we wanted to place the ‘Marker’, then activate it by putting our essence into the spell circle on the parchment.

The scroll had burned away after that, leaving nothing behind. However, my dad had insisted that the Marker was set and the spell was bound to us. Once we drew on the connection we had created with the scroll, we would teleport to the Marker instantly.

It was an easy process, which all three of us successfully accomplished without any problem. Because of that, Sammus and my dad looked much more relaxed than when we had arrived at the dungeon.

With the practice out of the way, Sammus had warned us that Return Scrolls were crucial for survival in a dungeon. Any self-respecting adventurer would always carry at least one at all times.

After that, my dad went on to educate us on the dungeon. The word ‘dungeon’ had been used loosely in adventuring terms. Therefore, dungeons weren’t always indoor or underground. Many times, an enchanted forest or any magically sealed off area could become a dungeon.

On top of that, the dungeons were classified into two types—evaluated and unevaluated.

Evaluated dungeons were the ones that had been explored and assessed by the Adventurer’s Guild. They had been divided into four difficulty levels, which corresponded with the adventurer’s tiers, and had most, if not all, monster types listed.

Unevaluated dungeons, on the other hand, were either new or unexplored. They wouldn’t have tier assignment yet and, therefore, lacked the information regarding monster types and difficulty level. So, the dungeon could be a walk in the park or a nightmare that even high-ranking adventurers couldn’t clear.

He had emphasized that, at our current ranks, we must avoid unevaluated dungeons at all cost. Not only because the monsters could be way too strong for us, but some of these dungeons also had barriers that prevented people who had entered from exiting, magically or otherwise, until the ‘dungeon boss’ was slain.

“Only enter a dungeon once you’ve checked its tier and information with the Guild. Never forget that,” my dad had sternly warned me.

According to Sammus, our current dungeon had the Novice-Tier assignment and we should have the capability to clear it if we didn’t screw up in a massive way. He also expected us to complete the dungeon run within five to six hours.

“Don’t worry about it,” Amelia said, drawing my attention back to the girls.

She was dusting dirt off her butt and legs while Brielle apologized profusely to her. The Archer was as stunning as she had always been in her cropped, black leather jerkin with a plunging neckline that gave me a generous view of her alluring cleavage and taut belly.

Her leather shorts of the same color also did nothing to conceal her shapely thighs. The half leather chest plate, bracers and knee-high boots were her only forms of defense but, if Brielle and I did our job right, she wouldn’t need to rely on any of them.

The dragonkin had skipped the sleeveless jacket and wore a white bandeau top with her black pants today. Though her breasts weren’t as ample as Amelia’s, her incredibly athletic body and toned midriff more than made up for it.

Her soft leather shoes and dark hand wrappings were the same ones she had worn yesterday. In addition to them were a leather breastplate she had brought along from Rollen and the iron knuckles Sammus had picked for her.

“Just follow the tactic, let Luke take the lead and deal as much damage as you can. I’ll do my best to give all the support you’ll need,” Amelia said with an easy smile before squeezing the other girl’s shoulder assuringly.

“I am sorry. It will not happen again. I will definitely do better next time,” Brielle said and bowed deeply with a frown on her face.

The grizzer had charged out from the shadows a few minutes after we entered the dungeon. With a shocked yelp, the dragonkin had reflexively leap backward into Amelia, which caused both of them to tumble on the ground with their limbs entangled.

Fortunately, the bear monster was slow and not much of a threat, so I was able to defeat it on my own. Things could have turned out very differently if a stronger monster had appeared.

Still, my dad had said that most of the monsters in this dungeon were the same ones that roamed the forest outside. So, it was unlikely that we wouldn’t be able to deal with any of them.

“Good thing we didn’t encounter more than one grizzer when you’re the only one able to fight,” Steel Heart chimed in.

I know. Better get this out of the way quickly before they start coming at us in groups, I agreed.

“The monsters in here look intimidating but they aren’t very strong. They won’t be a problem with the three of us working together,” I assured the dragonkin.

“That’s right! Just follow the tactic I’ve laid out, and everything will be fine,” Amelia added.

Brielle nodded with a determined look on her face. Then she looked up at me before her gaze shifted to Amelia as she gingerly raised a hand in front of herself like she was asking for permission to speak.

“Wh-Why is the name of our tactic the ‘Splendid Archer’?” Brielle asked with a slight tilt of her head.

The gorgeous redhead immediately beamed as if she had been waiting this whole time for the dragonkin to ask this question. I groaned and put a hand over my face.

The tactic had been the same one Amelia and I used while we were hunting rodenites with a small modification. With Brielle helping to defend Amelia, I was given more freedom to attack and shifted to being more of a striker than tanker.

We had discussed the tactic on our way to the Bull’s Tankard from the Guild last night. The dragonkin had looked confused at the strange name then, but didn’t ask about it. The curiosity must have gotten the better of her now.

Amelia braced both hands on her hips and puffed out her chest as if she was about to say something profound. All it did was draw both mine and Brielle’s eyes to the ample curve of her breasts and generous valley of her cleavage.

The dragonkin visibly blushed and looked away while I lingered there a tad longer before I could forcefully tear my gaze away. I doubted she would mind me ogling her, but I didn’t want the dragonkin to get creeped out by me.

“That is because I’m the splendid one in this party,” Amelia announced with a flourish before she eyed me with a sly smirk. “Well, that was until you came along, Brielle. I think we should change it to ‘Splendid Duo’ instead.”

“Hey! Shouldn’t it be ‘Splendid Trio’? We’re working together here,” I protested even though I knew she was baiting me into it. I just played along to lighten up the mood for our new companion.

“Oh, darling,” Amelia said in a haughty imitation of a noble woman as she wrapped an arm around the dragonkin’s shoulders. “You’re guarding two incredibly beautiful ladies with your life right now. Isn’t that rewarding enough for such a lowly Knight like you, hmm?”

Brielle burst into a fit of laughter before I could come up with a retort, which spared me the effort. Her laugh was so pleasant and contagious that Amelia and I couldn’t help but join in as well.

“That was one damn good performance,” I said through chuckles.

“Yes, Amelia. You’re so funny,” Brielle agreed as she wrapped both arms around the other woman’s slender waist in a casual hug.

Amelia smiled warmly as she stroked the dragonkin’s hair between her green horns, causing her tail to swish back and forth behind her. The tense atmosphere from moments ago immediately melted away as calm relaxation fell around us.

“I’m sure you’ve worked really hard to reach Rank 2. Believe in yourself and we’ll definitely clear this dungeon in no time,” the Archer said.

Brielle’s ebony brows furrowed at her words, which caused Amelia to ask in a panic, “What’s wrong?”

The dragonkin was quiet for a long moment before she said with a quivering lips, “I-I am not as strong or brave as you think.”

She tentatively looked up at the other girl, then me. “I was so scared when I left Rollen. I had never left the village before and the thought of traveling across Elathia terrified me. I did not think I could have made it this far.”

“But you did. That just shows how strong and brave you are,” I said while the Archer continued to stroke her head gently.

“I-I forced myself to do it because I want to protect my village and everyone in it. I am just a coward. I even ran away from monsters. I do not deserve to be an adventurer.”

“Now, now. You couldn’t have gotten to Rank 2 if you hadn’t put in a lot of effort into getting stronger,” the Archer soothed.

Brielle shook her head. “I was too afraid to fight anything stronger than a rodenite. S-So, it took me almost eight months to get the promotion when other adventurers in my village only took half the time.”

Amelia looked at me pointedly after hearing the other girl’s confession. I could almost hear the words she would have said if the dragonkin wasn’t around and reflexively gave her a sheepish grin.

“I think you’re undervaluing your accomplishment here,” I said, returning my attention to Brielle before squeezing her shoulder encouragingly.

“There’s nothing wrong with being afraid. It’s just self-preservation. Everyone gets afraid at some points in their lives, myself, Amelia, my dad, and Sammus included,” I continued.

The dragonkin looked up at me, and I gave her a reassuring smile. “Running away from terrifying monsters is also smart, not cowardice. Knowing when to retreat and regroup is a very important key to victory.”

“Really?” she murmured.

“Of course! That was the first thing Sam taught us,” I said before imitating his deep, confident voice, “You can’t get stronger if you’re dead. Remember that.”

She snickered softly at that before her back straightened. Her arms lingered around the Archer’s waist as if the touch gave her comfort. Though there was still a hint of uncertainty in her green eyes, the tension in her shoulders was gone. She inhaled sharply, then slapped both palms into her cheeks.

The piercing sound of the crash echoed across the corridor as her face scrunched up from the pain. Both Amelia and I stared at her with our mouths hung open in startled confusion, but the dragonkin didn’t seem to notice.

“I will do my best!” Brielle said with a flare of determination in her expression.

“Right,” I said, equipping my shield before drawing Steel Heart.

“That’s my girl!” the Archer cheered and pulled the girl against her side.

Another grizzer appeared a few minutes after we started moving again. Brielle was still spooked by its roar but didn’t leap back this time. She held her ground and even growled back at the beast once she regained her composure.

I charged at the bear monster to gain its attention and prevent it from charging at us. The mistake became obvious to me after slaying the previous one. The bear was large enough to block the passage, and if it had charged at us, we would have no place to avoid being trampled.

Even with Invigorate, there was no way I could stop a five hundred pound furball with deadly claws and sharp fangs that came at us with momentum behind it. My only choice was to keep it from gaining speed.

Brielle was at my side a heartbeat later with her fists in front of her at the ready. “Wait for my signal! Aim for the spot between its eyes. I’ll make it drop its head for you.” I ordered, and she slowed her pace to stay behind me.

My boots skidded along the stone ground as the monster swung one of its massive paws down. I jerked sideways, letting its powerful swipe pass barely a few inches from my head.

The grizzer lifted its other paw for a follow-up attack. An arrow stabbed its shoulder before it could, causing it to rear back in pain. I used the opportunity to slash across its back leg, then drew a deep gash across its abdomen.

A howl of rage and agony filled the corridor as the black bear stumbled forward. I leaped back to avoid being crushed beneath its enormous weight before giving the signal at the sight of its lowering head, “Now!”

Brielle didn’t miss a beat and dashed at the monster. I lowered my stance, preparing to follow her just in case she faltered. My worry was unwarranted. The dragonkin defiantly charged in with a battle cry as her fist drew back.

Before the grizzer could react to her approach, her iron knuckle connected with its forehead between its angry red eyes. A crunch of bones reverberated through the crumbling passage as a fist-sized crater appeared on its skull. Blood spurted from its bulging eyes and gaping maw before its hulking body crumpled in a heap.

The ground rumbled and dust billowed around the black bear's still body. The dragonkin Monk stood over it, her chest heaving with heavy breaths and her emerald eyes stared in disbelief at the dead monster.

“I… did it. I killed a grizzer! I did it!” she said before turning around with a broad grin.

“You did!” Amelia screamed as she darted forward to envelope the other woman in a tight embrace, then jumped up and down together.

“Great job,” I said as I strolled toward the grizzer.

I touched Steel Heart to the corpse and drew it into his Spatial Storage. When I turned around, the Archer gave me a knowing wink. She already knew I could have taken down the bear by myself. But I had wanted Brielle to do it, so she could build up her confidence.

“Teamwork makes great work. Am I right?” I said.

The girls snickered at my cheesy line as they untangled from one another. The mood had improved drastically since our first battle in this dungeon, and things could only improve from here. At least I hoped it would.

“Shall we continue?” I asked before receiving affirming nods from my companions.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

SEALED ROOM

I led the girls through the winding passage of the dungeon for another hour. Though there were many twists and turns along the way, the path was rather straightforward and without any branching. It was impossible for us to get lost, and that was probably the reason for this place being classified as Novice-Tier.

We encountered one grizzer after another, and we didn’t have any trouble taking them down. With each kill, Brielle gained more confidence in herself. By the time the fifth bear monster showed up, she was ready to take the initiative and launch her attacks without needing to wait for my signal.

The passage widened not long after we took down the last grizzer and, soon after that, we entered a small chamber with two grizzers roaming within. The yellow light of the magical torches along the walls shimmered on their thick, black fur as they stopped mid-stride and turned to snarl at us.

“Do you think you can take point now, Brielle?” I asked, daring a glance at the dragonkin.

She eyed me curiously before nodding with a determined scowl. “Yes! I’ll do my best.”

“Good! You and Amelia take care of the one on the right, and I’ll deal with the one on the left. Go!” I ordered and dashed out to engage my enemy before it could charge at us.

Brielle didn’t reply, but rushed toward her target with the Archer a few steps behind her.

“I know those two definitely can kill the grizzer, but wouldn’t it be easier to gang-up on one of them, then the other?” Steel Heart asked as I rushed toward the black bear.

It would, but that’s not the point. Brielle is gaining confidence, and I want to keep it going. If she can take down the grizzer, she would believe in herself even more, I thought.

“Ah, good point. Her essence is already quite strong. She just lacks the confidence. Defeating the grizzer here will definitely give her a boost,” he mused with an impression of an approving nod.

Exactly!

My boots skidded across the stone floor as I ducked beneath a swipe from the grizzer. I let the momentum carry me and slashed upward diagonally, dragging a deep gash from the right side of its abdomen to its left shoulder.

The grizzer howled in agony and stumbled back, blood pouring from its ghastly wound. As it stretched up on two legs, I stepped in and plunged my sword upward into its chest. The blade cut through its sternum with ease before puncturing its heart in the next second.

Light immediately dimmed from the grizzer’s red eyes before its massive body slumped—drained of life. Instead of pulling out Steel Heart, I activated his Spatial Storage and drew the bear’s corpse inside.

“Brielle!” Amelia’s panicked voice bellowed across the chamber, snapping my attention toward the girls.

The dragonkin was stumbling backward, clutching at her arm with a pained grimace on her face. Droplets of red were dripping from the fingertips of her right hand. To my surprise, she didn’t look afraid, which gave me pause on trying to help her.

The grizzer advanced on her and she stood her ground. The monster was easily three times her size. The old Brielle would have already been cowering in fear, but the fact that she didn’t back down meant she still hadn’t given up.

She darted sideways as the bear slammed a paw down at her. The stone tiles where she had been shattered from the impact of the strike, and that was the last time it got to attack her.

The Monk rammed her fist into its side. From the deafening crack of bones, she must have activated Iron Fist. The grizzer’s red eyes bulged as its towering body jolted sideways from the strike before blood gurgled from its maw.

Without giving the monster time to recover, the dragonkin leaped high into the air and performed a front flip before swinging her heel down on the top of its head like a hammer.

Unlike the ribs, its skull didn’t shatter from her attack. However, the blood pouring out from its eyes, nose and ears was more than enough indication that it was as dead as a doornail.

The grizzer collapsed to the ground with a reverberating crash. Dust sprinkled from the old ceiling as I rushed to the dragonkin’s side. Amelia was already there, fumbling in the pouch on her waist for the Healing Potion.

“Are you alright?” I asked, cradling her back with one arm as I carefully lowered her to sit on the floor.

A part of me was still afraid that she would revert back to her insecure and frightened self because of the injury she had sustained. But her excited smile was all I needed to know she wouldn’t.

“Did I do well?” she asked, smiling through a pained grimace.

“You did great! I saw the whole thing. You were incredible!” I praised, giving her a reassuring smile.

“Thank Rosien, the wound isn’t serious. Good thing you pulled away in time,” Amelia said as she examined the injury on the other girl’s upper arm intently.

“I’ll definitely dodge it next time,” Brielle said with a firm nod.

The Archer cracked a smile at her proclamation. “Of course, you will. I’m sure of it,” she agreed before uncorking the potion bottle with her teeth and tipped it to the dragonkin’s mouth. “Drink everything.”

Brielle obeyed and gulped down every last drop of the Healing Potion until the glass bottle was clean. Nothing happened for several seconds, then the bleeding gash on her arm slowly knitted together until only dried blood remained on her smooth tan skin.

“Let’s take a little break here,” I suggested and received nods of agreement from the girls.

As the two made themselves comfortable, I stood and touched Steel Heart to the grizzer’s corpse before drawing it into the storage. Then I returned to the girls and sat cross-legged on the floor with them.

Compared to the reward I received from slaying the troll, seventy vinhs for each bear wasn’t much. Still, it was more than what I had been making from rodenites, so there was no reason to leave the corpse laying around. Especially when I had seemingly unlimited space in Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage.

“I’ve a feeling we’ll be fighting stronger monsters soon. Let’s do an inventory check while we rest,” I said, turning to Amelia, who promptly nodded and rummaged around in her pouch.

“Each of us should have one Healing Potion,” she said matter-of-factly before Brielle and I agreed.

The Archer had been holding onto an extra vial, which she had used on the dragonkin. She likely chose to not mention it, so the Monk wouldn’t feel guilty for getting injured.

Since all three of us had already used the Return Scrolls to mark the ground in front of the dungeon, we no longer needed to carry them around. The faint impression on the back of my mind also assured me that the spell was still active and bound to me.

With our confirmation, she continued, “That means we have three Healing Potions and two Poison Cures altogether. What do you think, Luke?”

We agreed upon keeping the potions in our pouches instead of the Spatial Storage for ease of access like my dad and Sammus had suggested. Even if it was convenient, it required a bit of concentration and could be cumbersome to use in a panic or emergency.

“Aside from the dungeon boss, the monsters in here shouldn’t be stronger than the grizzer. I think we’ll be fine with our current supplies,” I said.

“It’s only a Novice-Tier dungeon. I doubt there’s anything we need to worry about. We’ll definitely clear it!” Amelia said, pumping her fist in the air.

“We can do this,” I agreed.

“Yes! I will not fail!” Brielle said, mirroring Amelia’s gesture.

“That’s my girl! You’re a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for,” the Archer said before wrapping an arm around the other girl’s shoulders.

The dragonkin blushed at her words before eyeing both me and Amelia with genuine gratitude in her green gaze. She bowed deeply and said, “Thank you for giving me the courage. I shall be forever in your debt.”

“Oh, really? Forever is a very long time, you know?” Amelia drawled and scooted closer to the Monk. Her smile suddenly turned lascivious as she placed a hand on the dragonkin’s thigh. “May I ask what are the things that debt entails?”

Brielle looked at the Archer with wide-eyed surprise. The black, vertical slits of her pupils narrowed to a line, before turning to me, who was also equally stunned. Stunned and curious if I was being honest.

Amelia had been doing suggestive things to me over the years until I came to believe it was a part of her normal behavior. However, she had never done anything of that sort with anyone else, which had confused me for a very very long time.

Until I found out that she had feelings for me the same way I had for her. That revelation had caused the puzzle pieces to line up neatly until…

Well, until I noticed the glint in her eyes when she looked at the dragonkin in front of the smithy. The way she was being overly suggestive with her as she had been with me also suggested that some lewd ideas were definitely running wild in that head of hers.

Still, as much as I wanted to see how things played out between them, a dungeon wasn’t the best of places for it.

“Hey, come on. Stop it. You’re scaring her,” I said and pulled the Archer’s hand from Brielle’s thigh.

“Oh, you’re no fun.” Amelia pouted before leaning away from the girl.

When I turned back to the dragonkin, she was clutching at her chest with both hands and her face took on the color of a ripe tomato.

“Are you alright?” I asked, my voice rising in concern.

“Shit! I’m sorry. Did I really scare you?” the Archer said, her eyes wide with panic.

Brielle shook her head and gulped as her tail swept about rapidly. “I-I am not afraid. I… My heart was just beating so fast. I have never felt like this before. It is like I am happy and terrified at the same time,” she said, eyeing Amelia with a look that felt a lot like… attraction?

“Her essence is going crazy the same way Amelia’s did in her bedroom when you were there. You know what that means, right?,” Steel Heart said in my head, and I could sense him wiggling the eyebrows he didn’t have.

Dammit! Don’t put ideas in my head, I shot back, but it was too late.

The image of the two beautiful women mingling and enjoying each other’s company invaded my mind. My thoughts wandered to what awaited me after we cleared the dungeon, and my heart raced with anticipation.

The realization of how big the promise I had made to Amelia last night finally struck me. I had been having a crush on her since we started training together nine years ago.

Within the past two days, I had found out that she felt the same way, and was eager to take our relationship to the next level. Yes, we were going to have sex tonight. Nothing was going to stop us this time for sure.

An intrusive idea suddenly bubbled into my mind. What about Brielle? She had actually been excited by the Archer’s teasing touch. Did that mean she was also into Amelia? How would that work between the three of us?

“Hey! You are not thinking dirty thoughts, are you?” Amelia asked with her face only a few inches from mine. I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice her coming so close.

“What? No! Wh-Why would I?” I blurted, jerking back in surprise as my cheeks burned intensely.

The dragonkin was standing behind her, moving her once injured arm up and down as if testing its mobility. While the wild ideas were running rampant in my head, my companions had packed up and were ready to move out.

Amelia narrowed her eyes at me for a long moment before a wry smirk curled her lips. “Perv. You’re definitely thinking dirty thoughts. Don’t lie to me,” she said, then darted forward and kissed me.

My hands reflexively rose to her curvy hips as I returned her passion. Her lips were so soft and welcoming. Her lilac scent wafted over me, wiping the dungeon and monsters and even the reason we were here from my mind. Well, at least for the several seconds that our kiss lasted.

She pulled away with a soft moan, biting her lower lip with a smoldering fire in her golden eyes. That fire told me we wanted the same thing—ripping each other’s clothes off and just fuck like mindless beasts on the stone floor, right here and now.

“I can’t wait for… later,” she whispered and pecked me on the lips before turning around and stretching as if nothing had happened.

I blinked after her, speechless. Amelia wasn’t the shy type in any sense of the word. But ever since our kiss in her bedroom, she had been incredibly liberal with it, like the restraints that had been holding her back were gone.

Not that I minded the change. I was just surprised. Only a complete fool or someone who disliked women would loathe being doted on by a gorgeous redhead like her.

Well, there was no denying that she was one of the most beautiful women in Emberfell. However, her beauty was only part of the reason I had enjoyed her affection. I wouldn't have been comfortable doing so if that person wasn’t Amelia.

She was a genuinely kind and compassionate person. Her heart had always been on her sleeve… even if her clothing generally never had one. But that wasn’t the point. The point was her feelings for me were true, and mine for her. A sentiment that would never change no matter what.

My gaze shifted to find Brielle staring at me with wide eyes. Her face had taken the color of a ripe tomato once more while both of her hands clutched at her chest.

“I… mmm… I’m sorry, you had to see that,” I sputtered with a sheepish chuckle.

She blinked at me once, then twice before her mouth opened and closed wordlessly for several seconds. “N-No… No, I d-do not mind… I-I mean… it is fine…” she finally said.

I cleared my throat, then gestured toward the exit on the other side of the chamber. “We should get moving. Our dads will be worried if we take too long.”

“D-Definitely!” she quickly agreed and rushed ahead.

The passage grew wider as we continued through the dungeon. The larger path allowed us to move at a faster pace. Just like I had predicted, we only encountered two more grizzers before new monsters showed up to take their place.

One of the new creatures that appeared was direfangs—a wolf-like monster with long, sharp fangs and sandy fur that I had fought in the forest once.

Though they weren’t as powerful as the grizzers, they were much faster and incredibly dangerous. Their deadly fangs and claws could cut through flesh like a hot knife through butter. A single misstep, and we might not walk out of this place in one piece.

The other was a more powerful version of rodenite called scarite. The rat monster had scarlet fur instead of black and also possessed a blade-like horn on its forehead. On top of that, it also had a skill that let it lunge at a target with the blinding speed of a loosed arrow.

Fortunately for us, these monsters didn’t show up more than a couple at a time. Through the next hour of venturing deeper, we had encountered two direfangs, one scarite, then two of the red rats by themselves before a combination of one direfang and one scarite showed up.

Being the vanguard of the party, I had taken quite a beating to protect the girls, but I had managed to avoid anything serious. My injuries were mostly shallow cuts, scrapes, and bruises.

Steel Heart’s ability to sense essence had been immensely helpful in our navigation. Knowing our enemies location and strength allowed us to prepare for the encounters and avoid unnecessary injuries. Still, in the heat of a battle, many things could go wrong in a blink of an eye.

One of the first direfangs we had fought managed to rake its claws along my arm when I misjudged its speed and couldn’t lift my buckler to defend fast enough. After that, I took a stab in the stomach from the scarite when I stepped in front of Amelia to shield her from its charging attack.

Luckily, its horn had missed my vital organs, but the cut was still deep enough that it had cost us a Healing Potion. With only two more bottles remaining and an unknown distance to go before we would find the dungeon boss, I couldn’t help but worry.

That was when we came upon a large chamber with a treasure chest gleaming under the fire light of the magical torches like a bait in the center of a bear trap. Anyone with half a brain would know something dangerous was waiting for us inside the room.

“I sense… something. There seems to be some kind of barrier preventing me from sensing anything beyond the archway. That’s very strange,” Steel Heart said in my head before I relayed the information to my companions.

“I can’t see or hear anything in there either,” Amelia reported after using Sense.

“Well, there’s nowhere else for us to go except forward. If it’s a trap, then we’ll have to overcome it. We can also use the Return Scrolls as the last resort,” I said and checked the straps of my buckler to make sure it was secured.

“Do you think this is the boss chamber?” Brielle asked with a hint of nervousness in her tone.

“There’s only one way to find out,” the Archer said with a smirk as she nocked an arrow to her longbow.

“Are you ready?” I asked and received two affirming nods in return.

With that, the three of us stepped into the chamber. My skin suddenly prickled as if I had just walked through freezing water. From the surprised look on the girls, they had also felt it too.

That strange sensation quickly became the least of my worries when I turned around to find the open archway being replaced by a solid stone wall behind us. We were locked in with no way to retreat.

“What the?” I blurted but, before I could touch the wall to confirm it was real, a deep rumbling growl snapped my attention back to the center of the chamber.

“Seriously?” Amelia said with a hint of panic in her voice.

Brielle didn’t say anything, but instantly fell into her battle stance, and I followed suit. My battered buckler came up in front of my chest, and Steel Heart gleamed white and blue at my side as I stepped in front of my party.

Around the treasure chest were three direfangs and two scarites. Their maws pulled back into feral snarls. However, the most alarming thing wasn’t the number of monsters we were facing at once, it was how the direfangs were standing in front of the smaller scarites as if they were taking point.

“Be careful! I’ve a bad feeling about this,” Amelia said exactly what I had been thinking. “Brielle, stay behind Luke and wait for a chance to take them out.”

“Got it!” the dragonkin said before shifting behind me.

Our tight formation narrowed down the frontal attack path and strengthened our defensive position. If the monsters attacked our flanks, I could easily fall back to defend our left while Brielle took care of the right side. That way, Amelia could support us from relative safety.

The dragonkin had gotten a lot more comfortable working as a team and no longer hesitated in front of enemies. That gave me a reassuring comfort to have her guarding my back. Knowing she was there was more than enough to give me confidence that we would make it through this chamber no matter what.

“Now is a good time to use Invigorate and Surge to enhance your offense,” Steel Heart suggested.

Good idea, I agreed before the skills were activated. My muscles swelled with power from Invigorate while my body grew lighter from Surge.

“Their essence is growing aggressive. They’re coming!”

“Here they come!” I warned the girls before planting my feet and lowered myself into a defensive stance.

The direfangs moved first. The two on the left and right darted sideways and circled around to attack our flanks while the middle one charged at me head-on. The two scarites remained where they were, undoubtedly waiting for an opening to use their lunge attacks.

A high-pitched yip from my left indicated that the flanking direfang had been struck, undoubtedly by an arrow from Amelia. But I didn’t have time to look as the wolf that had been charging from the front was upon me.

I blocked its sharp claws with my buckler, my enhanced strength allowed me to take its powerful strike without faltering. I quickly twisted my body to avoid its maw snapping on my shoulder.

The direfang swiped at me with its other front paw, but I was ready. I ducked beneath its strike before stepping into its side and drove Steel Heart into its gut. With a turn of my wrist and a downward push, my sword cut through its midriff and opened the stomach for its entrails to spill out.

“The scarites are about to lunge,” Steel Heart warned, sensing the changes in their essence flow.

I immediately looked up at the two red rodent monsters as the direfang crumpled to the ground in the pool of its blood and guts. The scarite on the left lowered its head and aimed its horn-blade at me while the other one was looking at a target off to my right.

Footsteps sounded behind me, and my blood nearly froze. Brielle had stepped out of formation to engage the other direfang. Amelia was right behind me and dealing with the other wolf. If I moved to protect the Monk, I would open her up to the red rat’s attack.

A quick glance over my left shoulder confirmed that the Archer was still fighting her direfang as it already had three arrows lodged in its body. She had been focusing all of her effort into taking it down and wouldn’t react in time to avoid the attack.

My mind reeled in the split second that it took the scarites to wind up and shoot forward like two deadly arrows. Time was up. I needed to do something or one of the girls would get seriously hurt.

Without any other choice, I held the buckler firmly in front of my chest and lifted Steel Heart above my head. My timing must be perfect or… I didn’t dare think of what would happen if I missed.

Instead of overthinking, I held my breath and watched the scarite on the right fly across the chamber while tensing my shield arm to brace for the impact of the one charging at me.

Everything happened in barely a heartbeat, but it felt like an eternity. Sparks flew as the scarite’s horn-blade crashed into my shield, and I reflexively slammed my buckler forward. At the same time, I swung Steel Heart downward just in front of the other rat monster.

My blade would never reach it, of course. I was too far. I already knew that. However, the arching crescent of brilliant light that shot from the translucent blue blade would. My aim was good enough, and Radiant Slash hit the scarite in the middle of its small body, severing it in half.

The two chunks of the rodent’s body tumbled through the air, pinwheeling end over end and spraying blood everywhere, before splattering on the floor. The warm wetness on my face snapped my attention back to the other scarite. I had completely forgotten about it in the heat of the moment.

Whipping my head around in a panic, I didn’t see it anywhere. My heart pounded like a war drum in my chest as I frantically scanned the floor before spotting a trail of red. The red rat was at the end of that trail, laying on its side with its head gone.

I stared at the headless corpse for several heartbeats before realization dawned on me. My growth coupled with the increased enhancement of Invigorate was powerful enough to shatter its skull. I had only been able to push the rodenite away before, but I was much stronger now.

Brielle! I thought, snapping my focus to aiding her.

“Don’t worry. It’s all over,” Steel Heart said in my head with an impression of a thumbs-up.

That was when heavy thuds of bodies collapsed on the ground. I turned to my right to find the dragonkin standing over her direfang, her breathing heavy with exertion. She noticed my gaze a second later and turned to flash a triumphant smile.

I returned her smile before looking to my left and found the other direfang riddled with five arrows. One in its shoulder, three in its side, and the last in its right eye, which was likely the one that killed it.

“Great work everyone,” I said and let out a sigh of relief.

“Let’s go see what’s in the chest! Must be something good if it’s being guarded by this many monsters,” Amelia urged, skipping up next to me and grinning from ear to ear.


CHAPTER TWENTY

DUNGEON BOSS

The three of us cautiously approached the treasure chest on an altar in the center of the room. The rectangular wooden box with a rounded top was reinforced with iron bands along its edges.

I looked behind at Amelia and Brielle before they nodded eagerly with beaming smiles on their faces. This was our first treasure chest in a dungeon. The first item we would obtain from adventuring, and not monster’s pelts, paws, or claws that we collected.

It was a real treasure!

Well, I highly doubted the item within this box was anything impressive. The first treasure chests usually weren’t, since they were in low tier dungeons most of the time. Still, the sentimental value in obtaining a treasure for the first time just made it special.

“Here we go,” I said, my heart pounding as I drew my hand over the surprisingly smooth surface of the wooden box.

All of us seemed to hold our breaths as I lifted the lid. The treasure chest opened smoothly on silent hinges. I pushed it all the way to reveal a scroll at the bottom of the box. A strip of red cloth was tied in the middle to keep it rolled up.

“A skill scroll?” I murmured, my mind racing with countless possibilities.

The girls poked their heads in at my words before Amelia snatched the scroll from inside the chest. She lifted it above her head, striking a triumphant pose with a brilliant smile.

“Our first treasure!” she announced before giggling giddily.

Then without another word, she darted forward, wrapped both arms around my neck, and pulled me in for a deep, passionate kiss. Even if I had pretty much expected it, the heat of her body and the softness of her lips still made my blood boil with excitement.

My self-control was fraying to a single thin thread at this point. It would have snapped completely if Brielle wasn’t standing just a few feet away. Still, I couldn’t stop my free hand from roaming her smooth back and firm ass.

Seriously, if it wasn’t for the dragonkin, I would have undoubtedly bent Amelia over the goddamn treasure chest and fucked her right now. There was only so much a man could hold back when a beautiful woman kept casually kissing him passionately again and again.

She seemed to find every excuse to lock our lips together. I didn’t know if she had any other intention for doing this in front of the dragonkin, or if she just didn’t care. But I honestly didn’t mind it one bit.

A string of saliva broke between us when she finally drew back. She looked up at me and licked her lower lip as if tasting me on herself, and I reflexively did the same. Her taste lingered, and it was so sweet I could barely keep from seeking her lips for more.

The obvious desire in her amber gaze was more than enough to tell me that she was trying incredibly hard to hold back as well. Letting our desire run wild was the worst thing we could do right now. Not just because Brielle was here, but having sex in a dungeon was just asking for trouble.

I dared a glance at the dragonkin and found her staring back with wide eyes and a bright red face. One of her hands was squeezed into a fist at her chest while the other clenched on her loose pants. The tip of her green tail twitched incessantly as if in a spasmodic loop.

“Brielle?” I tentatively called out to her, fearing she might be offended by our lack of decorum. But a part of me highly doubted it since she looked more engrossed than angry. “Are you alright?”

She blinked once, followed by several more before snapping out of her stupor. “Y-Yes! I… err… I am fine!” she said with a voice that was much higher pitched than normal.

“Should we… umm… see what kind of Skill Scroll this is?” I asked, clearing my throat.

The dragonkin nodded eagerly before gingerly stepping closer. When I turned back to Amelia, she was grinning at us with the scroll held up in her left hand. I gestured for her to do the honor, and she instantly untied the red string, then unrolled the parchment.

“The skill is called ‘Imbue Poison (level 1)’,” the archer said before continuing with the description, “Imbue Poison (level 1) is an active skill that will imbue ‘Poison (level 1)’ into the next attack. Upon successful execution, the target will be inflicted with ‘Poison’ and ‘Slow’ for five seconds. Imbue Poison is only compatible with weapons that can cut or pierce.”

“That is a really good skill,” Brielle blurted, looking pleasantly surprised.

“Definitely. Poison and Slow for five seconds is going to give us quite a bit of advantage,” I agreed, mirroring the astonishment on the dragonkin’s face.

“It only works with weapons that can cut or pierce though, so it’s either you or me, Luke,” Amelia said before giving Brielle an apologetic nod.

I looked down at the scroll, and my face scrunched up in thought for the most effective person between Amelia and I to use the skill. Both of us could benefit from it but, with our limited resources, choosing the right person was crucial.

Adventurers could find or buy skill scrolls to improve their combat prowess, not just from growing stronger through absorbing essence. Aside from the eleven skills adventurers received from their ‘Classes’, they could learn a nearly limitless number of skills from scrolls or other means.

However, just learning as many skills as possible wasn’t a smart idea. Some passive skills could clash and negate each other’s benefit, while others could just be useless for a particular Class.

‘Calamity Break’ was my dad’s most powerful fire spell that could deal devastating damage over a vast area. In his hands, it was a deadly magic attack but would be a complete waste in the possession of a Knight or an Archer. Without the attunement to Mana, they would have no means of casting the spell.

On the other hand, a skill like ‘Radiant Slash’ wouldn’t be useful for a Wizard since it required equipping a sword. Worse, the skill’s effectiveness was tied to its wielder’s strength and physical damage. The Wizard could still use Radiant Slash if the requirement was met, but the attack would be weak.

“I think you should have it, Amelia,” I said, then continued to explain my point, “The skill is more powerful in your hands. You can hit several enemies from long range and slow them down for me and Brielle. That will give us a huge advantage in battle if we were outnumbered like earlier.”

Brielle nodded eagerly at my suggestion. “Lucas is right. I also think you should have it, Amelia.”

Amelia looked at me and the Monk before nodding firmly. “Alright. I’ll definitely not disappoint you guys!”

She rolled up the scroll before closing her eyes in concentration. A moment later, the parchment disintegrated into sparkling dust as it disappeared into thin air. When she reopened her eyes, she was beaming like a kid who had just received a new toy. Well, in a way, that was exactly what happened.

We took a short break after that, patching ourselves up and taking stock of our supplies. None of us received any serious injuries from the fight, except a few bruises on the dragonkin’s arms and midriff.

It didn’t happen directly from the direfang she had fought, but rocks and debris that pelted her from the earlier fights. All in all, there wasn't anything to worry about, and she insisted on saving the Healing Potion in case we might need it for more grievous wounds later.

I took that time to ask Steel Heart about his skills. I had unleashed both Radiant Slash and Surge in the earlier battle. Now was a good time to know how doing so had affected him and if he had regenerated enough essence to use any of the skills again.

He didn’t completely deplete his Essence Well after using the two skills back-to-back. He estimated that he would regenerate enough to use Surge once more, without totally draining his Well, in about half an hour.

I had no idea what would happen to the talking sword if he had an Essence Burnout, but I certainly didn’t want to find out. At least, not while facing down powerful monsters. With that thought, I pushed the curiosity aside and promised myself I would investigate it later.

Once Amelia had collected her arrows from the direfang’s corpse, and I drew all the dead monsters into the Spatial Storage, we continued onward.

We only encountered a few monsters after exiting the treasure room. The first were a pair of direfangs, then a grizzer accompanied by two scarites, followed by one grizzer and one direfang.

After facing these monsters for the past few hours, we had become familiar with their attack patterns and behaviors. Adding Imbue Poison to the mix and we had barely broken a sweat in each of the latter encounters before taking them down.

A short while later, we arrived at a massive, wooden double door that looked old and worn down. There was little doubt about what was waiting for us on the other side.

I glanced at Amelia and Brielle, then asked, “Everyone ready for this?”

“Yes!” the Monk said, lifting both fists in front of her for emphasis.

“Of course,” the Archer said before adding, “There’s no way I’m turning back now. It’s all or nothing at this point.”

“All or nothing, huh? I like that,” I chuckled and lifted a fist toward her.

Amelia smirked at me and bumped her fist to mine. Then she turned to the dragonkin and jerked her head toward our connected knuckles. “Come on. You’re part of Mystic Seekers too.”

“Al-Alright,” Brielle said before tapping her fist against ours.

“That’s my girl!” Amelia beamed.

“Let’s go clear our first dungeon!” I said and turned around to push open the double door.

The wood grated heavily against the stone ground as the two sides swung forward. Yellow light from the magical torches on the walls revealed a massive square chamber with a high ceiling. The lack of exit on the other side only confirmed that this was where the ‘dungeon boss’ would appear.

Once the three of us entered, the double door immediately slammed shut behind us with a resounding crash that betrayed its enormous size and weight. Then the firelight wavered as if being blown by powerful wind before turning an ominous shade of blue.

“The essence is culminating in the center of the room. Something is coming. Get ready!” Steel Heart warned with an uncharacteristic urgency I hadn’t heard from him before.

“The ‘boss’ is going to appear in the center of the room. Prepare yourselves!” I relayed the message to the girls.

They promptly responded and fell into formation with me taking point. Brielle stayed slightly behind me to the right while Amelia was further back and to my left. I lifted my buckler and sword into a defensive stance.

Wind whipped around the chamber, rustling our hair and clothes and threatening to blow out all the torches. The violent gust pulled toward the center of the room, stirring up dust and debris into a small whirlwind.

An azure blaze suddenly erupted where the spiraling gale gathered before immediately bursting with an intense blast of heat and wind. The three of us grunted, trying to stand our ground from the sudden explosion of energy.

Eerie silence fell around us as a curtain of gray smoke expanded out from the center of the chamber. A towering, four-legged shape appeared within the thinning cloud, and my heart raced with excitement and trepidation.

Though I had learned everything I could about this dungeon boss from Sammus, the knowledge did nothing to prepare me for its dramatic entrance. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as the thrill of the encounter raced through me.

“All or nothing! You guys with me?” I asked, tightening my grip on Steel Heart and lowering my stance.

“Let’s go!” Amelia cried from my left as she nocked an arrow to her longbow.

“Yes!” Brielle said from my right, hunkering down for the impending fight.

The smoke cleared in the next heartbeat to reveal a massive wolf monster with jet black fur and a pair of fangs that were easily a foot long. Its beady red eyes gleamed with malice and killing intent that pressed down upon us like an invisible weight.

According to Sammus, the grimfang was a Threat-Level 2 monster with two skills—‘Calling Howl’ and ‘Deadly Roar’. Both of them weren’t damage dealing attacks, but also not to be taken lightly.

Calling Howl summoned one random beast-type monster with a lower Threat-Level onto the battlefield. The skill had a two-minute cooldown, so our chances of getting overwhelmed were quite low.

Well, ‘quite low’ as long as we could deal with whatever the grimfang summoned quickly. Even if the boss would eventually deplete its Essence Well, I highly doubted we could take on more than five monsters at once.

Deadly Roar, on the other hand, unleashed a powerful soundwave that stunned its enemies for one second. Though it didn’t deal any damage, being momentarily immobilized would leave us open for the follow-up attacks.

How long before you can use Surge again? I asked Steel Heart.

“Seven minutes. Better not count on it,” he said.

I grunted in agreement.

He was right. Seven minutes was practically forever in a battle. Most fights usually ended in seconds, or at most a minute.  Sometimes, fights could drag on for much longer if both sides were evenly matched, but those scenarios were the rarest of cases.

Before I could launch my attack, however, the grimfang tilted its head upward and howled. The piercing sound shook the entire chamber as a whirling smoke appeared to its right. A direfang appeared when the smoke dissipated a second later.

“We need to attack now, or it’ll summon more monsters,” Amelia urged. “Let’s spread out, so we won’t all get caught in its Deadly Roar. Brielle, you take care of the direfang. Luke will engage the boss. I’ll support both of you.”

“Got it!” the dragonkin acknowledged before darting off to the side, and the direfang immediately rushed after her.

I activated Invigorate and strength surged through me as I dashed at the grimfang. With a snarl, the monster reared back on its hind legs and lunged forward at incredible speed, its maw stretching wide.

It closed the distance between us in a blink. I hadn’t expected a much larger version of the direfang to have superior agility, and the miscalculation nearly cost me dearly. With a lurch, I sidestepped out of the way just a split second before its sharp fangs snapped down at the space where my head had been.

I dropped to the ground and rolled before twisting around to face the grimfang once more. The boss jerked its head downward to avoid an arrow that came for its red eye. It immediately shifted to target Amelia.

Anticipating the next attack to be in her direction, I set out at a full sprint with a curse. Instead of launching at her, however, the grimfang unleashed a deafening roar that made the ground vibrate.

I gritted my teeth and endured the torturous noise. Knowing exactly what was about to come, I leaped off my feet at the Archer just before the soundwave slammed into both of us.

Every muscle in my body instantly seized up as the stun effect of Deadly Roar struck us, causing momentary paralysis. The wolf monster attacked then, lunging at the frozen Archer at blinding speed.

Fortunately, Deadly Roar couldn’t stop my body from flying through the air. I collided with Amelia, throwing us to the ground as the monster’s massive jaw snapped shut just an inch from her face.

We skidded across the stone floor before crashing into the wall with a grunt. Regaining control of my body, I scrambled into a crouch while pulling my redhead companion up with me. She coughed and wheezed as we stood, readying ourselves for another attack.

“Thanks,” she muttered, nocking another arrow.

I dared a glance in Brielle's direction. The Monk was locked into a fierce battle with the direfang, attacking the monster and defending its attacks with grace. She was a completely different person from the one entering the dungeon at this point. The confidence in her stance said it all.

But the direfang wasn’t going down easily. Even if it was losing, it fought with the ferocity of a cornered animal, and that wasn’t good. The grimfang would surely use another Calling Howl once it could, and the third monster would put all of us at a heavier disadvantage.

“You need to help Brielle take down that direfang before the boss can summon another monster. I’ll hold it off,” I said through gritted teeth.

Amelia was quiet for a second, and I thought she would protest. But she eventually said, “Alright. Be careful.”

“I will. Let’s go!” I said and rushed forward as the Archer turned her attention toward the dragonkin.

The grimfang looked at me, then at Amelia as if contemplating which of us it would attack first. Its indecision gave me just enough time to close the distance. I immediately swung Steel Heart at its front leg.

Unfortunately, the boss wasn’t distracted enough to let me score an easy hit. It leaped backward just in time to avoid having its paw cleaved off. I didn’t falter and pressed in, slashing high and low to keep the monster on the defensive.

“It’s gathering essence to unleash a skill,” Steel Heart warned, causing my heart to race with dreadful anticipation.

Still, I kept attacking, doing my best to keep it occupied. It swiped at me with sharp claws and forced me to deflect the blow with my buckler. To my surprise, the blow didn’t knock me back and merely shook me.

Defense Efficiency and my growth must have contributed to the improved defense, I realized. However, I didn’t let myself dwell on the matter for more than a heartbeat and shifted to offense once more.

I gritted my teeth and swung my sword around, drawing a gash along the grimfang’s left shoulder. But the cut wasn’t deep enough to cause significant damage. With a snarl, its massive maw snapped down at me from the blindspot above my head.

Steel Heart’s warning came just in time, allowing me to evade without taking deadly damage. I immediately batted the side of its lowered head with my buckler. With Invigorate still active, the impact caused the massive wolf to stumble in a daze.

Not letting my chance of victory slip away, I charged forward and thrust my blade at the boss’s heart. But the damn thing was too quick and leaped backward out of my reach before my blade could find his target.

“Fuck! It’s fast,” I spat, lowering my stance to rush at the boss once more.

Before I could launch my attack, however, a loud, whimpering yip echoed across the chamber. Relief washed over me when a heavy thud was followed by Amelia’s cheer of victory.

“Still too early to celebrate. Focus!” Steel Heart yelled in my head.

Right!

I instantly dashed toward the boss, but my brief pause had inadvertently given it time to recover. It unleashed Deadly Roar, forcing me to leap sideways. My boots skidded across the stone floor at the end of my roll before I lunged at the grimfang again.

“I won’t fall for the same trick twice!” I announced, closing the distance between us as fast as I could.

The black wolf released another cry, summoning a new monster onto the battlefield. Gray smoke swirled on the ground, blocking my path and causing me to halt my dash as I lifted my buckler in front of me in caution.

Just as the gray cloud thinned, an arrow flew from the right side of the chamber and struck the grimfang on its shoulder. Amelia had seized the opening without fail as the boss focused all its attention on me.

The wolf roared in pain as its massive body convulsed violently. The blood that oozed around its wound was tainted with green pus, indicating that it was being affected by Poison and Slow. At least for a short moment.

“Yes!” the Archer cheered as she and Brielle stopped at my side.

“It summoned something. Can you cover me?” I asked.

“Of course!”

“Brielle, stay behind me! We’ll take down whatever the boss summoned first!” I ordered and the dragonkin nodded.

Without knowing what the new monster was, I didn’t dare let her split up. If the newcomer was a scarite, it might target her again like in the treasure room. Even if she could likely evade the attack since she wasn’t distracted this time around, I didn’t want to take unnecessary risk.

Invigorate had run out, and wouldn’t be ready for re-activation for another minute. Not planning to waste time on waiting, I gritted my teeth and darted forward. The Monk immediately followed close behind me.

The grimfang was frothing at the mouth. It glared at us as saliva dripped from its maw in long ropes. Poison and Slow were still in effect, so we had time to deal with its minion first.

I approached the fading smoke with my buckler held high to protect my neck and chest. Steel Heart gleamed at my side, ready to strike at anything that leaped at me.

“Incoming!” my sword warned just a heartbeat before a red shape shot out from behind the gray cloud.

I immediately planted my feet and tightened my grip on my shield as a scarite flew through the air with its horn-blade aimed at my heart. Even if I was prepared, its speed was too fast for me to counterattack. Without Invigorate, I also wasn’t strong enough to smash its head with my buckler like before.

Making a decision swiftly, I tilted my shield at an angle, then thrust it upward when I felt the sharp tip of the red rat’s horn make contact with the metal. The monster shrieked as I redirected its trajectory upward.

“Amelia!” I signaled the Archer.

That was unnecessary. She already had the scarite sighted from the beginning. Her arrow pierced through the rat’s small body even before I finished calling her name. The red-furred monster tumbled in an arc to the ground before bouncing once, then went still.

“You go left. I’ll go right. Let’s end this!” I said to an affirmative ‘Yes!’.

The dragonkin darted out from behind me and circled toward the grimfang’s left flank. I didn’t even bother to check if the scarite was dead, trusting that the archer had my back and would eliminate the threat if it was still alive.

Brielle reached the boss first and landed two strikes on its body before ducking beneath a claw swipe that would have taken off her head. From its quick reaction, Poison and Slow must have faded, but it still hadn’t fully recovered yet.

Invigorate was finally ready for re-activation, and I used it without hesitation. Strength rushed through me as I closed in on the grimfang before launching an overhead slash. Being distracted by the dragonkin, it failed to see my incoming slash.

Steel Heart cut through its thick fur and muscles with ease, drawing a vicious gash in the monster’s side. Blood poured like a waterfall from the gaping wound as the boss let out a pained roar.

The wolf snapped its massive maw at me, but the attack lacked its usual agility. I easily sidestepped out of the way before countering with an upward cut that took its right eye. It reared away with droplets of red spraying in all directions.

Brielle followed up with a flying punch that landed on the left side of the boss’s face with a deafening crack. Its head whipped back toward me from the attack, the light in its remaining red eye dimming.

Not wanting the grimfang to suffer any longer, I pointed Steel Heart at its side and thrust forward with all my might. My sword plunged through its flesh between the ribs before finding its heart.

With a weak growl, the dungeon boss swayed on its feet for a moment, then collapsed on its side with a tremorous crash. Yellow clouds of dust billowed around its towering body as I stood gasping for breath with blood dripping from my blade.

A long silence fell around us until Amelia cried out, “We did it!”

That was when the realization struck me, and I let out an exhilarating roar, “We fucking did it!”

Brielle was bracing both hands on her knees and panting hard, but still flashed a delighted grin at my words.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

BEAST BREAKER

I was still gasping for breath and coming to terms with the fact that the three of us had just completed our first dungeon run when the ground trembled. My fingers immediately tightened around Steel Heart as the girls perked up in alert.

“What now? Didn’t we just beat the boss?” Amelia grumbled, reaching for an arrow at her hip.

“I don’t know,” I said as I stalked to stand in front of her before Brielle came to join us.

In the next moment, the central section of the far wall crumbled away to reveal an archway. Cautiously, we crept toward the opening with me in the lead. I peered inside and found a small circular room with a single altar in the center. A new wooden chest with iron bands reinforcing its edges sat upon it.

“It’s a treasure chest!” the Archer chirped excitedly.

“Looks like a reward for clearing the dungeon,” I agreed.

“Should we check it out?” Brielle asked with a hint of trepidation in her tone.

I nodded, then stepped through the archway with my sword and shield at the ready. Even if the boss was dead and the chamber ahead looked harmless, the sealed treasure room from earlier still haunted me.

There were countless stories about adventurers losing their lives from walking into a trap room. That might have been during the dungeon run and not after they had cleared it though. Call it novice apprehension or whatever, but I wouldn’t take my chances.

“This one isn’t like the treasure room from earlier. It’s just a normal room. There’s no barrier blocking me from sensing essence in there,” Steel Heart said in my mind and startled me.

“Shit!” I yelped, causing the girls to cry out as well.

“Are you hurt?” Brielle asked in alarm, stepping in front of me with her fists held up in a fighting stance.

“What? What happened?” Amelia blurted, frantically aiming her bow as if in search of an invisible enemy.

“N-No… Nothing happened,” I said quickly. “I was just startled by Steel Heart, that’s all.”

I had become accustomed to the talking sword popping into my head after having him for a few days. Still, I was too focused on finding a sign of danger that any unexpected sound would have shocked me. Especially one that came straight into my brain.

“Whoops. Sorry for scaring you,” the sword said with a snicker.

I wasn’t scared. I was just concentrating on… something else, that’s all, I grumbled back as my pulse slowed down.

“Sure. Sure,” he said with an impression of a shrug.

I groaned inwardly before sheathing Steel Heart and straightened my back. “Steel Heart believes this one is just a normal room because there’s no barrier blocking him from sensing essence inside. It should be safe.”

The tension instantly drained from my companions. Brielle dropped her arms and Amelia returned her arrow to the quiver on her right hip. Then, we approached the treasure chest in the center of the small chamber.

The red-haired Archer was grinning now as she glanced up at me from my right. “What do you think is in there?”

“I don’t know. Some kind of treasure?” I said noncommittally.

“I hope it’s something we can use. It’ll be stupid if we get like a staff or something useless.”

I scowled at her. “Thanks for souring the mood, Amelia.”

“Oh come on! I was just stating a fact.”

“I know. Let’s just open it and see.”

The grin returned to Amelia’s face as her gaze returned to the treasure chest. She rubbed her palms together in anticipation when I reached to grab either side of its lid.

“Are you guys ready?” I asked, glancing over to the Archer, then the dragonkin.

Brielle looked up at me shyly and nodded with her hands resting over her chest before she murmured, “My heart is beating so fast right now.”

“Believe me. We all are. It’s our first boss treasure chest, after all,” I chuckled and couldn’t help but find her expression incredibly adorable.

“Come on! Come on! Open it. The anticipation is killing me,” Amelia urged and stabbed her elbow at my side.

“Alright. Alright! Just calm down.”

Without further delay, I lifted the lid with both hands. The hinges turned smoothly to reveal a pair of gleaming gauntlets atop a bed of silver coins.

“Oh wow! That looks really cool!” the Archer blurted.

She was right. The gauntlets were made with polished steel that seemed to shimmer in firelight. Four spikes protruded from the knuckles and, though they were only half an inch long, I had no doubt they would deal serious damage to whoever or whatever they hit.

Amelia scooped the treasure from within the chest and held it up against the torch light to examine it closer. Then, she broke into another broad grin and handed it to Brielle.

“You should take it,” she said.

The dragonkin looked surprised and immediately waved her hands frantically in front of herself. “N-No! I can’t take them. It’s too valuable!”

“What are you talking about? We worked hard together. You deserve it as much as either of us,” I said without hesitation.

“Yes! Besides, neither Luke or I fight with our fists. It’ll be useless with us,” Amelia insisted.

“A-Are you sure?” Brielle said before gingerly lowering her hands.

“Of course! We’re in the same party, so we’ll also benefit from you getting stronger,” I said and squeezed her shoulder in encouragement.

“A-Alright. Then I’ll accept it.”

The dragonkin took the gauntlets from Amelia. She put them on before clenching and unclenching her hands in rapid succession while nodding along appreciatively.

“Hmmm… Somehow, this makes me feel very nostalgic,” Steel Heart said before a wave of melancholy and nostalgia washed over me.

Is that the experience from your last wielder? I asked as my throat hitched from the emotions that welled up.

“I don’t know. But I also can’t think of any other reasons for it.”

I’m sure your memories will come back soon. Hang in there, buddy.

Steel Heart went quiet after that, so I turned my attention to Brielle who was glancing between me and Amelia with wide eyes.

“These gauntlets have a name!” the dragonkin said excitedly.

“Really?” Amelia asked, her yellow eyes flashing with excitement.

“What is it called?” I asked with a broad smile, unable to contain my delight as well.

“It’s called ‘Beast Breaker’,” Brielle said, raising both fists in front of herself. “It also inflicts a small bonus damage against beast-type monsters.”

“That’s so great!” my Archer companion squealed before leaping forward to wrap both arms around the other girl.

“That is really great!” I agreed.

With most of Elathia made up of grasslands and forests, a large portion of our enemies would likely be various types of beasts. A weapon that let her deal more damage to them specifically was without a doubt useful.

I waited for the excitement and elation to die down for a few moments before urging the girls to head out. Our dads had estimated clearing this dungeon shouldn’t take more than six hours. We had likely spent at least five hours in here, and they would worry if we didn’t return soon.

With that, I collected the silver coins in the chest first, drawing them into Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage. Five hundred vinhs was added to the pouch, bringing our money up to a little over one thousand six hundred vinhs.

Then, I headed into the boss chamber and took all the monsters into my storage. These monsters might not give as much reward as the troll, but I should still get at least a few hundred vinhs for them.

That was when I noticed Amelia’s arrows in a slot inside the Spatial Storage. Just like with the paws, pelts, and skins, the process of drawing the monsters into the storage also separated the arrows from their bodies for me. This would make things a lot easier going forward.

Once I was done returning the arrows to the Archer, the three of us stood facing each other in a triangle. The girls wore a beaming smile on their faces, and I was certain the same expression was on mine.

“Ready?” I asked, holding up a fist in front of me as I glanced at my two gorgeous companions in turn.

“Ready!” Amelia said before bumping her knuckles against mine.

“Yes!” Brielle agreed and tapped our fists with the side of hers, so she wouldn’t accidentally injure us with the spikes on the Beast Breaker.

“Alright! Let’s go back and give our dads the good news.”

Their smiling faces disappeared into pure white light as soon as I drew on the connection with the Return Scroll. The familiar sensation of moving washed over me. When I opened my eyes again, I was back at the ruin entrance.

Lush trees and soft grass replaced the cold, hard stone of the dungeon as a warm breeze carried the sweet scent of wildflowers around me. I blinked a few times before the disorienting sensation faded.

“Welcome back,” my dad’s voice called out from somewhere behind me.

I turned around to find him lounging on a rock with a piece of half eaten cookie in his hand. He popped it into his mouth, then stood and swatted dirt from his pants.

“Looks like you cleared the dungeon,” he said with an approving nod.

“We did!” Amelia chirped before I could give him a response. She pointed to the gauntlets on Brielle’s hands, then added, “We also got a new weapon too. Look. Look!”

The raven-haired Monk held them up for him to see, her shimmering green tail sweeping excitedly behind her. My dad leaned forward to have a closer look before adjusting his glasses. His blue eyes narrowed in concentration for a moment.

“It certainly is a great piece of gear,” he said after a moment.

“It sure is!” Amelia agreed before wrapping an arm around the other girl and pulling her close. “It’s called Beast Breaker, and it also inflicts additional damage to beast-type monsters.”

“Impressive,” my dad breathed before straightening his back. “It’ll definitely come in handy on your journey.”

“Where’s Sammus?” I asked, finally noticing that the retired Knight was missing.

“Oh, he went for a stretch. He should be back soon,” my dad said nonchalantly.

A towering man with short salt and pepper hair emerged from the tree line at the end of his words. Sammus stalked toward us with a massive hammer in one hand and a gleaming silver kite shield on the other.

I only noticed the splatters of blood on his cheek and weapon when he was ten feet away. Only a few droplets were on his face, but over a third of the hammer head was coated in red.

“What happened? Are you hurt?” Amelia asked, her voice quivering with trepidation as she stepped toward her father.

He blinked down at her for a moment before understanding played across his face. “Oh this?” he asked, wiping blood from his cheek with his fingers. “It’s not mine. A few critters got close to our location, so I took care of them.”

Her shoulders sagged with relief. “I thought you got attacked or something.”

Sam’s equipment vanished from his hands in a flash of white before he braced both hands on his hips and scowled down at her.

“Oh come now. I may have gotten old, but I’m not that old. They might have been a bit rowdier than usual, but it’d take more than a handful of monsters in these parts to take me down.”

“What do you mean by ‘rowdier than usual’?” my dad asked with a frown, interrupting their argument.

Sam shrugged. “They seemed… agitated. Like something is scaring them.”

My dad went quiet for a moment, scratching his chin in thought. When he looked up at his friend, they shared a look but didn’t say anything more.

“Does it have something to do with that troll?” I asked.

The two of them turned to me before my dad said, “It’s possible. Monsters don’t normally migrate. The troll coming this far outside of its habitat might be a sign that something big is going to happen.”

He lifted a hand in front of him in a placating gesture. “I’m not saying it’s for certain. I could have just been overthinking. But it’s worth looking into.”

“Do you think there’s going to be another monster attack?” Amelia asked.

Sammus scowled at her question. “Did you hear that from Rogan? I have to smack some sense into that fool one of these days.”

“It’s been nineteen years since the last attack. Surely, it can happen again, right?” the Archer retorted.

“Not you too!” the former Paragon Knight grumbled. “It’s not going to happen. There hasn’t been any report of monsters amassing anywhere around Emberfell for months. Don’t just listen to any conspiracy theories and just blindly believe them.”

“But you just said the monsters are agitated! What if it really happens? What are you going to do? You’re not in your thirties anymore.”

“They’re just critters. I’ll bash them to paste if they ever come within a mile of the town. There’s nothing to worry about,” Sam shot back smugly.

Amelia glared at him and braced both hands on her hips. “And who’s the one that begged mom for a back massage after sparring with Luke? Even small fries can kill you if you blow out your back in the middle of a fight, you know?”

The retired Knight worked his jaw several times but no words came out. He lifted a finger in front of himself as if finally having a retort, then pursed his lips instead of saying anything.

Fortunately, my dad came to his rescue with a sharp clap before he said, “Alright! I think it’s time for us to head back. Let’s not keep your moms waiting any longer, shall we?”

He eyed me before jerking his head toward Amelia, and I quickly wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

“Come on. Let’s head back and collect our reward,” I said, gently turning her away from her dad.

Brielle stood frozen with her hands clutched at her chest when I glanced over. She looked terrified, and I couldn’t help but snicker at her reaction.

“Hey, Brielle. We’re heading back. Let’s go,” I called out to her with a wave.

She blinked at me a few times before quickly jogging to catch up. “Is everything alright?” she whispered, looking from me to Amelia, then back again.

“It’s fine. They do this all the time. That’s her way of saying she’s worried about him,” I said with a smirk and turned to the redhead on my right. “Come on. You’re scaring her.”

Amelia turned her scowl at me but there was no anger in her eyes. A smile stretched across her lips when she said to the dragonkin, “Don’t worry about it. My dad thinks he’s twenty years younger than he actually is, so I have to keep reminding him that he’s not.”

Sound of animated chatter coming from behind us also confirmed my statement. I glanced over to Brielle, then jerked my head toward the two former Paragon adventurers and chuckled, “See?”

We spent the next half an hour hiking through the forest and the grassland beyond before reaching Emberfell. Kane and Rogan were on duty at the Eastern Gate as usual.

They greeted us cheerfully as we entered before the younger guard turned pale when Sammus glared daggers at him. I had expected the retired Knight to stop and give the man a stern scolding, but he didn’t. He probably didn’t want to sour our happy moment.

“Alright, kids,” Sammus said, turning around to face us once we were near the town square. “The two of us will head home and report the news to your moms. You three should get your Plates updated and go celebrate your victory or something.”

“But don’t party too hard,” my dad warned. “Traveling with a hangover is not fun. Trust me on that.”

The former Paragon Knight shivered at his friend’s words as if he was reliving the ordeal at this moment. “Liam is right. Never start your journey with a hangover. You can thank us for that sage advice later.”

With that, our two dads waved goodbye, then turned toward the southern part of town. As they disappeared into the crowd of people, we headed northward to the Adventurer’s Guild.

After ten minutes of casual strolling, we walked through the giant archway into the cavernous hall of the Guild. There weren't many people here in the late afternoon since most adventurers would have already been done with their quests at this point.

Two adventurers stood out to me as I scanned the lobby. They were talking with a clerk at the counter to the far right. From the state of their clothing and slightly messy hair, they had likely just arrived in Emberfell.

The male knight wore deep red armor with silver accents that looked both sleek and expensive. The scabbard on his back also had an intricate design of lightning running along its length. From his equipment and build, he could be at least a Rank 5 or 6.

His companion was actually the one that caught my eyes. She wore a pristine white robe with gold trimmings, which marked her as a Cleric—an incredibly valuable Support Class that all parties needed.

However, what drew my attention wasn’t her Class or clothing. The two black triangular ears atop her head of short raven hair and the long tail that swept slowly behind her were what kept me staring a tad too long. After Brielle, she was literally the second beastkin I had seen my whole life.

Amelia didn’t seem to notice them when I finally shifted my gaze from the two adventurers as we strolled closer to the line of counters. I quickly spotted Sydney behind one of them and approached her. She waved at us once she looked up and noticed us.

“How are things going for you guys today?” she asked with a broad smile.

“It’s great!” Amelia said with a beam before adding, “We just cleared our first dungeon today.”

The clerk’s eyes went wide with surprise as she shot up from her chair. “Congratulations!”

“Yup. It’s all thanks to our new member, Brielle,” I said, resting an arm on the counter before jerking a thumb toward the dragonkin.

She immediately flushed deep red from the compliment and her tail twitched nervously behind her. “I-I… I didn’t do anything at all. Y-You two did all the work.”

Sydney took a moment to admire the Monk’s draconic features before shaking her head. “You’re too timid. Come on! You need to learn to take the compliment, girl!”

“She’s right! You did great, Brielle. Don’t sell yourself short. Luke and I could never have cleared the dungeon without you,” Amelia added, wrapping an arm around the other girl and giving her a firm shake.

“Exactly! Dragonkins are a race of strong and proud people. You need to show more confidence in yourself,” the clerk said and braced both hands on her hips and puffed out her chest. “Straighten your back and lift your chin. Do it with me!”

Amelia quickly followed with a giggle, so Brielle had no other choice but to do the same. That left me in a rather peculiar situation of having three pairs of glorious breasts with various sizes jutting out for my viewing pleasure.

As much as they were incredibly enticing to gawk at, I thought better of it and covered my face in a palm as I shook my head. Even if I knew Amelia wouldn’t mind me staring, I didn’t think the other two would approve of such creepy behavior.

“Alright! Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Sydney said after a moment, which thankfully ended the war between decorum and lust raging in my head.

“Yes!” I immediately perked up. “We’d like to update our Plates and also trade in the monster corpses we’ve collected.”

“Certainly!” The dark green-haired clerk nodded before narrowing her eyes at the dragonkin. “I’m assuming here but, by any chance, is your last name Emeraldwind?”

Brielle nodded, then tilted her head to one side as her green tail swept curiously behind her. “How do you know?”

“I knew it!” Sydney said, slapping her table as a triumphant grin stretched her lips.

She nodded toward Amelia and I. “Those two are the children of Silver Bastion and Infernal Sage,” she said before turning her attention back to the Monk. “You’re a dragonkin and you’re hanging out with them, so I assumed you must be the daughter of someone in the Valiant Resonance.”

The clerk nodded to herself as if she had just cracked the most complicated riddle in Elathia. With that, she pointed a finger at Brielle and smirked. “The only dragonkin in that party was Tekwon Emeraldwind—the Iron Tempest.”

Brielle blinked at her for a few moments before giving a slow nod. “O-Okay.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Glad you didn’t miss it this time.”

“Third time’s the charm,” Sydney said with a wink, coaxing my two companions to eye me curiously. I didn’t get a chance to explain because the clerk brought three Plates of Record out first and placed them on the counter, drawing everyone’s attention to them.

Without waiting for her prompt, we placed our hands on the shimmering metal tablets and let our essence flow into it. When I looked at the Plates once more, my skills had gained a few more levels.

Defense Efficiency and Sword Mastery had gone up to level 2 while Invigorate was still at level 3.

Brielle gained a rank from the dungeon run, which granted her a new skill. Amelia and I, however, didn’t move up into Rank 4. Still, I had a feeling we were pretty close to it and would get there soon.

After clearing the dungeon, the Archer’s skills also gained some levels. Bull’s Eye and Pierce had gone up to level 2 while Sense remained at 3. Imbue Poison was also added to her list but remained at level 1.

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Imbue Poison (level 1)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 5 seconds

================

The Archer pursed her lips in disappointment, but only for a brief moment. She flashed the Monk a beaming smile as she congratulated her on the promotion and asked about her new skill.

“What does your new skill do?” she asked, peering at the other girl’s tablet.

“It’s called ‘Essence Recovery’. The skill lets me regenerate extra essence, so I can refill my Essence Well faster,” Brielle explained with a determined look on her face.

Along with the new skill, her Iron Fist had also moved up to level 3. However, her Essence Explosion remained at level 1. That was likely due to her not being able to use it at all.

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Essence Recovery (level 1)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boosting regenerated essence

Every: 40 seconds

================

“That’s a very good skill for Monks since you guys have a lot of essence-based attacks. You’re going to kick so much more ass with that skill,” Sydney chimed in.

“Th-Thank you,” the dragonkin sputtered, clearly surprised at the sudden compliment.

Amelia pulled the other girl against her side and pumped her fist. “That skill is going to make us Valors in no time!”

“You guys are growing really fast. I haven’t seen any adventurer reach Rank 3 in just a little over two months before,” Sydney said with a good amount of awe in her voice.

“It’s all thanks to me, isn’t it?” Steel Heart chirped in with a considerable smugness in his tone.

Fine! Fine. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have been able to kill that troll. Thanks, buddy, I thought back.

“You’re welcome!”

I shook my head at his reaction before turning back to the dark green-haired clerk. “Can I send you a transfer request now?”

“Of course.”

With that, I sent out a thought toward Sydney. An overlay of countless rows of slotted shelves appeared in front of me once she accepted my request. I promptly sent the monster corpses to her. The overlay disappeared a few seconds later, once the transfer was completed.

“Great! Give me a moment to calculate your reward,” she said before sitting and going quiet for a moment. “Done! The total reward for all of these monsters is one thousand six hundred and eighty vinhs. Would you like to know the value of each monster?”

“It’s alright. Don’t worry about it,” I said, waving a hand at her.

“Then do you want the reward transferred directly to your storage?”

“Yes please,” I said without hesitation.

The clerk nodded, then closed her eyes in concentration. An impression of a transfer request pressed gently against my mind, and I accepted it. The overlay of shelves appeared once more before the amount of money in my pouch instantly increased to over three thousand two hundred vinhs.

I couldn’t help but stare in awe at our reward. With the money we found in the treasure chest, we received nearly two thousand two hundred vinhs from just clearing one Novice-Tier dungeon.

That was almost the same amount of money Amelia and I made from killing rodenites for an entire month. We fucking earned that in six hours today. Fortune did truly favor the bold.

“What time are you done working today?” Amelia asked the clerk as the overlay and the hefty money pouch disappeared from my vision. “We’re going to celebrate at the Bull’s Tankard. Do you want to join us?”

Sydney’s face instantly scrunched up in disappointment. “I’ve to fill in for another clerk tonight. I’ll be here past midnight,” she said sourly.

“Aww, damn! We haven’t hung out in so long.” Amelia pouted.

“I know. The Guild is short-staffed lately, so most of us have to take up extra shifts,” the clerk groaned before giving the three of us a warm smile. “Don’t worry about me. You go celebrate. You guys totally earned it.”

“Alright! I’ll make sure to feast your fill,” Amelia said before stepping away from the counter.

“Thanks for your help, Sydney. I’ll see you later,” I said before waving her goodbye.

Brielle bowed deeply to the clerk and followed after me and Amelia.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CELEBRATION

We arrived at the Bull’s Tankard a few minutes later. The tavern was still rather empty since we arrived before the dinner crowd. Because of that, we were able to pick a corner booth that would provide us with some privacy.

“Alright! Time to stuff our faces with food and ale!” Amelia cheered, punching the air, once we had settled into our seats.

“L-Let’s go!” Brielle said from beside her, then awkwardly pumped her fist with the other girl.

A chuckle escaped me as I watched their interaction from the opposite side of the table. The dragonkin was clearly not used to interacting with someone so candid and affectionate like our redhead, and it bewildered her.

Watching her trying to copy Amelia’s energy, a realization struck me. The Monk had stopped speaking formally to us some time ago. Her speech had become more casual and relaxed. My smile broadened at the thought.

I had imagined Rollen to be a village governed by discipline and order from the way Brielle kept comparing herself to her father and other Monks. Achievements seemed to matter more than compassion. The idea of being judged by one’s strength alone rubbed me the wrong way.

The girl in front of me was kind and strong in her own way, even if her combat prowess might be lacking compared to her people. I would rather take her on an adventure with us than someone who only cared about achievements.

Our server, a curvy, middle-aged woman, appeared at the tableside before my thoughts could wander any further. We placed our orders along with three tankards of ale. Once she left, I turned back to the girls.

“I think we should talk about our rewards first,” I said, eyeing my two companions.

Brielle blinked in surprise while Amelia scowled at me as if I had just spoiled our fun by bringing up money talk. Then realization dawned on her, and she nodded in understanding.

With that, I continued, “So, we made one thousand six hundred and eighty from trading in the monster corpses. Combining the five hundred we got from the treasure chest, we have two thousand one hundred and eighty altogether.”

“Yes! I never knew clearing a dungeon can be this rewarding,” Brielle said with awe in her tone.

“You and me both,” Amelia said, slinging an arm around the other girl’s neck. “Luke and I had been making barely one hundred vinhs a day since we started adventuring. Who would have thought we could make this much in a day.”

“Yup. We’d been pretty broke, hadn't we?” I agreed with a chuckle.

Amelia and I had been working hard on our adventuring ever since we had earned our permits. All of that time had been spent hunting the rodenites. It had been a tedious grind, but we… I accepted it because that was the safest path for us.

Getting attacked by the troll, and stumbling upon Steel Heart had propelled us forward at an unprecedented rate. Most people would have spent at least a year to reach Rank 3 and probably half that to clear their first dungeon.

“And who do you have to thank?” my sword chimed in with an annoyingly haughty tone.

You’ve really made all this possible. Thank you, buddy, I agreed and genuinely meant it.

He took on his sagely voice as he said, “Don’t mention it, my boy. I shall gladly guide you toward the path of glory!”

Sure, sure, I chuckled inwardly, but couldn’t stop from cracking a small smile.

“Anyway,” I started, turning my attention back to the girls. “I’m thinking we should split this money three ways. All of us worked hard together, so it’s the only fair thing to do in my opinion.”

“Sure!” Amelia said with a shrug as if she had already come to that conclusion long ago.

“No! I can’t accept it,” Brielle protested.

I tilted my head to one side as I looked at her, half expecting that reaction from her. I had no idea why she would object to the idea, but I was quite certain it wasn’t because she didn't think the even split was unfair.

“I couldn’t possibly take any money from you after you’ve given me the Beast Breaker,” she continued before gesturing toward the gauntlets clipped to her belt.

“A-And you also bought me those knuckles. It’d be very shameless of me to take anymore from you two,” she quickly added.

I pressed my lips together to stifle a chuckle and spoil her sincere and honest response to my offer. Those endearing qualities of hers were probably what allowed us to work together as a team so naturally.

“Look, Brielle. I understand what you mean, but—”

Amelia burst into a fit of laughter before I could finish. She clapped the other girl on the back with enough force to jolt her toned frame.

“Oh, Brielle. You’re so adorable,” the Archer said with a snicker. “Don’t overthink it. No one else—like literally no one in the party can use the gauntlets except you, so the only right thing to do was for you to have it.”

“B-But… I-I am certain you can sell it for a lot of money as well.”

“Yes, we can,” Amelia agreed, still snickering. “But that’d have been the dumbest thing to do. The Beast Breaker is clearly an upgrade for you, so selling it for some money is not only selfish but also shortsighted.”

Then she turned in her seat to face the dragonkin directly. “Look, we’re friends and companions. So, don’t overthink petty stuff. We fight hard together and share the spoils, and that’s that.”

“I’ve a feeling that’s a very simple way of looking at things,” Steel Heart interjected. Fortunately, I was the only one who could hear him.

That’s Amelia for you. Her idea is probably flawed, but it’s simple and straightforward. And that’s what I like about her.

“I can see the charm in that,” he said before a wave of nostalgia washed over me once more.

Did some of your memories come back? I asked as the emotion passed.

“No… but it feels like I’d known someone with a similar nature to Amelia.”

Were you able to talk with others beside your wielder in the past?

“I don’t know… Maybe…” Steel Heart said before going quiet, which once again prompted me to shift my attention toward the girls.

“Alright! How about this?” Amelia started. “We’ll split the money equally, but you’ll be the one paying for this meal. Will that make you feel better?”

“B-But… That’s still not enough to—,” Brielle said.

“Look, Brielle,” I interrupted her. “I understand your feelings, and I’m really grateful you feel that way. There are plenty of people who would have taken advantage of our… err… simple way of thinking and exploited it.”

I lifted a hand to stop her when she tried to protest, “You’ve traveled a long way from Rollen. I’m sure the journey has been costly, so you’ll need to replenish your supplies. How would you do that without any money?”

“I-I…” she started, then looked down with a blush on her cheeks.

“We’ll be traveling together for a while, so it’s crucial that every one of us have the financial freedom to buy our own personal supplies. Money isn’t what defines our friendship, but it’s also a necessity.”

I gave Brielle a stern look, and she eventually relented. “O-Okay. I’ll take the money.”

“Great!”

“But!” she blurted with a fierce expression. “You must let me pay for this meal.”

“Sure,” I chuckled.

Amelia pulled the other girl into a hug before playfully stroking her head. The sight of them being so close made me smile and felt as if the three of us had been training together since we were kids.

The fact that both of them were beautiful beyond words also wasn’t lost on me. I had heard of adventuring parties that were made up only of gorgeous women, but never thought I would actually have that privilege so early on in my career.

Well, not that I had been fantasizing about it or anything. The idea was put in my head by Sydney and kept bubbling up over and over again.

Our curvy server returned with three mugs of ale before I could ponder how things would turn out between the three of us for too long. The Bull’s Tankard was renowned for its massive portions, and the drinks were no exception.

The three huge tankards thudded heavily on the table, splashing their contents in the process. But the server deftly produced a towel from the waistband of her apron and wiped the spills clean. After that, she informed us that our food would be coming shortly and left.

“Rosien, god of creation. These tankards are as big as my head,” Amelia said with a snicker.

“They don’t name this place the Bull’s Tankard for nothing,” I chuckled before taking a sip of the rich ale, and the girls did the same.

“Ughh! S-Strong…” Brielle sputtered and coughed.

“Yup! It hits you like a bull, so make sure to take it slow,” Amelia laughed.

“Good advice. Don’t forget to follow it yourself,” I said with a smirk in her direction.

“Hey! It only happened once.”

“Only once?” I raised one golden eyebrow at her.

“Okay. Twice… Maybe three times! But who’s keeping count on these things?”

“It’s four times, and I’m keeping count because I was the one who had to carry you back and got an earful from Sam. That's four times in two months, mind you.”

“Isn’t it a knight’s duty to escort a beautiful maiden home safely? Why are you complaining?” she retorted with a sly grin.

I pursed my lips, unable to come up with a response, as she laughed happily. The sight of her enjoying herself also made me smile, so I just shrugged and took another pull from the mug.

“Tell us about your hometown. What is Susacre Valley like?” Amelia asked, turning to the dragonkin.

Brielle sat back and pressed a finger to her lips for a moment. “Well, it’s a peaceful place and that’s where most beastkin are born.”

“So, it’s true that your people are born from the Mana?” the redhead asked with rapt interest.

“N-No…” The other girl shook her head. “Well, the first of our kind were. It was said that our ancestors were blessed by Inar, the goddess of the moon, and gained intelligence and form akin those of elves and humans”

She took a sip of the ale, then continued, “Susacre Valley was where it happened, so they built their homes there and, over the course of several centuries, it grew and expanded.”

“Akin to elves and humans,” Amelia murmured before asking, “Does that mean you also have sex like us?”

Brielle immediately choked on her drink at the question, causing the ale to slosh on her face. I promptly passed a napkin to her before she wiped the mess off.

“Why would you ask her something like that?” I scowled at the Archer.

“Oh, come on. Don’t tell me you’re not curious,” Amelia retorted with a twinkle in her eyes as she gestured toward the other girl with both hands. “She’s beautiful and very very attractive. Anyone looking at her will definitely have at least a lewd thought or two.”

“Yeah, but—”

“See? You just admitted to it!” she cut me off, jabbing a finger at me.

“That’s not…” I groaned before giving up on the argument and put my face in my palm as heat bloomed on my cheeks.

“Y-Yeah…” Brielle’s timid voice came through my embarrassment. “Yes, we have s-sex just like you.”

I looked up at the dragonkin and found her face bright red. The way she didn’t dare to meet my eyes was downright adorable, and I couldn’t stop my heart from racing at the sight.

“B-But I have never done it before,” she quickly added.

For some reason, Amelia turned and flashed me a sly grin at that. Then she returned to the flustered dragonkin and prodded her some more.

“Are you saying you want to do it?” the Archer asked with her lips barely an inch from the other girl’s pointed ear.

A visible shiver ran through Brielle, and she jerked away with a sound that bordered on being a moan. That little noise threatened to send my brain into a Burnout of its own as my blood was forced downward.

“Hey! That’s enough. Stop teasing her. She’ll be scared to party with us if you keep it up,” I chided.

“Aww, you’re no fun,” Amelia protested but thankfully stopped her teasing.

“I-It’s alright. I don’t mind,” Brielle said before looking up at me with a shy smile.

I couldn’t help but feel like there was a double meaning in her words from the way she eyed me. I pushed the thought aside, certain I had been imagining it.

However, the idea Sydney had planted in my head chose this moment to bubble up and kept me from thinking about anything else but what her lips would taste like. I cursed inwardly at the clerk and the treacherous thought.

“A-Anyway…” I said, clearing my throat. “You mentioned that Manithilla has become weak because of the Birthing. That's why you came here to get help from our dads.”

I paused for a moment, and contemplated how I should phrase my question in a way that it wouldn’t offend her. In the end, there wasn’t another way to put it.

“I don’t mean to be rude or ignorant but I’m just curious as to why she has become so weak from hatching the eggs? I’ve heard it's a difficult process but I never knew it could be that draining.”

Brielle frowned, and I nearly burst out with an apology, but she launched into an explanation first. “Normally the Birthing wouldn’t take that much out of a female dragon. She’d be weakened but still had the strength to fight and protect her nest.  It’s completely different for the one Manithilla is going through.”

“How so?” Amelia asked the question before I could.

The dragonkin’s emerald eyes shifted to the other girl before she said, “A dragon usually only hatches one egg at a time because the process is very long and laborious.”

“But because Manithilla is the last of her kind, there’s no one else to help her with the Birthing. She has no choice but to share her essence with all three eggs by herself. That’s why it has taken her three hundred years for her to hatch these dragons.”

“Th-Three hundred years!?” Amelia and I blurted nearly at the same time.

The dragonkin nodded solemnly. “It usually takes one hundred years to hatch a dragon egg. But Manithilla doesn’t have enough essence to hatch all three eggs in that amount of time. She has to slow down the process greatly.”

Amelia and I nodded along in understanding. “That’s why you can’t abandon the village? Because your people need to protect the dragons?” I asked.

Brielle nodded.

“Can’t you just move the eggs?” Amelia asked.

“No,” she said instantly, shaking her head. “The eggs are very fragile at this stage, and we can’t risk damaging them when they’re so close to hatching. We’re planning to evacuate as soon as the hatchlings are strong enough to travel.”

She looked from Amelia to me before she continued, “There hasn’t been a dragon born in nearly five hundred years, so we really don’t know what to expect. All we can do is make the process go as smoothly as possible.”

“How long will the dragons need before they can evacuate?” I asked.

“Manithilla has estimated that it’ll be at least three to four months before the dragons hatch. Once that happens, we should be able to evacuate in two weeks,” the dragonkin said.

“But it’s already been two months, right? So, they may have already evacuated by the time you get back,” Amelia said, sounding hopeful.

“I hope so.” Brielle nodded but didn’t look convinced. “The monster attacks had been manageable before I left. I don’t know what it’s like now. I hope everyone is doing okay.”

A pained expression crossed Amelia’s face before she reached around the other girl’s shoulders to give her a comforting hug. The dragonkin closed her green eyes and leaned against her before letting out a soft sigh.

“From what you’ve told me, your father and everyone in Rollen are powerful Monks. I’m sure they’re holding up well against those monsters,” I said and squeezed her hand.

She sniffled before smiling. “I think you’re right.”

“We may be able to convince other adventurers to help us along the way,” Amelia mused. “I’m sure there’ll be people in Vinhels or other towns that will lend a hand to defend Rollen.”

“You’re right!” I agreed. “We’ll be passing through towns and villages along the way. We can definitely find strong adventurers who will help.”

“Y-You think so?” the dragonkin asked tentatively.

“For sure!” the other girl said with a reassuring nod.

“The United Assembly probably doesn't know about the situation in Rollen and the dire circumstances around the dragons yet. I’m sure they’ll be more than willing to lend their aid if you have an audience with them,” I chimed in.

“That’s right! We’ll have to pass through Vinhels anyway, so we might as well try and do that!” Amelia agreed.

A smile finally stretched across the dragonkin’s lips. She looked from me to Amelia and the smile grew brighter. “Yes! We can certainly do that!”

The food arrived soon after and our worries immediately evaporated at the sight of mouth-watering dishes.

The first one was a platter of roast beef that was the size of my head, surrounded by succulent small potatoes, carrots and green beans. The second was a massive bowl of mashed potatoes glazed in a generous amount of gravy. The meat pies were the last to fill up our table and they were as glorious as the first two dishes.

If I wasn’t hungry before, the rich aroma of our food instantly made my stomach grumble. Aside from the hearty breakfast and small rations we brought with us into the dungeon, we hadn’t eaten anything else today. It was about time that changed.

We quickly loaded our plates with roasted meat, mashed potatoes and a slice of the pie. Well, by we, I meant Amelia and I. Brielle had timidly taken only a small portion onto her plate.

Amelia shook her head before stabbing a hunk of beef and dropped it in front of Brielle with a plonk. She followed it up with a spoonful of mashed potato and a hefty splash of gravy. A fat slice of meat pie went last and sat precariously at the top of the enormous pile.

The dragonkin opened her mouth as if trying to protest, but Amelia cut her off first. “You don’t have to be shy around us. Besides, you need to eat to regain your energy.”

“That’s right. We can’t have you go fainting in the middle of a fight because you’re hungry, you know?” I chimed in.

“R-Right.” Brielle nodded awkwardly.

“Good girl,” Amelia said before grabbing her tankard and lifting toward the center of the table. “To clearing our first dungeon!”

“To our first journey together!” I cheered and smacked her mug with mine.

Brielle followed with a broad grin and said, “To the Mystic Seekers!”

“To the Mystic Seekers!” Amelia and I repeated.

After that, we devoured everything on the table in a flash. Our hunger overcame the massive portions of the Bull’s Tankard, but not without a price. We paid dearly for overstuffing our faces with a debilitating food coma that kept us from moving or even speaking for nearly half an hour.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

OUR NIGHT

A group at one of the nearby tables was leaving the Bull’s Tankard as I lounged in our booth with a slight buzz. The copious amount of food I consumed had finally somewhat digested after stuffing my face like I had just seen food for the first time in my life two hours ago.

The dinner rush was over, and the tavern had gotten less crowded. Amelia walked Brielle to her room, so I was left to sit alone for the time being. The dragonkin was half asleep at the table after downing three tankards of ale.

In the end, I had paid for the meal since the Monk had been too inebriated to do so. I also didn’t have a chance to split our reward. We could do it in the morning once everyone had sobered up.

“So, are you going to keep your promise with Amelia tonight?” Steel Heart asked after being silent for a while.

Promise? I thought back, and my pulse quickened as realization dawned on me.

“You know what I’m talking about,” he said with an impression of a wry grin.

“Gross, dude!” I groaned aloud, glaring down at him on my hip.

Then a thought occurred to me. Wouldn’t it be voyeurism if you’re in the room with us when it happens?

“I can only see essence, remember?” Steel Heart shot back. “Unless you practically project the image to me, I can’t see anything. Your ass is still pretty vivid in my mind, by the way. Thanks for that!”

Sorry…

“I promise to be quiet, so don’t worry.”

“Right. Thanks,” I murmured as my gaze caught Amelia strolling down the stairs, and my heart skipped a beat.

Her amber eyes found me and a bright smile stretched across her lips. She skipped toward our table but, instead of getting into the booth on the opposite side, she scooted in next to me.

Even after fighting through the dungeon for six hours, Amelia still looked stunning and smelled as incredible as she ever had. Her short red hair was a bit disheveled, and a few smudges of dirt smeared her cheeks, but they accentuated her beauty rather than marred it.

“H-How is she?” I asked with a sputter as her sweet lilac scent filled my brain with delightful tingles.

“She’s fine! She was already snoring by the time I left the room,” my gorgeous companion said and pressed herself closer to me.

“Wh-What should we do now?”

She narrowed her eyes at me with a pout. “What do you mean what should we do now? You already know what we’re going to do.”

I flashed her a sheepish grin. “I’m just… very excited, that’s all.”

A part of my inhibition was because I had no idea how Sammus would react to me having sex with his only daughter. The former Paragon Knight hadn’t said anything about us kissing in front of him, so I would assume that was a good thing.

Amelia and I practically grew up together, and I would rather die than hurt her in any way.  After nine years of training and spending time with Sam, he must have grasped my true character and feelings and that was probably the reason he didn’t show any disapproval to our union.

Well, at least I hoped that was the case.

“Let’s go!” my childhood friend urged before she laced her fingers with mine and towed me from the booth.

She dragged me toward the stairs, up to the second floor, and to a room at the end of the hall within a few short minutes. With a roguish grin, she slipped a key into the door and unlocked it.

“Wh-When did you—” I didn’t get a chance to finish my question before she pulled me inside.

The room was dim with only the moonlight coming in through the window on the far wall for illumination. A comfortable looking bed nestled in one corner beneath the shimmering shaft of silver light. A dresser occupied the opposite corner while a small round table and two chairs took up the space to our left.

The door shut and locked behind me, then a hand seized my shoulder and spun me around. A flash of fiery yellow from her eyes was all I could see before soft, succulent lips pressed hungrily against mine.

Her tongue pressed into me and I quested out to meet her. We kissed deeply for the second time, and it was still intoxicating and wondrous beyond anything I had ever experienced. I could drown in her soft, alluring touch for all eternity and would have no regret.

Our bodies pressed tightly against one another as we stumbled across the tiny room toward the bed. Our hands searched frantically for the clasps and buckles that kept our armor annoyingly secured on us. We quickly gave up and went for the easier ones instead.

My bracers were the first to go, clattering on the floor before hers followed. Then my belt fell off along with Steel Heart, and I reflexively sent him a silent apology. He only gave me an amused chuckle in return, which was quickly forgotten in the heat of Amelia’s body.

We tripped at the last moment and tumbled onto the soft mattress with a yelp. Our kiss broke and a fit of laughter replaced the sound of heavy breathing. I rolled over on my side, so I could have a clear view of her beautiful face and smiled fondly.

“You know I had a crush on you ever since we started training together,” I said and reached up to brush a crimson strand from her face.

“Perv. I was only nine,” she snickered.

I flashed her a sly grin. “Not my fault. My brain just knows to admire beautiful things.”

A tinge of pink rose on her cheeks before a beaming smile bloomed on her lips. “Keep it up and you might get lucky tonight.”

“Honestly. I already feel like the luckiest man in the world.”

“No, you’re not. Not until we clean the blood and grime off of you,” she said and pushed away from me to sit up.

“Allow me,” I said before dropping down on one knee in front of her.

I deftly untied the laces of her boots and slipped them from her feet, followed by her socks. After that, I took care of mine and stood, so we could take turns to unclasp our armor.

She made quick work of my breastplate and pauldron, and I returned the favor by releasing her from the leather half chest plate. The sound of our protective gear clattering on the floor had never been so welcoming.

We kissed once more. Our bodies were flushed with only the fabric of our clothes between us this time, and the softness of her ample breasts against my muscled chest was exquisite.

Fumbling our way to the bathroom, I managed to get my shirt off while Amelia had her shorts stripped from her waist. Our lips parted with too much effort, and I groaned through gritted teeth.

She snickered at my dismay as she turned away to push the door open before pulling me inside. The steam wafting around us was scented with a gentle flowery fragrance. Candles gave the misty space an enchanting glow. A circular tub filled to brimming with hot water was waiting for us. I blinked.

“Rosien’s grace. You are prepared,” I chuckled, smiling at her.

My eyes drifted from her beautiful face to the slender curve of her neck. The ample mounds and deep valley of her cleavage that followed kept me frozen for several seconds before I traveled down her taut belly, over her tiny panties, and long shapely legs.

“Of course. I even tipped them extra to speed things up,” she said before adding, “Come on. Before the water gets cold.”

The gorgeous redhead had my pants unbuttoned and slid down to pool around my ankles in the next heartbeat. She paused with widening eyes at the sight of my hard cock.

“Your turn,” I said after letting her gawk at my length long enough for her cheeks to flush bright red.

She dragged her gaze up to meet mine, then bit her lower lip as unmistaken excitement danced across her expression. When I reached to pull her top upward, she raised both arms, so I could slip it off her without hindrance.

Her heavy breasts bounced free, and the sight of her stiff, pink nipples mesmerized me as if I was struck by a charm spell. Swallowing hard, I forced my hands from testing her supple flesh to strip her last piece of garment.

My thumbs hooked the waistband of her panties and pulled them down. Her smooth, hairless pussy appeared before me, and I gulped at the sight of the glistening sheen between her legs. That was undeniably the result of her arousal.

“You’re so beautiful. Even more beautiful than I’ve imagined,” I murmured, cupping her burning cheek and pulling her in for another deep kiss.

“Perv. You’re just saying that because I’m naked,” she giggled as her index finger gently brushed up and down my cock teasingly.

I chuckled before taking her hand. “Shall we?”

She nodded, and we stepped into the tub together.

Sinking in to soak ourselves, the hot water scorched my skin soothingly. The fatigue and aches melted away as I groaned in delight. From the way Amelia moaned next to me, she was undoubtedly feeling the same.

We stood, and I pulled her in for another kiss before she lathered my head with the scented shampoo. In turn, I grabbed the soap and scrubbed the dirt and grime from her body, exploring her smooth flesh while taking diligent care around the areas that mattered.

The sensation of her slender fingers running through my blond hair made me shudder in sensual delight. Coupled with the softness of her flesh on my fingertips, I could barely hold myself back from bending her over the rim of the tub and fucking her. But I managed somehow.

We rinsed off and switched. Instead of using her hands to wash my back and torso, however, Amelia used her body, rubbing her soft mounds against me as if they were sponges of the highest quality. That probably didn’t clean as well as her hands but I had no complaints.

She moaned when I massaged her scalp and ran my fingers through her silky crimson locks. The way she shuddered and gasped with pleasure to my touch was the most entrancing sight I had ever seen.

After a quick pat down, I carried her to the bed before climbing atop her. The silvery light cascading in through the window made her alluring body glow captivatingly, but what captured my attention most was the glimmer of yearning in her eyes.

My hands slid over her supple skin as I drank her in. The girl I had admired for the past nine years. My first love and my best friend. Tonight would be the first time we bonded. The first of countless more to come. I was certain of it.

I leaned down to kiss her again, gently this time, then worked my way down to her neck. She arched her back, pressing her softness against my chest. She moaned as her fingers pulled my head against her smoldering skin.

I dragged my tongue over her collarbone, along the swell of her breast, before finding her stiff peak, and sucked. Her reaction was intense, and the noise she made sent a feral thrill down my spine.

“I’ve been waiting so long for today,” she rasped when I reached her belly-button.

I paused and looked up at her. “You have?”

“Mmmhmm… Don’t stop,” she pleaded.

I continued downward at her request and was rewarded with the rich scent of her arousal and pink glistening folds that made me salivate. Without hesitation, I dove in and feasted on her enticing, hairless pussy.

My tongue ran across her overflowing slit and tasted her sweet nectar. Her moans of pleasure were a blissful melody to my ears. A song reserved only for me. I indulged in her delicate flesh, driven by overwhelming desire.

After a time, I took a long stroke over her folds before pressing my lips on her swollen clit. She jolted, then gasped in delight when I took her sensitive bud between my lips and sucked.

“Ohhh Lucas… Ohhh yes! Ahh…” she hummed, her fingers clawing delightfully through my golden hair.

I pushed my tongue into her entrance as my thumb teased her swollen nub, and she writhed in delight. Her breath came in ragged rasps. Her thighs squeezed the side of my head as shudder after shudder rolled through her.

She abruptly pulled me away with a whimper. Her golden eyes glistened with carnal need when she pleaded, “I want you inside me, Luke. I want to have my first climax on your cock. Please.”

My throat bobbed. I licked my lips and tasted her intoxicating sweetness. But even that paled in comparison to the sight of her begging me to fuck her. As much as I wanted to keep devouring her, I couldn’t deny her request.

Without another word, I climbed between her legs and guided my throbbing length to her entrance. My gaze met hers and she nodded, tears welling and cheeks burning.

I gulped, then pushed into her slowly and carefully. The last thing I wanted was to cause her pain. Her fingers dug into my side and shoulder as I parted her folds. She grunted in the next moment, her face scrunching up.

My body froze reflexively, my heart racing. “Are you alright? Should we stop?”

Amelia shook her head vigorously. “N-No. I’m fine. Keep going.”

With a nod, I rolled my hips forward. My crown popped inside, and her tightness sent a tremble of delight through me. I sucked in a breath through gritted teeth, my muscles straining from holding back the urge to thrust in all the way.

I eased in another inch, and her breath hitched. “Mmm… Y-You’re so much bigger than I’ve imagined,” she said with a snicker.

“So, you’ve imagined us doing this?” I asked with a smirk.

She scowled at me. “Who else do you think I keep it nice and smooth down there for?”

My self-control was already fraying and her question threatened to shred the last strand that kept me from rutting her like a wild beast in heat right now. But my Knight training came in clutch and saved me.

“You’re so full of surprises,” I chuckled.

With a gentle smile, I kissed her and patiently waited until she had adjusted to my size. When she was ready, I gave her a little more of me, and her back arched with a shiver.

“I-I… I want to feel all of you, Luke. Please give everything to me,” Amelia whispered, begging as she held tight to me.

“Okay,” I said.

I drove my hips forward slowly, allowing her walls to stretch out around my girth gradually. Her fingers dug into my shoulder and side as I pushed the last few inches inside her.

“Mmm… Y-You’re so hot,” I breathed out, holding still atop her.

She only smiled up at me before taking my face in her hands and pulled me down for a deep kiss. Our tongues danced and teased one another for a long minute as she slowly relaxed and accustomed herself to me.

“Fuck me, Luke,” she rasped once our lips parted. “Make me yours.”

The words were like oil to the carnal fire burning in my chest. I had dreamed of making her mine for the longest time, and tonight I would make that wish come true.

“I’ll start moving now. Tell me if it hurts,” I said through a grunt, and she nodded.

Cautiously, I drew back a few inches, then rolled into her. She moaned. A breathy little sound that drove me wild. I repeated the shallow thrusting for a few moments until her ragged breathing turned into delightful whimpers.

My strokes grew longer, withdrawing half, then nearly all of my shaft before thrusting back in. The heat within her velvety walls became sweltering as her slick wetness allowed me to move freely. I picked up the pace after another minute, and she rocked her hips against me.

“Ohhh Luke. It feels… Ahh! You feel so good inside me,” she cooed, her body moving with my rhythm and her breaths syncing with mine.

“You feel great too…” I rasped, my muscles straining with effort to keep savoring her flesh for as long as possible.

She clenched around me, squeezed my length in her slick depth as if begging for me to take her over the edge. I obliged. The world, the room, Sammus’s approval, everything fell away as I focused on the mesmerizing beauty in front of me.

The woman of my dreams, my fantasy, my love.

I took her deep, to the hilt with every thrust and enjoyed the delicious noises she made when I hit her sensitive places. Nothing else mattered at this moment except her pleasure, her sweet scent, and her heat.

Her eyes sparkled with contentment when our gaze met, and my heart raced. She was mine, had been, and would forever be. That was the promise she gave me through our connection.

“I am yours, Amelia,” I said the words aloud. It was my oath, my bonding rite, my promise to her.

Amelia beamed up at me, her smile as radiant as the sun, as she took my face in her delicate fingers. “I am yours too, Luke,” she repeated the words that would become our solemn vow.

Then I fucked her, truly letting go of all restraints. I took her with everything I had, and she responded in kind. Her legs came up to lock around my waist, so she could rock into me more forcefully.

The wet clashes of our flesh filled the tiny room as her voice rose in pitch. Her body stiffened abruptly before she cried out my name as if it was a mantra.

“Luke! Ohhh Luke! Ahhhh!”

Her pussy clenched around me, milking and squeezing in time with the spasmodic convulsion of her climax, until I could no longer hold on. A wave of ecstasy slammed into me with a suddenness that made stars appear in my vision.

“Nghh! Amelia!” I grunted as my release erupted.

“Give it to me, Luke. Give it all to me,” she rasped and pulled me in as deep as she could.

Jet after jet of my seed filled her womb, melding with the wet heat of her pussy. Her velvety walls massaged me, coaxing every last drop from my throbbing length.

My arms gave out as I unleashed everything and collapsed on top of her. She combed a hand through my short hair while gently scratching my back. We stayed that way for several minutes, catching our breath.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, planting a kiss on her neck and enjoying her sweet lilac scent.

“A bit sore, but good. It’s a good sore,” she said with a giggle.

Her fingers left my back, and I groaned at the disappearance of her soft touch. She placed her hand on her belly before looking at me with a warm smile.

“It’s so hot. I feel so… full,” she mused.

“That’s the only right thing to do when the woman of my dreams is the one I’m making love to,” I said and kissed her again.

“Then I hope you’re not going to pass out on me now.”

I raised a brow at her. “What do you mean?”

A wicked grin bloomed on her lips before she rolled me onto my back and straddled my waist. Moonlight bathed over her crimson hair and smooth, sweat-glistened skin, making them shimmer in its silvery glow.

She raked her fingernails across my bare chest, sending a delicious thrill through my flesh, and I groaned. My hands slid up her taut belly in reflex before finding her plump breasts and tested their softness. In return, she leisurely rolled her hips back and forth atop my spent length.

“It means… I’m not done. I want more. I want tonight to last for as long as possible,” she finally said and her eyes gleamed with lustful excitement.

My thoughts immediately flashed to the possibility of pregnancy at her words, and my chest tightened. I would love nothing more than to have a child with Amelia, with my first love and best friend, but our adventure had only begun. Now wasn’t the time to start a family.

As if knowing what was on my mind, she gave me a wry smirk. “Don’t worry. I already took a Contraceptive Potion for tonight.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I do want to have a family with you. That’s what I’ve always wanted once we’re ready to settle down. Now is just—” I started, but she pressed a finger to my lips to stop me.

“I know, Luke. I want to have your kids too. Once we have our grand adventure and make a name for ourselves, we’ll build our home and have ten children,” she said.

“Isn’t ten a bit much?” I asked with a raised brow.

She shrugged. “Who knows. I didn’t say I’ll be their only mother, did I?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh come on. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice the way Syd and Brielle look at you. They also want this thick, manly cock inside them too,” she said, then rocked her hips back and forth for emphasis.

“Wh-What… mmm… are you talking about?”

“What I’m trying to say is that, those two… and there may be others who will also want what we have. I just want you to know that I won’t mind if you ever want to do that.”

“D-Do what?” I asked, then gasped when she churned her hips faster, rapidly coaxing my cock back to hardness.

“Respond to their desire. Make them yours. Build a harem. Whatever you want to do,” she purred.

She reached between her legs and took my throbbing length inside her before I could say anything. Her smoldering heat enveloped me, and I groaned. My fingers dug into the supple flesh of her waist as I sank deep into the tightness of her pussy once more.

“You can think about that later. Tonight, you’re all mine, and I intend to have my fill,” she said, leaning down to grind her breasts against my chest before kissing me deeply.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said with a grin once our lips parted.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

SOMETHING ODD

I blinked sleep away to a gentle melody of birdsongs and the soothing warmth of the morning sun. The familiar scent of lilac filled my lungs, and I smiled. No, not just smile. I grinned like a damned fool, and couldn’t stop.

Glancing down at the head of crimson locks resting on my chest, Amelia was there with her lithe weight pressing against my side. We were both still naked, and the feel of her supple flesh was enough to make my cock twitch.

Our love making had been tender for a while before the feral need took over. Our bodies sought one another in a frenzy of lust and desire after that, and I kept fucking her until my mind was blank with nothing but her. Her mesmerizing eyes, her delicious lips, and her intoxicating heat.

I had taken Amelia five times before we were both truly spent. Well, I would have collapsed after the fourth when I sprayed my load across her taut belly if her curiosity hadn’t gotten the better of her.

My gorgeous lover thought it was a good idea to scoop up my seed for a taste. She licked her fingers clean before sucking on them with a smile. As if that wasn’t enough, she even admitted to liking its taste. My taste.

Exhausted as I was, my cock refused to settle after she had uttered such a kinky statement. Because of that, I did the only thing any sane, red-blooded man would do, I fucked her again with all the strength my tired body could muster.

She surprised me by taking things even further and begged me to finish in her mouth. I obliged without hesitation, of course. Watching her gleefully gulp down my seed as if it was an exotic delicacy nearly riled me up once more, but the fatigue from the dungeon run got the better of me.

Collapsing on the bed, the contentment on her face as she licked her lips was the last thing I remembered. That beautiful sight put a smile on my face as consciousness left me.

The noises of people milling about outside told me I should already be preparing to set out. A long, arduous journey and a village in crisis awaited us. We would need every minute of extra time we could get.

But seeing Amelia at my side, sleeping peacefully, made me want to stay in this moment for all eternity. I stroked a finger through her red hair, and she nuzzled closer, curling her leg over mine under the blanket.

“Sorry to interrupt your happy moment, but I’m sensing something odd from the essence outside,” Steel Heart said in my head.

What do you mean by ‘something odd’? I asked before remembering I had left him on the floor along with my armor and clothes all night.

I made a mental note to be more cautious about putting him down more gently next time. Having a sentient sword was something new to me, so I wasn’t sure how to act in the heat of the moment. Still, Steel Heart was gracious enough not to complain about it.

“It’s erratic, panicked, and even frightened. Something is definitely happening. We should check it out.”             

Right! Give me a sec.

I sighed and rubbed a hand over my face. Those certainly weren’t emotions for people in a peaceful town like Emberfell to have this early in the morning… or ever. He was right. Something was definitely wrong.

Cupping Amelia’s cheek in my hand, I shook her softly. “Hey, Amelia. We need to go. Time to wake up.”

“Mmm…” She placed one hand above mine and nuzzled her face against my palm without opening her eyes. “Five more minutes.”

I ground my teeth together as I fought down the urge to stay like she asked. It would likely be nothing less than the room engulfed in flame to persuade me otherwise at this point.

“It’s getting worse by the minute, Lucas. We really need to go!” Steel Heart said with more urgency this time.

I scowled down at the floor where the talking sword was laying. I know! Give me a moment.

“Hey. We really need to—” I started before a shout cut through the peaceful silence from the tavern below.

Amelia jolted awake. Her head jerked up from my chest, her eyes wide. “Wh-What?”

“Something is wrong. We should go check,” I said calmly.

“O-Okay,” she said, blinking away sleep.

I threw the blanket off our bodies, and we leaped out of bed, reaching for our clothes and gear. She snickered in the next moment, then turned to me with her panties dangling from her index finger.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go out like this,” she said, pointing to the dry trails of white splatters on her breasts and stomach.

Even with the urgency of the situation weighing down on me, I couldn’t help but stop for a second to take in the glorious sight in front of me. At that moment, I finally knew what perfection meant.

The messy crimson hair and the bleariness in her eyes did nothing to diminish her beauty. On the contrary, they added a sense of familiarity and endearment that accentuated it.

Another shout broke the serenity of the moment, jolting us into action. Amelia cursed, then rushed into the bathroom as I pulled on my underwear and pants.

She returned a moment later with her skin clean, wearing only her tiny panties while holding her leather jerkin. I tore my gaze away from her bountiful mounds with considerable effort and did my best to focus on equipping my armor.

Eventually, we were done. With a nod of affirmation, I pulled open the door and found Brielle exiting her room on the opposite side of the corridor. Her emerald eyes went wide, but seemed more startled than confused at seeing us.

“Brielle!” Amelia blurted.

“G-Good m-morning,” she sputtered, then a flush bloomed on her cheeks as she looked away from us.

The dragonkin wore her long, raven locks in a braid that came down to touch the small of her back. A black bandeau wrapped around her pert breasts, leaving all of her toned midriff exposed until her loose pants of the same color concealed the lower half of her body. Her green tail swept frantically behind her.

“H-Hey! Morning!” the red-haired Archer greeted, her face turning the same hue as the other girl’s.

“What happened?” I asked to skip over the awkward interaction.

The dragonkin snapped her attention to me. “I-I don't know. The tavern owner has been calling for everyone to leave.”

“We should get out too. I have a bad feeling about this,” I suggested before receiving nods of agreement.

We rushed down the stairs into an empty dining hall. A few tables and chairs were tipped over with several plates and tankards on the floor, spilling food and drinks everywhere.

This much chaos wouldn’t have been normal even if it was late night after closing time and the patrons were drunk out of their minds. Seeing the scene first thing in the morning meant something terrifyingly big was going on outside.

My heart raced as we headed for the front door and burst onto the street beyond. A frenzy of frightened masses greeted us. People were running toward the western side of Emberfell, screaming and shouting with fear stricken across their faces.

I seized a man’s arm when he ran past, halting him with little effort. My strength was far superior to the civilian. He snarled at me and tried to pull away, but I hardly felt his thrashing.

“Let go of me! What are you doing?” he complained once he couldn’t escape my grip.

“What is happening? Where are you heading?” I asked, ignoring his annoyance.

“To the Western Gate! Monsters are coming! Let me go!”

“Monsters are coming?” I repeated.

My hold on his arm loosened, and he quickly slipped out. He disappeared into the crowd soon after, leaving me to stare into the rush of panicked bodies in stunned silence.

There was no way I heard that right. No monster had attacked Emberfell in nineteen years. The Guild had been diligent at putting out any threat and keeping the monsters in check.

The constant demand for monster parts had also given Novices and Valorants plenty of reason to hunt and dwindle the numbers of critters in the area. There was practically no chance for them to breed and grow out of control.

My thoughts flashed to the troll that had attacked me and Amelia a few days ago, and a shudder tore down my back. It had been heading in Emberfell’s direction at the time, but I believed it was just hunting the adventurer who had escaped.

Monsters straying from their natural habitats weren't common, but it could happen. Especially when it was stalking after the scent of its prey in the frenzy of bloodlust. That was why I hadn’t given it much thought.

I had failed… No, all of us had failed to take into account the fact that it had traveled forty miles from its territory. Nothing about that was normal behavior.

“Shit!” I spat, turning to the girls who were staring at me with trepidation on their faces.

“What is it?” Amelia asked with a slight tremble in her tone.

“The troll! It didn’t come after the Valor. It was heading for Emberfell!” I said and launched into an explanation before they could ask questions. “I know it’s normal to have strays from other areas, but none of them ever move this far from their homes. A mile or two maybe, but forty?”

Amelia and Brielle paled as my words sank in.

“Think about it. If the troll came with the intention to attack Emberfell, then other monsters could do the same. This attack was a long time coming,” I added.

“Wh-What should we do?” the redhead asked.

“We need to find dad and Sam,” I said, turning to look in the direction of our homes in the southern region of town. “They’ll know what to do.”

They nodded in agreement, and we set out swiftly. Wading our way through the panicked crowd wasn’t easy, but we eventually arrived at Amelia’s house ten minutes later.

Mary was standing by the front entrance with both hands clenching over her chest, her brows knitting into a worried frown. Her long, red hair was rolled up into a bun atop her head, and she was wearing a gray coverall, like the ones nurses wore in a hospital, over her clothing.

“Mom!” Amelia called out over the noise of people rushing about, waving her hands frantically over her head.

The older woman’s brown eyes found us approaching and her shoulders sagged with relief. “Are you alright? Where have you been?”

She didn’t wait for an answer before stepping forward and hugging her daughter tightly. She looked to me, then Brielle and gestured for us to come inside.

My parents were in the living room with Sammus. The former Paragon Knight had donned his full-plate armor. Its polished steel surface was inlaid with golden patterns and shimmered in a way that suggested some kind of enchantment had been put on it.

His dark brows were pulled together when he turned to face us. My dad also looked equally worried in his green Wizard robe with white embroidery along the trim. The jovial attitude that I had grown familiar with them was nowhere to be seen at the moment.

“Mom. Dad. What’s going on?” I asked, stepping towards them before my mother wrapped her arms around me.

My mother had the same gray coverall that Mary was wearing. They were undoubtedly going to help out at the hospital when the monsters attacked. They had done that in the last attack, so I wasn’t surprised that they would do the same this time.

“Thank Rosien, you’re safe,” she said into the crook of my neck as I held her close.

“A large horde of monsters is heading this way. This one is much larger than nineteen years ago, so there’s a chance we may have to abandon Emberfell,” Sammus said without a hint of fear in his tone.

“Abandon Emberfell? Are you serious?” Amelia blurted in disbelief.

The same emotion was roiling in my chest. Emberfell was the only place I'd known all my life. It had been my town and my only home. Abandoning it sounded like the world had come to an end for me and, to the same extent, for my childhood friend.

“Calm down and listen,” the retired Knight said sternly. His voice was calm and reassuring. “There is a chance that we’ll have to. I don’t intend to let it happen. We’ll defend this town with everything we have.”

“We’ll be setting up defenses along the Eastern Gate while Mary and Vivian will help out at the emergency hospital. The Guild had already urged all the civilians to evacuate,” my dad chimed in.

Sam turned to the dragonkin at the mention of evacuation. “This is not your fight. We won’t hold it against you or your people if you want to evacuate with the civilians. I promise to still find aid for Rollen once this is over.”

Brielle immediately shook her head and determination flashed across her emerald eyes as she said, “It may not be my fight, but I won’t abandon my friends to save myself.”

Smiles bloomed across everyone’s face at her words. Fighting through wave after wave of monsters in the dungeon with her had already told me everything I needed to know about her conviction and loyalty. I hadn’t thought for a heartbeat that she would leave us to fend for ourselves.

“You have my deepest gratitude,” the former Paragon Knight said with a bow of his head, and my dad followed.

“N-No. Please,” the dragonkin said, waving both hands in front of herself placatingly. “It’s the only right thing to do. I’ll disgrace my father’s name and our people if I run away by myself in a time of crisis.”

“You’re so nice! That’s why we make such a good team,” Amelia perked up before pulling the girl into a tight embrace.

I watched them with a broad grin, partly from seeing their adorable interaction and partly from realizing that our parents had included us in the defense effort. They had trusted in our combat capability and no longer saw us as children, but adventurers.

“Where did the monsters come from? How did the Guild miss them?” I asked, drawing everyone’s attention back to the problem at hand.

“We aren’t certain yet,” Sammus said with a sigh. “Travelers had reported seeing a gathering of monsters in the forest around Ravian Plain yesterday. They didn’t attack anyone and had been keeping to the woods. So, we were hopeful that they’d eventually disperse.”

“The Guild has been closely monitoring their movements,” my dad added before his voice took on a grim tone. “They’ve been slowly moving westward and growing into dangerous numbers since then. That was why they decided to issue an evacuation notice this morning.”

Amelia reached a hand to grab mine. Her fingers were cold and trembling, so I gave her a reassuring squeeze. We might be fighting in a monster attack for the first time, but I intended to keep her safe at all costs. That was a part of the unspoken promises I had made to her last night.

Sammus’s amber eyes dropped to our joined hands, then returned to me as he said, “The horde coming toward us has been estimated to be around three hundred and they also have the same green eyes and tentacles on their backs like the ones you’ve encountered”

The troll and rodenites Amelia and I had encountered in the forest instantly flashed through my mind at his words. They were considerably stronger than their normal counterparts. The thought of fighting against hundreds of them sent an icy shiver down my spine.

“They also seemed to have a leader, a boss, in the manner of speaking. It seems to have some degree of intelligence as well, judging from how the horde had been able to avoid detection until yesterday when it had grown too large to hide,” Sammus added.

Mary came up to his side to wrap an arm around his waist before he draped his powerful arm over her shoulders. He turned to kiss her forehead, then returned his attention back to us.

“The Guild’s scout had estimated that they’ll be upon us in around two hours. I’ll be holding the battle briefing in the town square in ten minutes.”

“Do we have enough adventurers to defeat them?” Amelia asked the question that had been on my mind this entire time.

Sammus’s expression darkened as his jaw clenched. “We’re severely outnumbered. There are only fifty adventurers in Emberfell right now, and the reinforcements won’t come in time. But there are a good number of capable guards and civilians who have volunteered to help.”

“With proper defenses set up, we can certainly take advantage of our defensive position and even the odds,” my dad said, adding a spark of hope to the conversation.

“Liam is right,” Sammus agreed. “The situation may be more dire than nineteen years ago, but we can still overcome it if we can endure.”

“It won’t be easy, but it’s possible,” his friend added.

“Get everything you need for the battle and head to the town square for the briefing,” the retired Knight ordered.

His gaze shifted to Brielle and his expression fell. “I’m sorry you have to get involved. Instead of giving you the help you’ve sought, we’re the ones asking for your help.”

The dragonkin shook her head vehemently. Her green eyes blazed with renewed determination when she looked up at him.

“Coming to Emberfell has already been more rewarding than I could have imagined. I’ve finally met the people my father truly respects and made friends and companions I can trust. I could not have asked for more.”

“Tekwon raised you well. He must be really proud of you,” he said with a warm smile.

“Well, he’s the only one who managed to put you on your ass on the daily. I’d be surprised if his daughter wasn’t as strong and determined,” my dad chimed in, chuckling.

“Don’t tell them that. It’s going to ruin their morale,” Sammus groaned before laughing himself.

We joined in with the laughter, and the mood seemed to lighten. The dreadful atmosphere faded just enough that I felt as if we could overcome this crisis.

“Alright! Get ready and meet me in the town square in ten!” the former Paragon Knight said and punctuated it with a deafening clap.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

BRIEFING

Amelia and I went to talk with our moms before we left since we wouldn’t be seeing them until everything was over. I gave my mother a tight hug and she returned it ten fold. When we finally broke away, her eyes were glistening with tears, and my chest reflexively tightened with welling emotions.

“We’ll get through this, and I’ll see you later. Just stay safe, alright?” I said before giving her the best reassuring smile I could muster.

She wiped the tears away, then cupped my cheeks in her gentle hands. “You being the one consoling me means my son is all grown up,” she said, smiling warmly.

My dad came up next to her and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Don’t worry, Viv. I’ll make sure to keep him safe out here.”

She reached an arm around his waist and pulled him close. “You better. Our son is going on his first adventure. You better make sure he gets to do that, you hear me?”

He kissed her forehead and nodded. “It’ll be the last thing I do. I promise.”

My mom’s gaze shifted to Brielle and she waved for her to come closer. She gave the dragonkin a tight embrace, which the dragonkin awkwardly returned at first before melting into it.

“You also have to be careful, you hear? Don’t overdo it. You still have to return and save your village,” my mother said sternly.

“Yes! I’ll protect Emberfell with everything I have, then the three of us will go and save my village.” Brielle nodded firmly.

My attention shifted to Amelia and her family as they were done. Sammus was grinning while his wife and daughter were snickering at a joke one of them had said. They seemed unfazed by the approaching horror, and I knew exactly why.

Unlike my mother who had worked in the kitchen most of her life, Mary had seen the horror of adventuring and tended to countless injuries during her time as a nurse. She was more pragmatic and accustomed to dealing with this kind of stress.

With their family made up of two adventurers and a nurse who had worked in a hospital for decades, there was little that could shake them. Especially when one of them was a retired Knight who had faced down horrid monsters with a smile.

Mary’s gaze met mine, and my back reflexively straightened. She gave the former Paragon Knight a hug, then kissed her daughter on the cheek before coming to stand next to my mom.

“You’ll be in the frontline, fighting those monsters, so be extra careful out there,” she said, looking from me to Brielle. “Amelia will keep you safe from the backline, but you two will have to help her do that too.”

“I know. We’ll do our best,” I said with a nod.

Her lips pressed into a thin line and her crimson brows knitted. “If things get too dangerous, make sure to retreat and regroup. Don’t be a hero and do anything stupid. The emergency hospital is on the main boulevard, west of the town square, go there if any of you get hurt.”

A pained expression streaked across her face as she spoke. I didn’t know what she had seen in the past, but they certainly weren't pleasant.

“Make sure to take good care of my daughter once this is over. Don’t you ever make her cry,” she said, her expression softening.

“I will. With everything I have. I promise,” I said firmly and meant every word.

I caught Brielle staring intensely at me from the corner of my vision. There was a hint of something in her eyes. Longing? Desire? Curiosity? Whatever it had been, the emotion disappeared when she noticed me looking, replaced by a blush on her cheeks.

“We should get ready,” my dad urged.

I nodded before joining up with Amelia with Brielle was right behind me. The three of us exited the house, leaving our parents to have a few minutes of privacy.

With all of our necessary belongings kept in Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage, we didn’t need to grab anything from our homes, so we headed straight for the town square.

The streets were empty as we passed through them. Emberfell had been full of life and bustling with activities most times of the day. Seeing the houses and shops empty and the town devoid of people was nothing short of haunting.

Amelia wrung her hands as she glanced around nervously in the eerie silence. I pulled her into my side and she trembled against me. Reaching up, I stroked her red locks softly.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

She was quiet for a moment before letting out a long sigh. “I’ve always wanted to fight in a battle like my dad, you know? Defending a town. Save the people. Defeat powerful monsters.”

I nodded with a knowing smile. “Me too. But the nerve is hard to take, isn’t it?”

“I can’t stop shaking,” she snickered, holding out her hands to show me.

“I know. I feel the same way.”

Her gaze shifted to find Brielle, and I followed. The adorable dragonkin was looking at us with that something in her eyes again. What Amelia said to me last night struck me then.

“Oh come on. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice the way Syd and Brielle look at you. They also want this thick, manly cock inside them too.”

The fact that she had also given me permission to pursue other women had surprised me. Though it wasn’t uncommon for men to have many wives or companions, I hadn’t given it much thought since she had been the only one on my mind for the past nine years.

There had been many adventuring parties that consisted of only women with a man as their leader, or vice versa. People were free to pick their lovers, be it one or many as long as everyone was happy and didn’t mind sharing.

That was a matter for later discussion though. We needed to win this battle first. Everything else would have to wait.

Amelia slipped out of my arm to hug the other girl. “We’ll be alright. Trust me.”

I reached up to comb my fingers through Brielle’s raven hair between her emerald horns without thinking. After the second stroke, I suddenly came to the realization that I had done it without her permission.

My redhead lover didn’t miss the opportunity and flashed me a wry grin. I nearly pulled my hand away and apologized, but the dragonkin pressed her head against my touch and sighed contentedly. I took that as permission and kept going.

After a few moments, I removed my hand from her head, and she let out a soft mewl. Her emerald eyes went wide at her own reaction before she covered her mouth with both hands. Amelia’s wry smirk stretched out even more, and I could only shake my head in response.

“We’ll defeat all the monsters here, then we’ll save Rollen,” I said, shifting the mood to the matter at hand and holding my fist out toward them.

The girls broke their embrace, but Amelia still had one arm over the dragonkin’s shoulder while the other girl had an arm looped around her bare waist. They looked like friends who had known each other for ages even if they had only met a few days ago.

Tough battles where everyone has to put their lives on the line are the best test of friendship and loyalty, my dad had said over dinner, one night. He pointed a fork at me as he gave me that lesson. The way it happened was both profound and weird at the same time.

In the face of death, you can learn so much about yourself and your companions. You’ll either become the best of friends or forever enemies after that.

He was right, of course. He always had pieces of wisdom to share and all of them were never wrong, but it might have been more impactful with a proper setting and timing. Over a campfire after a hard-fought battle, maybe?

My two companions bumped their fists against mine. A gesture I had been sharing with only Amelia for years. Still, the addition of Brielle didn’t make it seem out of place in the slightest. She fit right in with us. She was one of us now—one of the Mystic Seekers.

Without people milling about, we made our way to the battle briefing quickly. A large crowd had gathered in the town square when we crossed the bridge over the surrounding pond. Even the birds and fish seemed to have disappeared, seemingly fleeing to safety as well.

The tension was palpable in the air as we joined the mass of people. Sam and my dad walked up on the stage on the northern end of the square a few minutes later. They were discussing amongst themselves before stopping at a large map of Emberfell that was pinned on a board to finalize their thoughts.

It was like Sammus had said, there were roughly fifty adventurers at the front of the group. However, the majority of the people were civilians in plain clothes, wearing pots as helmets and trays as chestplates. The guards were standing along either side of the square in their brown leather armor.

Kane and Rogan were standing together before they spotted me in the back and quickly waded their way over.

“You all made it,” the older man greeted.

“Of course, they would. They fight monsters for a living,” the younger guard said.

Kane smacked him across the head. “You don’t have to state the obvious, fool.”

“Where is your wife and kid?” I asked Rogan as he rubbed the back of his head, scowling at his friend.

“They left with the first wave of evacuees. Should have already gotten quite far from here by now,” he said with a quiver in his voice.

“They’ll be alright. We’ll hold the town, so they’ll have a place to return,” Kane said before looking from me to Amelia and Brielle. “Ain’t that right?”

We nodded in unison. “That’s what we intend to do,” I said before reaching up to squeeze Rogan’s shoulder. With that, the two guards headed back to join their friends and left us alone.

The atmosphere around us, however, was anything but encouraging. The quiet murmurs that drifted around the crowd spoke of uncertainty and fear since most of the adventurers present seemed to be Novices.

That was to be expected, considering Emberfell was where most people from Windcrest Coast started their adventuring career. There were plenty of low Threat-Level monsters around the town for Rank 1 and 2 to hunt.

Every year, countless new adventurers would deliberately travel here from other areas along the Coast just for that. With the endless demands for pelts, fur and paws from the critters, they could also make a living from slaying a seemingly infinite supply of these monsters.

Still, there were also several seasoned adventurers in the mix. From the way they stood with straight backs and confident posture, they were likely Valorants.

The Knight and Cleric I saw in the Guild yesterday were also here. Without seeing them in action, however, I had no way of gauging their strength. Still, the knowledge that there was a healer among us gave me some comfort.

Can you sense the monsters? I asked Steel Heart, in case he could already detect any essence from the horde.

“No, sorry. They’re still too far away,” he said.

It’s alright. Just stay alert and let me know as soon as you can detect them.

“Will do!” he responded with an impression of a nod, then added, “By the way, I’ve something to tell you.”

What is it?

“I’ve regained another one of my skills after clearing the dungeon yesterday.”

Perfect timing! What can it do?

“It’s called ‘Obliterate’. The skill will deal heavy damage in a five-foot radius around you, but…”

But?

“But it consumes three quarters of my Essence Well and I can only use it once every six hours.”

I drew in a sharp breath. A skill that could destroy a large group of enemies at once was definitely great against the horde of monsters that was heading toward us. But the essence required and the six hour interval made it more of a last resort type of attack than something I could use more liberally like Surge.

Will you be able to use Surge along with Obliterate? I asked.

“Yes… But my Well will be completely depleted,” Steel Heart said solemnly.

The implication was clear. If I used both skills at once, he could go into Burnout, which we still didn’t know what would happen. It wasn’t something I dared to risk during a battle with hundreds of lives on the line.

Alright. Thanks for telling me. I’ll be mindful of the limitation.

“You got it.”

“What’s up? Are you talking to Steel Heart?” Amelia asked, drawing my attention to her.

Though she hadn’t acknowledged it, she had stopped teasing me about ‘my talking sword’ after seeing me use Radiant Slash in the dungeon. Well, she would undoubtedly drop it sooner or later anyway since I was certain she had just been playing around.

“Yeah. He told me he has regained another skill,” I said.

“What kind of skill is it?” Brielle asked from beside the Archer, her green eyes sparkling with rapt interest and excitement.

The dragonkin had trusted in every word I said and never questioned any decision I made ever since I saved her from those shitty adventurers. Her gullible nature was a complete contrast of Amelia, who demanded answers and reasons for everything.

One wasn’t better than the other. They were just different, like a mild broth that soothed my body and a spicy dish that bombarded me with intense flavors. I couldn’t pick between one or the other and, from what Amelia had offered, I probably wouldn’t have to. Well, that was if Brielle agreed to it.

The Monk’s face lit up once I described Obliterate to the girls. “It might be similar to father’s skill, ‘Power Break’. It destroys the enemies around him in a wide radius. It’s very good for clearing swarms of monsters.”

“Yeah, it’s probably something like that,” I agreed.

Is that how it works? I asked Steel Heart, hoping to learn more about his new skill.

“Frankly, I have no idea. I know how it works but I’ve never used it… or I have no memory of using it. We’ll just have to use it and find out,” he said nonchalantly as if we weren’t about to face down a horde of monsters in the next hour.

I can’t do that, can I? I said, then paused before a smirk curled my lips. Or maybe I should. I’ll just use Obliterate and Surge at the same time, so you’ll have a Burnout and stop being annoying for a while.

“Rude! I’m the most level headed talking sword you’ll ever find. That’s a fact because I’m the only talking sword you’ve ever met! If I’m annoying, then I’d have started singing last night. Did I do that? That’s right, I didn’t. Instead, I was quiet,” he complained.

Heat bloomed on my cheeks. R-Right. Fine. I’m sorry.

“No! I’ll sing the next time you have sex with Amelia and then you can call me annoying. How about that?”

Pl-Please don’t. Come on, buddy, I’m sorry. Let’s make up. Please.

Steel Heart went quiet for several long moments until I was certain he wouldn’t forgive me. The thought of leaving him in Emberfell crossed my mind, and I was tempted to do it.

“Oh come on. I was just joking! I don’t even know a song. How would I sing?”

I squeezed my eyes shut and exhaled slowly through my nose. I didn’t have the pleasure of having a sibling, but Steel Heart sure felt a lot like the little brother I never had, and a very annoying one at that.

Sammus’s voice boomed across the town square, and my irritation with the sword was instantly forgotten. The low murmuring of voices also stopped as every eye shifted to the towering man in silver armor on the stage.

“Good morning!” he said, sunlight catching on his full-plate armor and giving it a radiant glow.

His golden gaze swept over everyone in attendance, and they seemed to stand taller. “You all know why we’re here, so I won’t waste your time.”

“I know many of you would rather abandon Emberfell and retreat to the Coast now. You think there’s no point in defending this town when we can retreat to join forces with other adventurers and set up defenses at Dawnreach instead.”

Dawnreach was the human capital city located furthest west of Windcrest Coast. The city was well-fortified with massive stone walls that could defend against attacks from the east while having the protection of the sea on the south and west.

“You’re not wrong,” Sam continued, nodding his head and pacing along the length of the stage. He let the words hang in the air for several moments, but nobody dared to speak. Not even a murmur rose from the gathered crowd.

“But abandoning Emberfell will cost us more than just this town,” he punctuated the silence with the warning.

He wasn’t wrong. Emberfell had been known as the ‘Gateway’ to Windcrest Coast because the town stood at the entrance of Graystone Canyon—a chasm that cut through Graystone Range, which served as the border for the coastal region.

The mountain range also acted as a natural defense for the Coast, protecting it from most land threats from the north while the Sapphiregale Ocean guarded the west and south. That left the Graystone Canyon as the only path into the region, which was being defended by Emberfell.

“Without this town, the monsters will flood the Coast. They will destroy every village and town in their path until they make it all the way to Dawnreach. Countless lives will be lost. Countless homes will be destroyed,” Sammus went on, looking down at the crowd one-by-one.

“If we don’t stand and hold them here, they will catch up with the people who have evacuated. Our sons, our daughters, and those we hold dear will fall before they can make it to safety!”

The air around the crowd shifted, and everyone stood with more confidence. Their fists clenched, their jaws set, and their chin held high. A fire blazed in their eyes that was one of anger and determination.

A chill ran down my spine as I watched Sammus move the uncertain audience with his speech. Adventurers, civilians, and guards alike were riled up and ready to fight. Their desire to defend Emberfell had been genuine and the former Paragon Knight had just affirmed their commitment.

“I implore you,” Sammus said, shaking a fist in front of him. “Stand with me and defend our homes, our loved ones. We are the only ones who can stop those foul monsters before they bring total annihilation of our people.”

“We may be fewer in number, but we will fight with valor and unwavering conviction. We will make them regret ever daring to bare their fangs at us! Will you stand with me!?” he roared before punching his fist into the air.

The crowd cried out his name in a deafening warcry as countless fists pumped skyward. Amongst them were me, Amelia and Brielle.

My heart raced with a rush of excitement as my skin prickled with goosebumps. Hope brimmed in my chest after the speech, and I felt as if anything was possible, as if our victory was assured.

Sammus waved for my dad to come forward and asked him to explain the battle plan to everyone. Though the former Paragon Wizard didn’t have a knack for inspirational speech like his friend, he knew how to concisely convey his message while keeping the flame in our chest ablaze.

The Archers and Wizards, along with anyone who could use ranged weapons, would position themselves on the battlements. They would assault the monsters from above, cutting down their numbers as much as possible before they reached our walls.

Barricades would be built behind the Eastern Gate. They would act as a funnel to slow the flow of monsters once it was breached, and let people on the ground deal with a few of them at a time

The strategy was simple and effective, taking advantage of our fortified position to its fullest capability. A short and easy to understand plan was the best one in this situation.
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BLOODFANG

Once my dad finished laying out the plans, Sammus drew everyone’s attention toward the right side of the town square. A row of carts, filled with weapons, armor, and potions, were lining up there.

“The vendors of Emberfell were kind enough to give us everything we’ll need for the impending attack,” the former Paragon Knight announced. “Be sure to pick up your provisions before heading out to your station, everyone.”

Turning to the vendors, he gave them a thumbs up, signaling for them to start distributing their goods. “Thank you for your generosity! The Adventurer’s Guild will compensate you fully once the battle is over.”

“Money ain’t important to me!” a gruff voice shot back from a bald, stocky old man with a bushy, white beard. I immediately recognized him as Niel, the blacksmith at the ‘Scorching Hammer’ where we had bought our gear.

“Just make sure you keep your old ass alive, so we can have a victory toast later, you hear?” Neil continued with a cackle.

Everyone had a good laugh at that, and the tension in the air seemed to melt away somewhat.

“For sure, old man. Let’s share a pint once this is over,” Sam said, chuckling.

Archers were given two quivers of arrows and a dagger to defend themselves in case the monsters could scale the walls. They weren’t given any Healing Potions since they had been reserved for people in the frontline like the melee adventurers and the guards along with the civilians who had volunteered.

There had been a very limited amount of Mana Potions available since it was rare and expensive. A single vial could cost at least five hundred vinhs. The five Wizards and two Clerics were given one each.

Archery equipment was distributed from a different cart, so Amelia had to separate from me and Brielle to receive her supply. She didn’t look pleased, but went without a choice.

“You have a strong fire in your eyes, kid. Just like your dad when I first met him years ago,” Neil said when I stepped up to pick my gear from him.

“Th-Thank you, sir,” I said, surprised by his comment.

The smith eyed me for a moment before turning around to grab a buckler from his pile of equipment. He gave it to me and asked, “How in Rosien’s name did you get a new buckler this banged up from just one dungeon run?”

“W-Well…” I stammered, surprised at suddenly being berated.

“I’m just messing with you, kid,” the old man cackled, smacking my shoulder with his powerful hand. “It’s the Knight’s job to protect his party even if you’re not a tanker. The scars on your shield and armor are the marks of honor. It means you’ve done your job well. Be proud of them.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“That doesn’t mean you should go into battle with beat up gear though,” he said and gestured for me to give him my old buckler.

I obliged before equipping my new shield and tested its weight. It was a few inches larger and slightly heavier than my previous one, but not so much that would require a lot of adjustment.

Niel’s large hands dropped on my shoulders once more before his powerful fingers squeezed reassuringly. “You’re in good hands, kid. Those two are powerful, even if they’re old as fuck. They’ll definitely get all of us through this crisis.”

I chuckled, and nodded. “I’m sure they will, sir.”

“Now, what should I get the missy?” he mused, turning to Brielle at my side. His dark eyes lit up a moment later before he spun around to rummage in his cart.

He returned with a silver armband that was an inch thick. “This is ‘Essence Booster’,” he said, holding it out to the Monk. “It’ll expand your Essence Well and let you squeeze in a skill or two before running out.”

Her eyes went wide at his words and her hands shot up to push the armband back at him. “Oh no! Such an item must be very valuable. I-I can’t take it.”

She was right. Items that could expand Essence Well and Mana Well were immensely rare and valuable. Depending on the quality, an armband like the one the blacksmith was holding could be on sale from five thousand to one hundred thousand vinhs.

Neil tilted his head to one side and raised one bushy brow at her. “The town will go to shit if those monsters breach the gate, missy. I ain’t got no time to worry about money, and I don’t care if the Guild pays me later. I’d rather give it to someone who can put it to good use and save my wrinkly behind from becoming monster food.”

He shoved the Essence Booster into her hands and insisted. “Now, take it!”

The dragonkin looked from the old man to me as if begging for help. I only gave her an approving nod. Without any other choice, she took the armband in both hands, then bowed deeply.

“Thank you very much! I’ll definitely return it once this is over.”

“Nah, you keep it. Just make sure those damn monsters regret coming here,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “Now, go on and make sure to stay safe, you hear?”

We nodded, then moved on to collect our potions. Once we were done, the dragonkin and I waited for Amelia near the bridge at the edge of the town square. The red-haired Archer joined us a few minutes later with one full quiver of arrows on her hip and another slung across her back. A dagger also fitted on her belt.

“Are you ready?” I asked the girls, looking deeply into a pair of amber eyes, followed by emerald ones.

“Yes!” the two said with a nod. With that, we headed for the gate.

Men and women, mostly civilians, were building the barricade when we arrived. Several were chopping down trees in the nearby area before hauling them to stack on top of one another, forming two seven-foot tall walls that tapered toward a narrow opening at the center.

Many others were passing buckets of mud back and forth from the pond surrounding the square. They poured it behind the wooden wall to reinforce it, creating huge mounds that would keep the barricades from being pushed back by the monsters.

I marveled at the massive structure the townspeople were able to build in such a short time. The barricades were crude, but they looked sturdy enough to withstand a considerable amount of abuse.

A Wizard trained in Earth magic would have made the work less tedious but, with only five Wizards among us, their mana was too precious. Since we already had the manpower and materials, building the walls manually was a better choice.

We strolled toward the steps that led up to the battlement along the town wall before lingering there for a moment. I wrapped my arms around Amelia and held her tight against me.

A twinge twisted my gut at the thought of her fighting without me or Brielle at her side. We were a team, a party of three. Now, she would be by herself.

Though she might be safer up there, I still preferred to have her with me where I could protect her with my own hands. I didn't know what I would do if she got hurt again.

She pushed away from me after a moment, then kissed me passionately. I returned it, so she would know that separating from her wasn’t easy for me too.

“You better stay safe until I get back,” she said with a tight smile. “We still have an adventure waiting for us. Don’t you forget it.”

“I know. We’ll go and save Rollen once all this is over. I’ll be waiting for you right here after the battle,” I said before brushing a red strand of hair from her beautiful face.

Her yellow gaze shifted to the dragonkin, who was standing barely two feet away with wide eyes and both fists clenching over her chest. Amelia reached out to embrace the girl as if to calm her down.

Brielle’s eyes grew wider, and her face turned bright red in the next moment. The Archer was whispering something in her pointed ear, and her whole body went stiff as a log. A sly smile curled Amelia’s lips when she released the Monk.

“What did you do?” I asked, giving my gorgeous lover a scowl.

She bit her lower lip and snickered, “Just a motivational speech.”

“Is everyone ready?” my dad said from behind me before I could press her to explain what that ‘motivational speech’ was.

Though he looked calm and relaxed, there was an edge to his voice. Not one of fear, but concentration. He thrummed with energy that was a mix between excitement and nervousness. The energy of a man returning to the job he loved after a long while and was eager to get started but also afraid to fail.

“Be careful up there, dad. Mom is going to be mad if you get hurt,” I warned him.

“You as well, son. Follow Sam’s instructions and don’t push yourself too hard,” he said before glancing down at Steel Heart at my hip. His voice shifted to a more solemn tone then. “Please look after my son and his friends, Steel Heart.”

A wave of surprise washed over me from the talking sword, and I snickered. I had assured everyone that he was sentient but no one had directly talked to him until now. My dad must have caught him off guard.

“O-Of course!” he said and went quiet for a moment. “T-Tell him that. Tell him I’ll take care of your sorry ass.”

I rolled my eyes, then said in a monotone, “He said he’ll take care of my sorry ass for you.”

That coaxed a chuckle from everyone before my father turned to Amelia. “Shall we head up?”

“Sure,” she said and pulled both Brielle and I into a three-ways hug.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” I said after she pulled back and the dragonkin nodded in agreement.

My dad and Amelia left for the battlement, leaving me alone with Brielle. A pungent stench of oil wafted through the air, drawing my attention back to the barricades. Sammus was instructing people to drench the logs and branches with fuel.

I looked on in confusion until he turned around and noticed me. The retired Knight smiled and strolled in my direction, waving.

“Are you wondering why anyone would want to set the thing that will protect them on fire?” he asked once he was only a few feet away.

I nodded, not hiding my curiosity.

That was how my and Amelia’s training with him had been for the past nine years. ‘There is no stupid question’ was the phrase he kept repeating to us. Asking questions was the best way to learn, so no one should be afraid to ask a question, no matter how simple or complex.

Sam would also answer in great detail with calm patience. He would make sure we understood his reasoning and explanation before moving on. He also knew when we asked questions just to stall the training, of course, and would work us harder as punishment.

“Beast-type monsters are still beasts. They are afraid and weak against fire. It damages them more than other elements, so we’ll make use of it,” the former Paragon Knight said, looking over his shoulder at the barricade.

“Wouldn’t it weaken the structure if you light it on fire?” I asked.

He nodded. “It will. That’s why we piled mud behind it, so the ‘Funnel’ wouldn’t crumble easily even if we burn it. We’ll use it when the time is right and trap as many monsters in there as we can.”

I nodded in understanding. Using the weak point against our enemies was the simplest and most effective tactic in all of history. If we already knew what it was, there was no reason to not exploit it.

Sammus turned to Brielle and put a hand on her shoulder. “Again, thank you for helping us, truly. I’ll do my best to persuade my friend in Vinhels to aid Rollen as soon as I can.”

“Thank you.” She nodded, her braid of raven hair wavering behind her.

Before I could ask him about the plans and tactics, someone called for Sam’s assistance and he headed off to inspect the barricade, leaving the two of us alone once more.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, glancing at the Monk.

She was quiet for a long while until I thought she was too lost in thought and didn’t hear me. “I… mmm… I’m very nervous,” she finally said with a dry chuckle.

“That makes two of us,” I said with a laugh, then lifted a trembling hand for her to see. “My hands just won’t stop shaking.”

To my surprise, she placed her hand over mine and squeezed. “Thank you,” she said softly as she looked up at me, her emerald eyes shimmering with… adoration? Reverie?

“What for?”

She smiled softly before a tinge of pink bloomed on her cheeks. At that moment, with her smooth tan skin and green horns glowing in the sunlight, she was beautiful beyond words. I gulped, feeling the tension between us tugging at my heart.

“For giving me courage,” she breathed the words. “For believing in me, and for letting me be a part of Mystic Seekers.”

I took her shoulders in both hands before I said, “We’re lucky to have you join us, Amelia and I both. It’s only right that friends trust and support one another, isn’t it?”

She nodded, then tentatively glanced up at me as if daring herself to make eye contact. There was something else behind her shimmering gaze, and Amelia’s words echoed in my ears again.

But, before I could lose myself in the mesmerizing glow of her draconic eyes, the warning bells rang out across Emberfell, and the moment was broken. She jolted from my grasp, startled by the noise.

“The horde is here!” Steel Heart warned.

“Shit! The monsters are here!” I said before drawing my sword. Brielle did the same by putting on Beast Breaker.

“I guess you’ll get to test out your new gauntlets sooner than expected,” I said, glancing down at her new gear.

“Yes! I’ll make them regret attacking this town!” she said, repeating Niel’s words, before a mask of determination fell over her expression.

“Let’s work together like in the dungeon. I’ll protect your flank, you protect mine.”

She nodded in response, and we stalked forward to join the others around the Eastern Gate. Sammus was calling for everyone to get ready before reminding them to take care of the injured, and carry them to safety as soon as they could.

Above the wall, my dad rose into the sky, his long, blond hair and green robe billowing in the wind. His arms spread out before a massive fireball whirled into existence over his head. ‘Inferno’ was an advanced fire magic that could deal immense damage to a small area.

I had never seen him in action, but the sight of the swirling flame was enough to send chills down my spine. The air around me suddenly grew warmer, which was the reason the retired Wizard used ‘Levitate’ to rise several feet above everyone. Just the intensity of the spell’s heat could do friendly damage.

“Brace yourselves!” Sammus shouted, snapping everyone away from staring up in awe at my dad. Brielle and I included.

My father hurled Inferno forward in the next moment. The twenty foot wall of Emberfell blocked my view of the magic landing on the grassland outside, but the fiery eruption that followed rose high enough for me to witness its devastating power.

The ground shook violently, and I had to widen my stance to keep from stumbling. Before we realized it, a cheer roared across the gathering adventurers, guards and civilians around me.

A small smile cracked my lips. The same expression was on Brielle when I glanced over at her. When I looked to Sam, my smile faltered. The former Paragon Knight still had his eyes fixed on his friend with a grim expression.

Realization dawned on me then that everyone on the parapet didn’t share the joy of those below. They looked tense. Even my dad didn’t seem impressed with the damage his spell had caused.

“On my mark!” the former Paragon Wizard shouted, forming another Inferno.

The five Wizards conjured various forms of projectile spells at his command. Three ‘Fireballs’, one ‘Earth Spike’ and one ‘Wind Blade’ appeared in the air. Following their lead, the twelve Archers along with twenty more civilians also nocked their arrows. The tension from the battlement was enough to make everyone realize things weren't going the way they had imagined.

“Fire!” my dad ordered before launching his spell.

Arrows and projectile magic flew from the parapet like deadly rain toward the approaching horde of monsters in the next second. The ground quaked from countless explosions, followed by screeches and howls of pain.

The assault went on for a long minute as my dad kept issuing commands for them to bombard our enemies with everything they had. Dirt, branches and even monster body parts flew up high enough for me to see from behind the wall.

A mangled leg of some beast fell amongst the people on the ground. They yelped in surprise, stumbling back. More followed soon after, and people in the crowd cried out in panic.

A cold dread rolled down my back at the splattering of flesh and dark blood. The Eastern Gate rumbled a moment later, its massive double door groaning ominously.

“Prepare to engage!” Sammus ordered, his voice booming over the frightened crowd.

I snapped my focus toward the rumbling gate at his command. Brielle did the same and the determined look on her face reassured me.

The others also followed suit. Though with shaking hands, they didn’t look afraid. The gate shook once more, the gears that had been holding it closed rattled and the wood creaked.

“There are nearly one thousand essences outside the gate. A lot more than what the scout had reported. Something is very wrong here!” Steel Heart said.

One thousand? But the report only said three hundred, I asked, confused.

“There’s one powerful essence with six lesser ones amongst the sea of monsters. They might be responsible for the sudden increase.”

Gritting my teeth and forcing my body to stop trembling, I glanced over at Brielle before gesturing with my head for us to move forward. At her nod, we pushed our way through the crowd to stand side-by-side with Sammus at the front.

“What’s wrong?” he asked through gritted teeth, his golden eyes never leaving the rumbling gate.

“Steel Heart said there are nearly one thousand monsters outside,” I said, and his face instantly paled.

“One thousand!? How in Rosien’s merciful grace did that happen?” he blurted, not hiding the shock in his tone.

My dad deactivated Levitate at that moment. He gave orders to one of the Archers as soon as he landed on the battlement. The man immediately darted down the steps from the parapet toward us.

Dirt and dark blood smeared across his face, and his eyes were wild with panic as he grasped for air in front of Sam.

“Talk to me! What is going on out there?” the retired Knight bellowed.

“B-Blood… Bloodfang… A… A bloodfang is leading the monsters,” the Archer sputtered.

“What in the…” Sammus gasped before seizing the other man’s shoulders and shook him. “What else? Tell me everything!”

“Th-There are also six… six grimfangs amongst them.”

The former Paragon Knight stared wordlessly at the Archer, his brows knitting with dread.

I immediately knew why he had that reaction without needing him to explain. The fearful expression on the dragonkin’s face also told me that she had already come to the same conclusion.

The horde had grown significantly from two hours because those wolves had been constantly summoning new monsters to join the assault. The time we had thought was a blessing that allowed us to fortify our defenses might have actually been what doomed us.

“What are we going to do now?” I asked, looking to Sam for an answer.

His jaw clenched, and his face was a mask of immense concentration. He didn’t say anything for such a long time that I thought he wouldn’t give me an answer.

“We’ll hold our ground. We need to buy time for your father. He’ll have an idea,” Sammus said before turning to the crowd and bellowed, “They are coming! Prepare yourselves!”

The gate trembled and shuddered, then burst open in the next heartbeat. The sight of snarling teeth and deadly claws opened a void in my stomach as the monsters poured inside.

However, the flood of ferocious beasts wasn’t the most horrifying thing. The ten-foot tall wolf with blood red fur tainted by blotches of gray green moss was what made my knees wobble.

Countless tentacle-like vines writhed on its back, swaying back and forth as if having a mind of their own. Amidst them was a long green stem supporting a white flower bud with light slowly pulsing inside. Its glowing green eyes flared frighteningly, and my blood froze.
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Furry bodies of rodenites and scarites crashed into the barricade like a flood of gray and red. Their eyes were glowing a sickly green as patches of moss marred their flesh and thin vines writhed across their backs.

They squirmed and pushed, snarling and chittering, overcome with feral rage. One by one they gushed from the narrow opening at the end of the Funnel, their teeth glinting and their claws flashing.

Fortunately, the spearmen and Knights were ready for them. Sharp steel tips and blades plunged into the monsters as they came forth. Black blood sprayed and pained shrieks filled the air like haunting cries that only existed in nightmares.

More rodent monsters forced their way inside, scuttling over fresh corpses and climbing up the barricade. They were small and incredibly fast. Soon enough, several broke through the frontline and ran rampant behind our walls.

Screams of fear and fright echoed as the critters attacked whoever was in their paths. Brielle and I rushed forward to engage them. I landed a slash that severed a rodenite in half as it soared through the air at a spearman. The dragonkin also had her first kill protecting another civilian.

“Step aside!” Sammus bellowed from somewhere before his towering form appeared at the narrow opening of the Funnel.

His silver hammer was bathed in dark blood as it arced down from an overhead swing. The ground erupted with a series of powerful shockwaves that rose in a straight line, tearing everything to shreds along a ten-yard path.

‘Hammer Fall’ was a great crowd control and path opening skill that belonged to the Knight Class and only worked with hammer-type weapons. Sammus had used it to become one of the most powerful tankers in his prime.

Furry flesh splattered the Eastern Gate and the barricades as black blood sprayed in all directions. The chitters and squeals quieted as the monsters at the gate reeled from the former Paragon Knight’s incredible attack.

Our relief, however, was instantly cut short by a horrific howl that pierced the air like a thousand blades. Several pillars of whirling smoke appeared around the bloodfang and grimfangs before more monsters joined the battlefield.

I watched in horror, transfixed on the massive crimson wolf. It stood like a commander behind a colossal army, assessing the situation and slowly waiting for us to falter.

“That’s not good. They’ll keep reinforcing until they overrun us,” Steel Heart said.

We can hold out until they run out of essence, right? I asked but had no confidence in the idea.

“Normally, yes. But this bloodfang is still brimming with essence after using its skill…” he trailed off as if something drew his attention away from our conversation. “Something is refilling its essence.”

What? How is that possible?

My sword didn’t answer for a long moment until I was about to press him on it.

“It’s the flower bud on its back!” he blurted, and I jumped from his outburst.

Flower bud?

My gaze shifted from the bloodfang’s eerie green eyes to the small pear-shaped bud sitting on a thick stem protruding from its back. A faint glow pulsed within the white petals like slow heartbeats.

“That’s what is fueling the bloodfang. I’m sure of it!”

“Rosien, god of creation. It’ll never end like this,” I murmured as icy chills ran down my back.

“What do you mean?” Brielle asked, looking at me with wide eyes.

“It’s… No, I need to tell Sam about this. Come with me.”

I broke out into a sprint toward the retired Knight and our current commander. He was ordering the defenders to form a perimeter around the barricade in layers so none of the monsters could slip through them when they regrouped and launched another attack.

He turned to regard me with fierce eyes when I drew close. “What is it?”

“The bloodfang will never run out of essence,” I said, and his amber eyes narrowed in a mix of confusion and disbelief.

Just like us, the monsters also had Essence Wells, which limited how many times they could use their skills. Sammus had likely planned to hold our ground until the bloodfang ran out of essence and hoped we could dwindle their number faster than they could overrun us.

It was undoubtedly a valid strategy. Even if the red wolf could summon more grimfangs, the lesser beasts could only bring lower Threat-Level monsters onto the field. Our defensive advantage would eventually allow us to withstand their superior numbers and overcome the siege.

The endless supply of essence changed everything.

“The bud on its back. It’s feeding the bloodfang. Steel Heart said it’s still brimming with essence even after it’s used Calling Howl,” I pressed on.

Brielle covered her mouth with both hands as she stared in shock at me while Sammus growled through gritted teeth. If our situation had been bleak before, it was hopeless now.

The three of us stood there without a word for a long moment. A siege was a competition of endurance. The side that could outlast the other would become the victor. But the outcome was already obvious when our enemy had unlimited reinforcements at its beck and call.

A flash of heat slammed into me when a wall of fire erupted outside the gate. Deafening screeches and howls of pain filled the battlefield as the monsters were kept back for the time being by my dad’s spell—Incinerate.

The former Paragon Wizard floated down to us in the next moment before demanding, “What is it?”

With a grimace, I relayed the information Steel Heart had gathered succinctly. His face paled, but the grim expression vanished in a heartbeat before a look of determination replaced it.

“Can you take down the bloodfang from here?” Sam asked.

My dad shook his head. “It’s at least a hundred yards out. Fire magic doesn’t have that kind of range.”

“How close must we get?” the former Paragon Knight asked.

“Fifty yards.”

Sammus’s dark brows knitted and his jaw clenched, clearly going through every possible path they could take in his mind. The fact that both my dad and him didn’t say anything for a long while just showed the severity of our situation.

Feral howls and deafening screeches echoed around us as Incinerate kept the monsters outside the Eastern Gate. However, keeping the spell active came with a cost. My father’s Mana Well would deplete within minutes if he kept it up.

The strain was already clear on his expression. A sheen of sweat covered his face as deep creases formed across his forehead. Even if he had been a powerful Wizard in his prime, that life had been a distant past and his body hadn’t been spared the touch of age.

“There’s a way to break through the horde,” the retired Wizard finally said. “But we’ll have only one chance.”

His words weighed down on me like a mountain on my shoulders. The air suddenly became too thick to breathe. The statement didn’t bode well for our chance of success.

Sam nodded grimly in response.

“I’ll be able to wipe out at least half of the horde with ‘Calamity Break’. That’ll give you an opening to rush the bloodfang,” my dad said, then grimaced. “But I’ll be out of mana after that.”

His friend snarled, but quickly came to a decision and nodded. “I’ll need a few people with me. Send Amelia down here for me, would you?”

My dad tipped his head, then turned to squeeze my shoulder. “Be careful out there,” he said before flying back to the battlement.

“I’ll assist you as well,” Brielle blurted.

Sammus turned to her with a gentle smile. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to have higher rank adventurers joining you instead of us, Novices?” I asked, not out of fear but concern for his safety. I might not be skilled enough to guard his back. “I’m not afraid but…”

He cut me off with a firm hand on my shoulder. “You’re stronger than you think, Luke. And no, I’d rather have people I trust with me. Adventuring isn’t all about skills. You need good teamwork and wit as well. Remember that.”

Then Sammus scanned the crowd and shouted, “Larkis! Darla! Come join me for a second!”

The catkin Cleric and the human Knight in deep red armor jogged up to us a moment later. They eyed me and Brielle quizzically before giving the former Paragon Knight a polite bow.

Amelia came down from the battlement and joined us a short while after them. That was when Sam gave a quick introduction for everyone. Nods were exchanged, and that was all we had time for.

The man in deep red armor was Larkis, a Rank 6 Knight. He had short, brown hair and thin stubble. He had trained with Sammus and traveled with the Valiant Resonance for a year when he was fifteen. There was more to the story, I was certain of it, but we didn’t have time for that.

Darla was a Rank 4 Cleric. Her short, cropped hair was dark purple up close and her slitted eyes were bright violet. She was studying under Roriella Goldentress—a former member of Valiant Resonance and currently one of the beastkin representatives in the United Assembly.

Sammus went on to give a concise briefing of their predicament. The newcomers, along with Amelia, immediately paled once they heard about the bloodfang that would never run out of essence.

“Here is the plan,” the retired Knight said. “I’ll use ‘Stone Bastion’ to isolate the bloodfang, but its range is only thirty yards. Liam will create an opening for us. Once he does, we’ll get in range and take it down.”

I had no idea what Stone Bastion could do. Judging from his words and past fighting style, it was likely some type of crowd control skill as well.

It didn’t matter. I would have charged into the fray even if Sam hadn’t told me the plan. He had been my mentor and role model throughout my life. If he believed this was the best course of action to save Emberfell, I would trust his decision without question.

He eyed us one-by-one before continuing, “I’ll take point. Larkis will take the rear. Luke and Brielle will guard our flank. Amelia and Darla, you two are support. Stay in the center.”

The five of us nodded, and he withdrew six Return Scrolls from the Spatial Storage in his ring. He handed one to each of us before telling us to create a Marker right away. We quickly obeyed.

“Our main goal is to take down the bloodfang. After that, the grimfangs if we can. Quickly and efficiently. Once that’s done, we return here and help deal with the rest of the horde. Without reinforcements, we’ll have the advantage.”

Sammus shifted his gaze toward my dad on the battlement and shouted, “Liam! We’re ready!”

The former Paragon Wizard nodded in response before unstopping the Mana Potion and drinking its clear purple content. He turned to issue an order. The twelve Archers along the battlement acknowledged by repeating his command, “Unload!”

One by one, they hefted a bucket that had been sitting at their feet and poured its content over the wall. Black fluid splashed down on the monsters below and caught on fire when it came in contact with Incinerate.

Deafening shrieks rumbled across the battlefield as the monsters were burned alive before getting trampled by the ones behind them. A nauseating stench of charred flesh filled the air, making each breath an agony.

My dad released his spell and focused his attention on casting a new one. Countless rodenites, grizzers, direfangs and scarites scuttled their way through the gate once the wall of fire dissipated. Several burns peppered their bodies, but they didn’t seem to care as their eerie green eyes were filled with bloodlust.

“Ready yourselves! We’re heading out at my signal!” Sammus ordered, stalking toward the narrow opening with the five of us in formation close behind.

My grip tightened on Steel Heart as I lowered my stance for a sprint. Everyone in the group did the same. Our gazes fixed on the narrow path between the barricades, swarming with monsters.

The former Paragon Knight snarled and swung his hammer down in a powerful overhead arc, unleashing another Hammer Fall. The ground in front of him erupted with a powerful shockwave that shot forward.

Pained shrieks filled the air as bestial limbs and dark blood flew in all directions, splattering the broken gate and barricades.

“Now!” Sam cried before dashing down the path he had opened.

A thirty foot stretch of open passage appeared when the dust thinned. However, it was closing up quickly. The monsters, or rather the bloodfang, had already seen the skill, so it no longer feared the devastation.

Sammus leaped into the air and came down with another downward swing. This time, however, the surging shockwaves moved outward in a ninety-degree cone with a fifteen foot radius. It didn’t open a path forward but wiped out all the monsters that were crowding in front of the gate.

‘Avalanche’ was another crowd control skill that he had used to great effect. Though its range wasn’t as long as Hammer Fall, its wide area damage made the attack nearly impossible to escape.

Still, using powerful skills in succession would drain essence quickly. That was the reason seasoned adventurers kept them as an ace up their sleeves, and only used them when necessary.

However, this was one of those necessary moments. Still, unleashing two Hammer Falls and Avalanche back-to-back had clearly put a huge strain on Sam's aged body. Beads of sweat crested his brows while his breathing had become slightly labored.

In his prime, he might have been able to shrug it off without any sign of exertion. Age had worn down his strength considerably and he knew it. That was the reason he had gathered all of us to support him, and I wouldn’t let him down.

Immense pillars of brilliant flame erupted across the battlefield as we reached the threshold of the Eastern Gate. I stared in awe at the incredible display of magic. One after another the critters screeched as they burned to cinders from just being within a few feet of the intense heat.

“This is… Calamity Break?” I murmured.

“Your father’s most powerful spell,” Sam said with a heavy exhale before a big grin cracked on his face.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

TURN OF EVENTS

The scene unfolding in front of me was nothing short of an actual calamity. A bright orange glow bathed the battlefield as if the sun had descended upon it. The sudden spike in temperature was nearly unbearable as sweat broke out over my face and body underneath my clothes and armor.

“Light the barricade!” Sammus bellowed to the people behind the blockage before turning to the group as the last pillar of flame was dissipating. “Let’s go!”

A flash of heat washed over me when the twigs and branches burst aflame behind us. Still, I didn’t dare look back because my attention was fixated on the devastating chaos in front of me.

I activated Invigorate and charged out from the safety of the wall with a warcry behind Sammus. The once lush grassland outside of Emberfell had turned into a wasteland filled with death and carnage.

Numerous scorched craters, the size of cottages, were still sizzling and billowing acrid smoke as we dashed across the battlefield on the remains of the dirt road leading up to the town. Charred remains and twitching corpses were what was left of the monsters in a fifty yard radius from the Eastern Gate.

Calamity Break had wiped out several hundred monsters at once and cleared a path for us to charge at the bloodfang. However, the remaining horde was more than enough to overwhelm us if we didn’t accomplish our mission quickly.

As if they had been waiting, the critters only converged on our group once we were forty yards from the gate. At this distance, we were too far away to retreat and had no choice but to engage them.

That also meant we only had to fight through thirty yards of feral monsters before we could use Stone Bastion. That thirty yards, however, could have as well been a mile with the hundreds of enemies charging at us.

Steel Heart sang through the air as three rodenites lunged at me before cleaving them in half. More came at me in the next heartbeat and my sword slashed out in a blur again and again.

My focus was solely on the monsters in front of me. The sound of crushing bones and shrieks of pain were the only sign the others were fighting for their lives behind me as well.

“Watch out!” Amelia warned when a scarite leaped at me from my blind spot.

An arrow whistled past my left shoulder and stabbed the red rat in its green eye before it could reach me. I didn’t have time to thank her, as a grizzer reared up to swipe its deadly claws at me as the rat monster dropped to the ground.

I twisted Steel Heart upward and severed its arm mid-strike, then brought the blade down to separate its head from its body. The monster collapsed with a rumbling thud, crushing three rodenites that were rushing for me under its massive body.

We ran on for what felt like an eternity. Our legs never stopped moving forward, and our weapons never stopped slashing. Black blood drenched my clothes and smeared across my armor as I fended off the horde with everything that I had.

Darla had kept everyone healed up with her magic. She had also saved me from a Scarite’s horn-blade with her ‘Divine Shield’. Though the shield shattered instantly upon impact, it had stopped the attack and let me slay the monster unscathed.

Still, her Mana Well would run out quickly if she had to keep assisting me. So, I did my best to hold my own. Steel Heart’s essence detection helped immensely in that regard.

After several more moments of running, we still didn’t seem any closer to the thirty-yard mark. But Sammus’s commanding voice cut through the screeches and roars of the monsters and jolted my attention back to him.

“Get ready to sprint!” he bellowed.

The former Paragon Knight lifted his silver hammer over his head. It was completely coated in black blood and battered flesh at this point. When the massive weapon came down, the ground shook violently as if a powerful earthquake had struck Emberfell.

I nearly lost my balance as ten foot high spikes of rocks shot up from the ground in two lines on either side of Sam to form a walled passage that stretched across the battlefield. This was undoubtedly Stone Bastion.

Countless monsters had been blown to pieces when the stone walls burst up from the ground. Many were skewered on the pointed tips in the process. They were still shrieking and thrashing as if trying to free themselves. The sight made my stomach churn with horrid nausea.

Compared to Hammer Fall or Avalanche, this one was on a whole different level. Not only did it destroy our enemies within the effect range, it also kept the rest of the horde from attacking us for a time.

That was also probably why he couldn’t use it to create a path for us right from the gate. A skill this powerful must have consumed a lot of essence and had a huge cooldown time. I highly doubted he could have used Stone Bastion more than two or three times a day in his prime.

“Now!” the retired Knight ordered before leading us into the wide passage his skill had created.

Things didn’t go smoothly as planned, however, and the stone walls didn’t reach the bloodfang. We were about to get overwhelmed, so Sam had decided to unleash Stone Bastion early.

Still, I was finally able to breathe deeply again. My lungs burned and my body ached from the exertion. The fact that Invigorate still hadn’t run out meant everything had happened in less than a minute. Definitely the longest fucking minute in my life.

We didn’t have time to slow down, let alone relax. Monsters were already climbing up the walls and flooding in from behind us. More also clambered over one another into the other end.

I looked behind just in time to see Larkis use a sword skill that shot a crescent blade of crackling, white energy. It slammed into the flood of monsters following us and exploded in a brilliant flash. Electricity sizzled and burned through the horde as numerous of them crumpled to the ground.

The skill didn’t look like anything I had heard or read about before. Though it had similarity to Radiant Slash in the shape of the projectile, it electrocuted the target instead of slicing through.

“That ought to keep them back for a bit,” the Rank 6 Knight said, turning around.

His voice remained even as if he hadn’t felt the slightest of fatigue after our mad dash across the battlefield. The fact that he also had to keep moving forward while fending off monsters behind us was also a testament to his strength and experience.

Larkis was the perfect person to guard our rear since it would have taken both Brielle and me to do the same task. But, as strong as he was, he still couldn’t take point in this situation because he didn’t have powerful crowd control skills like Sam did.

The former Paragon Knight had positioned us in such a way to maximize our capabilities. We could have come with a larger group, but that would also risk more casualties and slow our progress even further. This small group was the perfect balance of speed and power that could get the job done.

“Did you just imbue Radiant Slash with lightning?” I asked between pants.

He blinked at me twice before a smirk curled his lips. “That’s right, kid. I didn’t expect a Novice to see through it that quickly. No wonder Sam took you along.”

His reply was good-natured enough that I didn’t find it an insult. “You can really add properties to skills?”

“Of course.” He nodded before adding, “Sky's the limit, kid. You just have to play around with different skills and see what suits you best.”

“Incoming!” Steel Heart warned before I could respond to Larkis’s comment.

I snapped my attention toward the path ahead as Larkis’s eyes widened. Four grimfangs leaped over the stone walls to halt our advance. The bloodfang had retreated behind the four other grimfangs. Unfortunately for us, it had summoned two more black wolves while we fought our way across the battlefield.

Sammus grunted and prepared to launch himself at the monsters. Exhaustion was visible on his expression as sweat poured down his face. Time had truly worn him down greatly, and he needed to conserve his strength for the red wolf.

“Brielle! Take down the grimfangs on your side with Amelia!” I shouted over the screeching roar of the critters.

“Yes!” the girls replied nearly at the same time.

“Let’s go!” I said before rushing past the former Paragon Knight.

He didn’t stop me and only gave a slight nod.

The grimfangs tipped their heads back and howled, unleashing their Calling Howl. A grizzer and three rodenites appeared in front of them in a whirling pillar of smoke soon after. But the three of us were on them before they could launch an attack.

Steel Heart sliced through the grizzer with ease as my dragonkin companion slammed her fist into one of the rodenites. An arrow burst through the other rat monster’s head a split second later.

I sidestepped, then slashed at the last rodenite when it lunged at me. One of the grimfangs charged at me, swiping its sharp claws at my head. Already familiar with its speed from the dungeon run, I ducked under its attack and closed the distance swiftly.

The wolf monster reared back for another strike. However, I was prepared. With a thrust, I plunged my sword deep in its chest and instantly found its heart. Its glowing green eyes dimmed and the writhing vines on its back stilled before it dropped with a rumbling crash.

A flash of white fangs and a warning from Steel Heart were all I had before the second grimfang was upon me. I lifted my buckler just in time to defend against its snapping maw. The shield lodged sideways in its mouth and prevented it from closing on my head.

Without hesitation, I stabbed my blade into the monster’s neck and life immediately drained from its eyes. The black wolf crumpled to the ground in the next moment.

The grimfangs on the other side howled in pain as I turned to check on my companions. One of them stumbled back with two arrows protruding from its eye and neck before collapsing on the ground.

That was when a crunch of bones reverberated through the air, drawing my attention toward Brielle and her enemy. The wolf was staggering sideways with one side of its ribs caved in, undoubtedly from the Monk’s attack. Black blood gushed from its maw before it toppled to the ground like a fallen tree.

“Great work!” Sammus praised as he dashed past us with Darla following closely after him.

Larkis remained several paces behind us, dealing with the monsters that had filled the passage. Several had already made their way over the jagged stone walls before tumbling down the ten feet drop.

“Go! I’ve got this!” the Valorant Knight ordered before launching another Radiant Slash imbued with lightning.

I nodded to the girls and quickly rushed after Sam and Darla.

The remaining four grimfangs used their Calling Howl and summoned two grizzers, one direfang, and one scarite, adding to the scuttling bodies of the monsters coming in from the far opening. But the former Paragon Knight was already launching his attack.

Sam leaped into the air with his silver hammer drawn back over his head. His silver armor glinted in the sunlight as he swung down. His roaring warcry rumbled across the battlefield.

The ground beneath my feet shook when his hammer came down with a powerful impact. A string of violent eruptions shot up in a line toward the monsters as he unleashed Hammer Fall.

Sprays of shredded bodies and black blood burst into the air, painting the stone walls in death and destruction before dust clouds filled the path ahead. Silence fell around us and everything stilled. My heart raced at the implication and a kindle of hope bloomed in my chest.

“Careful. It’s still alive!” my sword was the bearer of that dreadful news.

A pair of glowing green eyes appeared beyond the thinning cloud, followed by three others. Low growls drifted through the air, causing me to reflexively tighten my grip on Steel Heart.

From the look of it, the retired Knight had taken out two of the black wolves along with all of the critters in our path with his attack. With the bloodfang still alive, however, our situation hadn’t improved.

As if knowing my thought, the red wolf tipped its head back and let out a deafening howl. One grimfang and two scarites appeared in a burst of black smoke. The newcomers and the two remaining grimfangs charged at us.

Their strategy was clear—protecting the bloodfang at all costs and using their superior numbers to wear us down. As long as the red wolf remained alive, it could continue to reinforce the horde forever.

“This is never going to end!” I growled, readying myself for the charging monsters.

“No. It ends now,” Sammus retorted before he ordered, “Guard my flanks!”

Brielle and I immediately fell in beside him with Amelia close behind. We launched forward at our enemies together. The scarites lunged at Sam, their horn-blades pointed at his towering frame.

A translucent golden shield appeared a foot in front of the former Paragon Knight. The rat monsters bounced off the Divine Shield before I killed one with a slash that cut it in half while Amelia put an arrow through the second’s small body.

Sammus batted away the center grimfang’s claws with his silver shield before the upward swing of his hammer blew its head to pieces. He didn’t stop to deal with the remaining two and darted for the bloodfang, leaving them to the three of us.

I evaded a snapping maw before taking that black wolf down with a slash that severed its head. The dragonkin was just a moment behind me. She caved in the grimfang’s skull after Amelia buried a poison arrow in its neck and halted its movement.

When I focused my attention on the bloodfang, Sam was swinging his silver hammer down on its head. One of its green eyes had been battered closed and black blood dripped from its snout.

Even if Sammus hadn’t seen battle in nearly two decades, he was still much stronger than a Threat-Level 5 monster. There was no chance the bloodfang would survive once he had it within his attack range. Or so I thought...

His hammer stopped just an inch from the red wolf’s head. The former Paragon Knight growled, struggling against the countless vines that sprouted from the ground to completely bind him in place.

“No!” I cried and immediately launched into a sprint while my companions looked on in frozen horror.

I was too far away. Too slow. Too confident at Sam’s victory to react in time.

The bloodfang roared as its one good eye flashed with the unleashing of a skill. A violent torrent blasted across the retired Knight before throwing me to the ground with a powerful gust.

A towering body sailed through the air in the next moment. My eyes went wide as Sammus crashed down and bounced once before going limp on the ground a few feet away. His face was covered in several deep cuts as blood quickly painted the clothes beneath his silver armor red.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

ESSENCE EXPLOSION

I gasped at the sight of my mentor's bloody face. From all the stories I had heard about him, he was a terror to his enemies in battle. The pinnacle of strength and defense. The unbreakable tanker. The model Knight I strived to become.

He wasn’t supposed to lose. Not to a Threat-Level 5 monster. He was a legend. The man who had slain countless terrifying abominations and faced unfathomable horrors with a fearless smile.

As I froze there, on my knees, hands trembling, and not knowing what to do. A woman slid down on the other side of Sammus. She stretched out both hands over his broad chest and a golden light glowed from her open palms.

“He’s alright! I’ve got him!” Darla said, drawing my attention to her violet gaze. The fierce determination there jolted me back to senses.

“Dad!” Amelia cried, dropping to her knees by his head before cradling his face between shaking hands.

“His injuries aren’t very serious. His armor withstood the brunt of the attack. Leave him to me!” the Cleric ordered as her dark brows furrowed and her ears flattened atop her head in concentration.

“What’s going on over there?” Larkis asked, his back turned toward us.

His blade sang through the air, slicing the monsters flooding our path in a torrent of gray and red fur. He had managed to hold off the horde by himself, but they were pushing him back, even if slowly. We didn’t have much time before they overwhelmed us.

Beyond the Rank 5 Knight, on the stone walls of Emberfell, my dad's distant figure seemed to watch us in horror. He hadn’t expected us to win the battle easily when we were so outnumbered, but he also hadn’t expected things to go so terribly wrong.

Now that Sammus was unconscious, he couldn’t use the Return Scroll to escape, and I wasn’t planning to leave him here. No, not just me. All of us wouldn’t. The fact that everyone was still here confirmed our intention.

“We need to finish this,” I said through gritted teeth and squeezed Amelia’s shoulder. “Finish this and take your dad home.”

She looked up at me with tears in her eyes, but nodded firmly. Behind her, Brielle followed with an affirming tip of her chin.

“Please take care of him,” I said to Darla before turning to Larkis. “Sam is injured. We’ll take down the bloodfang. Please hold them off as long as you can.”

He unleashed a Radiant Slash to halt the horde progression before whirling around with wide eyes. His dark gaze shifted to meet mine from the former Paragon Knight’s prone form.

“My Well is almost dry, kid. That was my last Radiant Slash,” he started and combed a hand through his sweat drenched hair, contemplating. Countless scenarios seemed to play through his mind before he came to a conclusion and lifted a finger in front of himself. “I can give you one minute at most. Got it?”

“That’s plenty of time,” I said with a smirk.

“Do the old man proud, kids,” he chuckled before turning back to the writhing mass of monsters coming his way.

“Let’s go and kill some wolf,” I said and lifted my fist to the girls. They bumped it with their knuckles, then they moved out.

”Be careful. This bloodfang seems to be stronger than normal because of the endless essence flooding it,” Steel Heart warned.

Were the vines that stopped Sam also from that essence? It looked more like Binding Magic than a skill to me, I asked.

“I’m not certain, but the essence in that flower bud flared at the same moment the vines shot up from the ground. So, your guess shouldn’t be far off,” he agreed, then added, “The bud seems to also slowly regenerate the bloodfang. We need to kill it before it recovers.”

Rosien, god of creation! It’s one thing after another with this fucking wolf, isn’t it.

“Lucas, I have a suggestion,” Brielle said, stepping up to my side with Amelia hanging back slightly behind us. “I think we will have a better chance of winning if I use Essence Explosion,” she continued without waiting for my response.

“What about the Burnout? You’ll be completely vulnerable after that!” Amelia asked in concern.

The dragonkin nodded solemnly. “Yes, I will. But even Sammus could not beat it. We’ll need all the advantages we can get in this fight.”

“How long can you keep it active?” I asked.

“A little over thirty seconds, I think. The Essence Booster has expanded my Well, so I still have a lot of essence left after using two Iron Fists,” she said with a flash of confidence in her eyes.

“Got it! We’ll just have to end this in thirty seconds then,” I said with a nod.

The bloodfang shook its bloody head and growled at us as we approached. Sammus’s Hammer Fall had cleared out all the monsters that had rushed in earlier and collapsed parts of the stone walls at the far end, so only the smaller ones were able to get in.

A thin wisp of mist rose from the red wolf’s right eye that Sammus had smashed earlier. Just like Steel Heart had said, it was healing. Though slowly, it would eventually return to full health if we left it alone too long.

“You take the right and I’ll take the left. Amelia will cover us,” I said, then smirked as I glanced at Brielle and Amelia. “Time for the Splendid Duo tactic.”

The Archer smiled. “Let’s call it ‘Splendid Trio’ from now on.”

I chuckled. “Splendid Trio, it is.”

“Let’s go kick that damn wolf’s ass, Mystic Seekers style!” Amelia cheered and we launched forward together.

I immediately activated Invigorate and Surge, enhancing both my strength and speed at the same time. Power pumped through my veins as my body grew stronger and lighter simultaneously.

Brielle’s emerald eyes blazed as if a fire was lit behind them, and her skin turned bright crimson as she activated Essence Explosion. Her strides became forceful and firm.

Five rodenites and four scarites screeched and charged at us as we came within twenty yards of the bloodfang. The dragonkin launched herself at them with a burst of dust and debris.

A whirlwind of destruction followed in the next heartbeat. Her fists found the monsters in a flurry of blindingly fast strikes, crushing their bones and killing them instantly. Blood and guts sprayed across the ground as she slayed all the critters in the blink of an eye.

Steam rose from her scarlet flesh and mouth when she was done like her body was burning up with immense power. Her gaze shifted to the bloodfang and I fell into step beside her when she darted toward it.

The red wolf didn’t move. It growled threateningly at us before it let out a deafening roar. The three of us reflexively leaped sideways to avoid Piercing Roar. Undoubtedly, the same skill it had used to defeat Sammus.

“Its essence is rising. It’s going to use Calling Howl again,” Steel Heart warned.

An arrow sailed toward the bloodfang when Brielle and I came within ten yards of the monster. The dragonkin promptly darted to the right, and I broke toward the left with my blade wound back.

The Monk launched into the air, aiming for its head, while I struck low for the legs. All three of our attacks found nothing but air as the towering wolf lurched back. Before I could react, however, it lunged at us with both paws swiping down.

I managed to block with my buckler just in time, but the impact still threw me to the ground before slamming into the stone wall. At the edge of my vision, the dragonkin twisted her body midair and avoided getting sliced in half.

Still, a deep gash was visible on her toned stomach when she landed in a crouch. Her face was a mask of pain but not for long. Steam rose from the ghastly wound before her skin pulled together until it was gone, leaving behind only her smooth, tan midriff.

Essence Explosion had greatly enhanced Brielle’s physical prowess and sped up her regeneration. However, time was running out. She likely had less than twenty seconds left before her Essence Well depleted and Burnout kicked in.

“Let’s go again!” I ordered and led the charge with a warcry, not willing to waste another precious second.

The dragonkin obeyed. This time, she leaped onto the stone wall and propelled herself toward the red wolf like a loosed arrow. Her increased speed caught the bloodfang off guard, and it scrambled to dodge.

It pulled back a split second before her fist made contact. Its maw yawned open as it prepared to snap at her prone form, but I was there. Steel Heart flashed in a pale blue arc. His pointed tip sunk into the monster’s chest and drew a deep cut across its torso.

Black blood splashed in a half-circle around me as I spun with the momentum to launch a follow-up strike. The wolf reeled back, but an arrow stabbed into its long neck before it could counter my attack.

Green pus bubbled from the puncture wound, causing the bloodfang to whine in agony from the effect of Poison. Its movement slowed, and I seized the opening without fail.

My next slash found its left front leg, slicing deep into its flesh. A mist of dark spray gushed from the deep wound as the wolf monster staggered back. I followed, determined to end the fight. However, in the fit of rage and pain, the red wolf lashed out with a violent thrash.

Its paw swiped into my side from my blind spot while its massive head slammed into Brielle who had launched herself at it after landing. The forceful blows threw both of us sideways into the stone walls.

Though my armor took the brunt of the crash, I still choked as air rushed from my lungs from the impact. I found the dragonkin a heartbeat later when my vision cleared and my chest tightened with worries.

She was lying motionless on the ground. The scarlet hue had faded from her tan skin, indicating that her Essence Well had dried up. Even if she was conscious, which I highly doubted, she still wouldn’t be able to move from the backlash of Essence Burnout.

“Fuck! Get up! Get… up!” I growled, pulling myself to stand on shaky legs and stabbing Steel Heart into the ground like a cane.

Amelia was keeping the bloodfang busy with a barrage of arrows, buying me a brief moment of reprieve. Only a few of her projectiles found its mark, but that was enough to keep its attention on her.

“Its essence is changing. Something is coming!” Steel Heart screamed in my head, coaxing me to lurch forward in a panic.

I found my footing soon after and broke into a jog, then a sprint toward my Archer companion. However, I was a step too late. Countless vines shot up from the ground before slithering around her body, encircling her limbs and pinning her in place.

“No, no. No!” I cried out in horror as the red wolf reared back to unleash its follow-up attack.

The image of Sammus being held down by the vines and taking the full blast of Piercing Roar flashed through my mind. My skin grew cold with frightful dread at the thought of Amelia taking the full force of the attack.

She wouldn’t survive it. The former Paragon Knight was decked out in the highest quality armor money could buy while his daughter only had a leather jerkin and shorts to protect herself. The attack would tear the flesh off her bones if it landed directly.

I rushed in front of her, thankful for the enhanced speed that allowed me to reach her in time, but didn’t bother with cutting her free. There were too many vines, and they held her too tightly for me to cut with a large blade like Steel Heart.

So, I did the only thing I could. I planted my feet and lifted my buckler high to cover as much of our bodies as possible. Amelia tensed up behind me as we braced for the unavoidable blast.

The bloodfang roared, its green eye flashing with the burst of essence. I clenched my jaw and squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for the pain that would inevitably come.

A flash of yellow light shone through the darkness behind my eyelids just a split second before the Piercing Roar struck. A breaking sound like shattering glass filled my ears, then a burst of powerful torrent came forth. Pain flared across my body as if hundreds of blades were slicing into me.

My feet slipped, causing me to slam into Amelia and she cried out. The vines holding her broke a moment later before we flew backward. I rolled head over heels for what felt like forever until I crashed on my back with a reverberating thud.

“Are you alright, Luke? Answer me!” Steel Heart asked, his voice laced with worries.

“F-Fucking shit…” I grunted.

My body felt as if it had been run through a meat grinder. How I was still conscious was beyond me. The warmth of blood on my temples, arms and legs indicated that I was cut but I couldn't tell if they were from the Piercing Roar or the rolling on the ground.

“Amelia!” I called out when I finally regained enough strength to sit up.

“She’s alive. Unconscious but far from danger,” my sword said, coaxing a sigh of relief from me.

Still ‘far from danger’ was a relative term when the huge wolf monster was still looming over us. She might be well now, but things could change drastically when it was healed up.

I blinked away the blurriness in my vision before finding Amelia’s prone form on the ground several feet to my left. My gaze shifted about until I located Steel Heart a short distance away.

Beyond him, fifteen yards out, was the bloodfang, growling and favoring its right front leg over the left one I had injured. Steam rose from the deep wounds on its shoulder and chest as they slowly healed.

Blood coated my hands from several nicks and cuts along my fingers and palms. My buckler was gone, likely shattered to pieces from the attack. I thanked Neil inwardly for giving me a bigger shield and intended to buy him a pint of ale if I survived this fight.

My body protested incessantly with intense pain when I climbed to my feet. Iron coated my tongue, coaxing me to spit blood on the ground. My head throbbed and my muscles ached like a bunch of adventurers had just used me as a training dummy and smacked the living shit out of me with their wooden swords.

“It’s going to use Calling Howl! We need to stop it!” my sword said in alarm and with good reason.

My Mystic Seekers companions were out cold, along with Sammus who had been the strongest adventurers amongst us. Darla didn’t have any offensive spells, and Larkis would soon reach his limit and the horde behind us would flood the channel.

A good hit from a rodenite would be more than enough to knock me out right now. If more monsters showed up to aid the bloodfang, we were completely fucked.

I reached inside the pouch at my waist for the provision of Healing Potion I had been given, then jerked back when something sharp stabbed my index finger. Cautiously, I rummaged again before finding the interior soaked.

My heart sank as I drew a broken vial from the pouch. It was the only potion I had because the two remaining bottles from the dungeon run were with Amelia.

“Fuck,” I grunted. The glass vial slipped from my bloody fingers to shatter on the ground as strength drained from my limbs, along with hope.

The red wolf outmatched me in both strength and speed when I wasn’t this battered. Even if it had been badly wounded, my chance of winning was still near nonexistent at this point. However, I had no intention of giving up. I would take it down, or die trying. Retreat wasn’t an option.

I dragged myself to my translucent blue sword and hefted him with a grunt. Even with Invigorate still active, he was as heavy as a piece of lead in my hands. Still, I wouldn’t let go.

“It’s just you and me again, buddy,” I rasped, recalling the first time I found Steel Heart and fought the troll.

“I don’t think you were beaten this badly the first time though,” he said and made me chuckle before I grimaced when pain shot up from my ribs.

How much essence do you have left?

“Enough for one Radiant Slash or Obliterate. Pick your poison,” he said, not bothering to include Surge since it was still active.

I hadn’t conserved his essence on purpose. There was just no situation where I could use anything aside from Surge. Both Radiant Slash and Obliterate could deal friendly damage if I used them in close proximity to the others.

With just me and Steel Heart, I no longer had that reservation. I could use everything without worrying that I would hit my friends with them.

Even with an injured leg, however, the bloodfang was likely fast enough to dodge the Radiant Slash if it saw the attack coming. I must immobilize it first before any of my attacks could hit.

A thought occurred to me then.

You said the bloodfang will use Calling Howl soon? I asked, my mind reeling as the possibility of an opening presenting itself.

“Its essence is spiking as we speak. Fifteen seconds at most,” my sword said before a wave of worries washed over me.

Good. That’s our chance.

“What do you mean? We’re doomed if more monsters show up! Don’t you get it? We have to stop it now! Use Radiant Slash to distract it then…”

Just trust me. This is going to work. It has to! I cut him off.

I stumbled forward, dragging Steel Heart at my side. My pace picked up gradually until I was jogging, then sprinting but not at full speed. Not yet. My lungs burned from the exertion, and my legs threatened to fold in on themselves, but I gritted my teeth and pushed through.

The bloodfang seemed to smirk in triumph when its eerie green eyes met mine. I was still over ten yards away. A long way outside of my strike range. It tipped its massive head back, ready to unleash Calling Howl and snuff out the last ember of hope inside me.

With a warcry, I quickened my stride, unleashing the full extent of Surge. My gait grew longer, and my speed significantly increased. I closed the twenty feet between us in a blink as the high-pitched howl pierced the air.

The moment I had been waiting for.

I hadn’t realized it earlier since the opening was incredibly brief. Just like the smaller grimfang, the bloodfang also threw its head back and howled when it summoned other monsters with Calling Howl. That was when it stopped moving completely for roughly two seconds.

I leaped into the air with all the strength I could muster. Steel Heart swung backward over my head as I activated Obliterate. Energy flowed along his translucent blue blade before gathering at the tip.

Three cones of black cloud whirled into existence on the ground. Silhouettes of monsters appeared behind the dark mist, but they didn’t have a chance to react. I slammed my sword into the bloodfang’s chest as it remained frozen during the release of its skill.

A flash of power enveloped me in a five-foot radius before an invisible weight crushed down on everything within. The skill slammed into the towering wolf, along with its summoned monsters.

Unlike Hammer Fall that blew up everything in its path, Obliterate smashed down from above and crushed everything around me like a fallen boulder. There was no explosion or dust cloud, only flattened bodies on the ground.

The bloodfang remained standing through my attack while the other monsters had already turned into black puddles, but it was far from unscathed. The red wolf swayed, blood pouring from its good eye, ears and maw.

“Just fucking die already!” I roared, turning Steel Heart in my hands.

With his pointed tip aimed at its chest, I lunged forward. The monster only managed a weak growl before my blade met red fur. The translucent steel plunged through muscles and bones easily before finding its heart.

The bloodfang groaned, the light in its eyes dimming. After a few more moments of teetering, it collapsed sideways. I withdrew Steel Heart in time to avoid being dragged down with it. Stumbling to keep standing, my gaze drifted to the flower bud sprouting from its back.

Light still glowed behind the white petals, though fading by the second. It would likely wither since the red wolf was dead. But I knew better than to leave such a thing to chance.

With a grunt, I stepped around the wolf monster and severed the bud from the monster’s back. It immediately shriveled and the light faded before its white and green hues turned sickly brown.

“Try to come back from that, asshole,” I spat before dizziness overwhelmed me.

Fuck! I think I lost too much blood, I thought with a chuckle, but Steel Heart didn’t respond.

I didn’t even have time to glance down at my sword before darkness took me. The world, the battlefield, the horde, and Emberfell disappeared into nothingness.


CHAPTER THIRTY

THE DREAM

My surroundings were still and quiet and dark when I regained consciousness. I couldn’t see, hear, or even feel anything around me. Not even my own body or the beating of my own heart.

Am I dead? Had I failed to kill the bloodfang and got killed instead? What about everyone in Emberfell? My thoughts shifted to Amelia and Brielle, to my dad and Sam, to my mom and Mary, and my chest ached.

But I had no tears. I was dead. The dead don’t weep. They probably couldn’t think or feel sadness either. So… am I really dead?

After a moment, I recalled seeing the massive red wolf collapse on its side. The green glow in its eyes had faded after I stabbed its heart. I had even cut off the flower bud sprouting from its back and watched the cursed thing wither.

Nothing could have survived that. I had made sure of it.

Still, there had been plenty of monsters on the other side of the Stone Bastion. They could have overran us even after the bloodfang was defeated. We were defenseless at that point.

Larkis and Darla could still have escaped with the Return Scroll. We had accomplished our objectives, so they could have returned to the town and helped defend it. There was nothing they could do to save us.

I’m probably dead then, I thought, certain I had been torn to shreds by the feral critters.

My mind reeled as I drifted in this nothingness for what seemed like an eternity. I tried to open my eyes, to call out, to move my body, but nothing worked. Nothing happened. Nothing responded.

I heard something then. A voice. A melodic sound that gave me comfort and settled my racing nerves.

Bright sunlight filled my vision. The voice was still calling to me, but I couldn’t hear the words. It was a strange sensation of seemingly hearing something but never actually hearing anything.

When my eyes finally focused, a field of grassland as far as I could see greeted me. Sweeping mountains with snow-capped peaks loomed in the distance. The view was unfamiliar, nothing like any place around Emberfell.

Where am I? I said and was surprised when no word came out of my mouth. I reflexively reached up to touch my lips, but my hand didn’t respond.

I panicked, trying desperately to move, but my body just lounged there on soft grass beneath the cooling shade of a tree as if enjoying the peaceful scenery. A hand touched my cheeks and I didn’t jolt back in alarm. Instead, I leaned into the gentle warmth.

My vision shifted to the left on its own accord to find a woman with long, golden hair and pointed ears. Her skin was so smooth and radiant that it seemed to shimmer in the sunlight.

I didn’t need more than a second to realize she was an elf. I had spent countless hours reading about them as a child. Many old texts and story books had detailed images and lengthy descriptions of the extinct race.

Our gazes met and her mesmerizing blue eyes took my breath away. That was when I felt the beating of my heart again and it skipped several beats as I drank in her captivating beauty and tantalizing smile.

I didn’t know who she was or why we were here. However, the contentment and peace of the moment was enough to make me forget the bloodfang, the horde of monsters, the fierce battle, and even the reason for being here.

Here was exactly where I was supposed to be.

With her. With the woman I love.

The woman I love?

That was when I realized, this wasn’t me. I didn’t know this elf, so there was no way I could have fallen in love with her. This was a dream, or a memory of some sort. I was certain of it. The emotions that filled me belonged to someone else and she was undoubtedly his lover.

My hand… The man I was seeing this memory through clasped his hand over hers and pressed his face into her soft touch. Happiness washed over me as I felt the emotion in his heart.

The female elf was wearing a Cleric robe. The white gown trimmed with gold along the hems was radiant in the gentle sunlight. She also had a pair of teardrop earrings that matched the color of her eyes.

Who are these people? I asked but didn’t expect an answer.

The elf Cleric said something I still couldn’t hear. However, the gentleness in her tone was palpable to me. I felt it in my being as if it had melded with my essence.

The man responded and his hand squeezed tighter around hers. A stab of melancholy wrenched my heart in the next moment, and the ache was nearly unbearable. Tears welled in her eyes at whatever the man had said and warm wetness blurred my vision.

I blinked away the tears but, when I opened my eyes again, the female elf was gone. The vast grassland and sweeping mountain range had disappeared, replaced by a familiar ceiling and wooden support beam I had seen nearly every morning for most of my life.

My bedroom came into focus as I lay in my bed. A dull ache lingered in my muscles, but it was nothing compared to the immense pain in my heart. I clutched at my chest over my shirt, feeling tears trickling down the side of my face.

Steel Heart? I reached out to my sword without knowing where he was.

There was no response for a long moment until I thought he wasn’t in the room with me. I reached up to wipe the wetness from my eyes when he spoke.

“Good morning… I think,” he said, but his voice lacked the energy and joviality I had accustomed to.

I saw something when I was unconscious. A dream… or maybe some kind of memory.

“I… I think…” he trailed off before a wave of sadness came over me. “I think I saw it too. I don’t know what it was but it makes me feel very sad.”

I nodded. Was it your last wielder’s memory? The elf was his lover? Does that mean you were made before her people went extinct three hundred years ago?

“That… seemed to be the case. It must be his memory from.... before we were separated.”

Seriously? I had assumed Steel Heart was old, but I hadn’t expected him to be that old. It was so nice of you to be quiet for them to have a moment, I said with a soft chuckle to lighten up the mood when he didn’t say anything for a while.

“Hey! I can read the mood, asshole.”

The door to my room opened quietly before I could respond to my sword. My attention shifted to the stunning woman peering inside from the entrance. Her crimson hair fell around her face as her welcoming amber gaze found me and went wide.

“Hey,” I said, grinning.

“Luke! You’re awake!” Amelia blurted before rushing across the room to me.

She flew into my arms, crushing me into the bed. I half choked and half chuckled with her lithe weight pressing down on my sore body. I held her in a tight embrace as I yearned desperately to feel her warmth.

My redhead lover was real. She was here with me. We had somehow survived the battle.

Amelia pulled back after snuggling against me for a long while, then sniffled. She lowered to her knees on the side of the bed before scanning me as if she was afraid I might have suffered new injuries.

“Are you really alright? You collapsed right after killing the bloodfang,” she asked, looking up at me with worried eyes.

“For the most part,” I said, smiling warmly at her. “My body aches like when Sam put us through the wringer after he realized you kept asking questions just to waste time.”

She smirked at the memory and snickered softly.

“So… if I’m here and you’re also here, does that mean Brielle and everyone is alright? The monsters were dealt with?”

Her smile grew even brighter, and the tension that had lingered on my shoulders melted away.

“My mom is patching Brielle up. You saved everyone! All the monsters dropped dead as soon as you killed the bloodfang. Your dad surmised that because they were summoned, they also died when the summoner died,” she said.

“But that was never the case before.”

Amelia looked thoughtful for a moment, then shrugged. “That was what he said. It’s pretty much a theory since no one had ever fought a monster that had an endless supply of essence sprouting from its back before.”

“I think your father is right,” Steel Heart chimed in. “The bud seemed to be controlling the bloodfang and the horde through their linked essence. Once the bud wilted, that link was severed, so the monsters died as well.”

That makes sense. I nodded in agreement with my sword. Then a thought occurred to me, and I shifted my attention to a new topic.

“How is Sam doing? He was pretty banged up after taking the Piercing Roar full-on,” I asked Amelia before sitting up on my bed.

“Dad is fine. He was lucky that Darla had been there to take care of his serious injuries right away,” she said and a roguish smile crept across her lips. “But mom still grounded him and made him stay in bed for at least two more days.”

“That sounds just like Mary,” I chuckled.

“Your mom and dad are also helping out at the hospital with my mom,” she said this part in a sultry tone that made my stomach flip. “You know what that means, right?”

I gulped, instantly knowing where she was going with this conversation. Amelia had been ravenous the first time we had sex, like she had been waiting for my cock all her life. If not for the fatigue of the dungeon run, she might have kept me up all night.

“Th-That we have the house all to ourselves?” I said, my heart thumping loudly against my chest at the lascivious gleam in her golden eyes.

“Mmmhmm… All to ourselves,” she purred the words and made the hair on the nape of my neck stand on end.

“You know!” Steel Heart blurted in my head, jolting the lustful thoughts from my mind. “I think we should start thinking about what to pack for our trip to Rollen. It’s going to be a very very long journey. Two months was what Brielle…”

Wh-What are you doing? Why are you bringing it up now? I grumbled but had nowhere to direct my glare when I didn’t know where he was.

“You seem to not appreciate my silence and think I don’t know when to shut up. So… here you go—the sword that won’t shut up.”

I groaned inwardly. Alright! Alright! I’m sorry. It was just a joke. I couldn’t have asked for a better sword. So, will you please stop?

An impression of a smirk popped into my head, and I forced down the urge to roll my eyes. However, I wasn’t fast enough to stop myself from saying, Man, I didn’t know you were this petty.

“Maybe I should start singing now. Do you have any requests?”

Please don’t. I’m really sorry. Please be nice. Pretty please.

A triumphant chuckle came immediately after my apology, and I sighed.

“What are you doing?” Amelia asked, looking at me in confusion.

I blinked down at her. “Nothing. Nothing at all!”

She narrowed her eyes but didn’t press me further. “So, what do you think? I’ll be careful. I promise.”

A smile tugged on the corners of my mouth as my blood was redirected downward at the sight of her pleading gaze. Unless my heart was made of stone, there was no way in this life or the next or even the one after that I would ever have the strength to resist her.

“Trust me. There’s nothing I want to do more right now,” I said.

Amelia immediately leaped onto the bed and locked her lips with mine. Her arms circled around the back of my neck as she squished her ample breasts against my chest. She tasted intoxicatingly sweet, and I drank her in greedily.

She moved to straddle my lap, then broke our kiss with a soft moan. Her hands came up to my muscled chest and gently pushed me down. I followed her lead and lay flat on my back for her.

The fire in her eyes smoldered as she looked down at me. I reached one hand up to stroke her bare thigh while the other explored her exposed midriff between the cropped leather jerkin and the tiny shorts.

A delightful pur escaped her lips at my touch, coaxing her to grind against my hardening length between her legs. The sensation of her heat on my shaft made my cock throb furiously.

“Just stay there. You still need to rest,” she said with a giggle.

“Is that so?” I raised a brow at her.

“Yes. Don’t move a muscle. That’s the least I can do for the Defender of Emberfell.”

“Defender of Emberfell? I like the sound of that,” I chuckled.

She pulled her top off in one smooth motion before her heavy breasts bounced free of their tight confines. Any thoughts that had been in my head evaporated instantly. Every part of me was drawn to her supple mounds and my hands reflexively groped them.

She gasped in delight when my thumbs brushed over the stiff, pink tips before her hips rocked back and forth against me as if in reflex. Dampness seeped through the fabric of her clothes as she continued to rub herself against me.

A moment later, Amelia flashed me a wry smile before sliding down to position herself between my legs. Her hands came to stroke my cock through my pants, coaxing a groan of delight out of me.

“What are you doing?” I asked, eyeing her curiously.

She bit her lower lip as her gaze continued to smolder. “I’ve been wanting to try this out.”

“Try wh—”

She leaned forward to kiss my length, cutting off my question and sending my pulse racing. Slowly, she peeled my night pants off, and my erection sprang free to smack her wetly on the cheek.

The giggle she let out was pure music to my ears. I had never throbbed so hard in my life. When she wrapped her delicate fingers around my shaft and stroked, I gasped her name.

“Mmm… Amelia…”

Her warm, wet tongue came next, lapping along my length before cresting over my aching tip. A shudder of delight rushed through me as she purred contentedly while sampling my taste.

“Delicious,” she said between slurps.

“Ohh fuck. That’s good… So good…” was all I could manage.

She took me between her soft lips in the next moment, and my breath caught. The sight of her devouring my cock was incredibly titillating. The glint of lust in her eyes drew me in, and I was lost in the moment, in the pleasure she so eagerly gave me.

My gorgeous lover bobbed up and down my length, trying to take me as deep as she could. I was too big for her… for now. The determined look on her face told me she would take all of me down her throat sooner rather than later.

Amelia was halfway down my shaft when my crown pressed against the back of her throat, causing tears to well in her eyes. She didn’t force it and wrapped her fingers around my remaining length instead.

With her lips pleasuring my bulbous tip and her hand massaging the rest of me, I was moaning in ecstasy. My cock throbbed wildly against her tongue, and she hummed huskily in response as she continued to greedily slurp and lap.

She pulled away from me with a loud pop the next moment. A single teardrop  trickled down her flushed cheek as she bit her lower lip, then slipped off the bed. She slowly pushed her tiny shorts down while swaying her hips mesmerizingly.

Her eyes stayed on me as the tiny garment slipped down to pool around her ankles, leaving nothing to conceal her enticing flesh. She lowered herself onto the bed and crawled toward me like a beast coming to claim her prey.

First, she leaned down to kiss my shaft adoringly before slowly dragging her tongue toward my glistening crown. Her breasts glided along my legs, then caressed my throbbing hardness as she passed over to straddle me once more.

“Maybe I should get hurt more often if this is the kind of care I’ll be getting,” I said and reached up to test the softness of her firm ass.

“Or you can just ask. I’ll do anything for you,” she said in a sultry coo that made my cock throb before bending down to kiss me passionately.

Our tongues danced and teased one another in a lustful duel that I never wanted to end. However, an adamant protest from my other head and the slick wetness of Amelia’s pussy were enough reasons for us to address our more important problem—our needy problem.

Amelia also seemed to have the same urgency because she drew away soon after. One of her hands slid between our bodies and guided my eager cock to the entrance of her dripping folds.

I easily slipped into her without any resistance. Her breath hitched as I spread her wide, stretching her to the limit with my girth. She pushed down further and her scorching heat enveloped me, consuming me until every inch of me was nuzzling deep between her walls.

“Ohh… Mmm… You feel… You feel so… so good inside me,” my fiery-haired lover moaned, bracing both hands on my chest.

I opened my mouth to speak but the words died on my lips when she rolled her hips back and forth, again and again. Her tightness squeezed me, kneading my hard flesh and coaxing a desperate rasp from me.

My hands slipped up her smooth thighs to take hold of her hips before eagerly guiding her motion. Only a heartbeat was all she needed to ride me as if it was the only thing she knew how to do. The only thing she was born to do.

She writhed and whimpered each time she impaled herself on me. The sound of her pleasure was a blissful melody that would never lose its allure. We drowned in our lust and surrendered ourselves to the immense pleasure of our flesh.

“Ohhh yes! Ohh Luke! Mmm Luke,” she moaned my name as if it was a prayer.

“Yes, Amelia. Nghh! Amelia,” I called her name through ragged breaths like it was my mantra.

We rode the waves of delirious ecstasy for as long as we could, our bodies moving in perfect synchrony with our rhythm. The sharp sound of our colliding flesh interspersed with our primal cries.

Someone outside might hear us, but we were too lost in the moment. They could listen, or even watch. I didn’t care. My thoughts, my concentration, my focus were on the beautiful maiden in front of me.

Her heavy breasts jiggled each time she slammed into my cock, and I rose upward to meet her. We were soaring, peaking, reaching. My vision flashed white when the climax gripped me and I roared her name.

“Amelia!”

“Luke! Ohh Luke!” she cried out nearly at the same time before her body went into intense spasms atop me.

I erupted as our bodies met in a final crash. My shaft throbbed furiously before my seed flooded her womb. Her sweltering, velvety walls clenched around me, massaging and milking as if to squeeze every drop out of me.

Amelia collapsed on my chest with a breathy moan. She snuggled into the crook of my neck and sighed contentedly. I reached a hand up to stroke her crimson hair and kissed her forehead as we bathed in the euphoric afterglow of our sex.

Our bodies were sweaty from the exertion, and my shirt was soaked but I didn’t care. The press of her soft flesh against me was enough to make me forget any discomfort or even the dull aches in my muscles.

“I love you,” Amelia said, lifting her head to look at me.

The captivating glow in her dazzling gaze took my breath away even after all these years of looking into her eyes every single day. She had been my most precious friend and companion. Now, she was my lover.

“I love you too, Amelia. Now and forever,” I said and meant every word.

“Now and forever,” she said, then giggled as if my solemn promise tasted sweet on her lips. “I like that. I like that a lot.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

DEFENDER OF EMBERFELL

The sun had dipped below the walls of Emberfell by the time I left the house with Amelia at my side. The sky had turned deep orange and the chill air of the approaching night greeted us as we strolled northward to the Adventurer’s Guild.

As much as I wanted to keep pounding my red-haired lover into my bed until we both passed out from exhaustion, I also wanted to check if we had gained a rank after the battle. I could do that tomorrow, of course.

However, my parents would likely return before dark, and I didn’t want them to accidentally walk in on me while I was balls deep inside Amelia. They had probably expected us to already be dating with how much time we spent together, but that didn’t make it less embarrassing to get caught in the act.

My childhood friend seemed to have the same idea, since she didn’t protest when I had suggested that we should stop fucking like a pair of animals in heat and clean up. Still, the displeasure was clear on her face.

I had managed to satisfy her three times within the limited time that we had. First, in her womb, then second across her taut belly and glorious breasts. Her laying breathless beneath me with my seed sprayed across her smooth skin was a sight to behold just like the last time.

She had coaxed me for the third with her lips but wasn’t skilled enough to make me erupt yet. That would change soon enough. I was certain of it. Without any other choice, she happily climbed atop me and rode me to the verge of climax before using her mouth to finish me off, so she could indulge on my seed.

With how determined she had been, I had little doubt she would find every chance to practice once we were on the road. That aspect of our long journey was one I would thoroughly enjoy. I had no doubt about that.

Did you regain any of your skills after killing the bloodfang? I asked Steel Heart as we strolled down the cobblestone path.

“Unfortunately, no. The memory was all I regained after that battle.”

That’s too bad.

“But I’ve a feeling that traveling to Rollen will give me answers about my origin.”

Why is that? I asked with a raised brow.

“I don’t really know. It’s a hunch… if you want to call it that.”

A hunch, huh? I chuckled. You know what, I think you’re right.

Aside from his memories, we would most likely find out more about the monsters that had attacked Emberfell, particularly the strange flower bud that could supply an endless amount of essence and vine-like tendrils on their backs. They weren’t normal critters by any stretch of the imagination.

The bloodfang had shown incredible intelligence beyond its capability. Hiding the horde in the forest, multiplying their numbers with Calling Howl, and waiting patiently to slowly wear us down in a siege weren’t strategies a monster of its level should be able to devise.

It seemed as if someone or something was controlling the red wolf through the bud on its back. With the rise in  monster attacks across Elathia, there must be monsters with similar changes out there, and we would certainly encounter more of them.

I glanced down at my gorgeous companion and smiled. We were truly going on an adventure together. It had been our dream for the past nine years, and we were about to make it into reality. Nothing short of another siege would be able to stop us now.

“What are you smiling at?” Amelia asked, eyeing me with a raised brow.

“I’m just excited, now that we’re really going on a real adventure together,” I said.

“I know, right? I can’t wait,” she agreed with a brilliant smile before her eyes narrowed and her lips pressed together into a pout. “What took you so long?”

“Took what so long?”

“Confessing to me. I waited so long, I thought you weren’t interested in me.”

“W-Well…” I started but scrambled to find the proper word to say. “I wanted to… many times… but things just happened.”

She clicked her tongue at me. “You’re lucky that troll came along and pushed things forward then.”

“Technically…” I started with a roguish grin. “We were about to kiss before the troll showed up. So, we would probably end up where we’re now even if it hadn’t interrupted us.”

“You think?” She smirked.

“I know so!” I said with the confidence of a Paragon Knight, puffing out my chest and lifting my chin.

“Fine. I believe you,” she said with a snicker, then pulled me into a deep kiss.

We melted into each other for a long moment, forgetting that we were in the middle of the street. Frankly, I couldn’t care less where we were. Her soft lips and sweet scent were enough to drown me in this peaceful bliss forever.

Amelia bit her lower lip when we finally parted. “I’m so happy we’re together now.”

“Me too,” I said, smiling warmly at her.

The genuine happiness in her eyes made my heart swell, then stutter once a glint sparkled in them a moment later. Her smile turned mischievous, and I could almost see a wicked plan forming in her head.

“I know that look. What kind of evil plots are you cooking up in that pretty head of yours now?” I asked with rising trepidation.

“There’s nothing evil about it. Just a plan to make a very shy girl very happy,” she said.

I narrowed my eyes at her and she just chuckled, “You’ll see.”

“Amelia! Lucas!” a familiar voice called out to us from the direction of my house.

We turned around to find Brielle jogging up. Aside from bandages on her left arm and neck, along with a big bruise on her side, she looked completely fine.

Her long raven hair was tied into a neat braid behind her back. She wore a light blue bandeau and loose black pants, which allowed me a full view of her toned midriff and impressive physique.

She beamed at us as her green tail swished left and right behind her in an expression of delight. To my surprise, she threw herself at me and wrapped both arms around my neck. The unexpected closeness also enveloped me in her delicate scent of lily.

“I’m so glad you’re alright,” she said with a sniffle, holding me tight.

“Th-Thank you,” I sputtered, unsure of how I should react.

When I glanced over at Amelia to see her reaction and found a smirk on her lips instead of jealousy. Her words from our first night together immediately returned, and the plan she mentioned earlier became clear to me.

Before I could dwell on it longer, the dragonkin abruptly pushed away from me. Her tan face was bright red as she eyed me nervously from a step away with both her hands clutched over her chest.

“I-I’m sorry. I-I didn’t mean to… to…” she stammered.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m happy you’re worried about me,” I chuckled awkwardly, scratching the back of my head.

“That’s right,” Amelia cut in before stepping next to the shy Monk and draped one arm over her shoulders. “Don’t worry about it at all. Luke is a strong man. A little hug won’t break him.”

Her golden gaze shifted to me and the mischievous spark there made my spine tingle. “It actually makes him more energetic to get hugs, so you should do it more often. You should do it every day. No, actually every few hours is better.”

“Wh-What?” Brielle gasped in wide-eyed surprise.

“You heard me right, girl. This one grows on hugs and kisses,” she assured the other girl, but I had an inkling that she was referring to a ‘certain’ part of me when she said that.

She wasn’t wrong. The supple press and warmth of the dragonkin’s toned body had caused my blood to flow in reverse and my pants suddenly felt a little too small. Even after three rounds with my lovely Archer earlier, it seemed I still had plenty of energy left.

“Mmm… I think we should head to the Guild before it gets dark,” I said, sparing Brielle from any further embarrassment.

Amelia’s attention shifted in my direction as if to protest, but changed her mind midway through her train of mischievous thoughts. A wry smile stretched her lips before she turned back to the dragonkin.

With her lips pressed against Brielle’s pointed ear, she whispered something I couldn’t hear and made the girl blush profusely. The Monk eyed me meekly as she listened, her emerald gaze shifting from my face to somewhere lower before returning again, and the red on her cheeks grew even deeper.

“Come on! Stop teasing her,” I chided Amelia before she drew back with a giggle.

Finally moving again, the three of us continued down the quiet streets until we passed the outdoor hospital on the main boulevard west of town square.

Several rows of beds were laid out under crudely erected tents. Nurses and doctors, along with Mary and my parents, were busy taking care of the injured civilians and adventurers.

Monsters seemed to have broken through the Funnel after our group had pushed out to deal with the bloodfang. That was probably the reason for so many people needing treatment and numerous dead critters within the walls.

On the other side of the square, people were repairing the damages to the Eastern Gate and the nearby buildings. Fortunately, the destruction had been contained to mostly the east side of town.

On top of that, the preparation for the siege had forced us to cut down nearly every tree in the area and dig up the pond surrounding the town square for mud. Though not devastating overall, it would still take several days, if not weeks, to restore.

We strolled toward the bridge to cross over the pond into the square when a few people noticed us. They halted their work and stared. A moment later, more heads turned in our direction and more stares.

After barely a few seconds, everyone in the area had stopped everything they were doing. Several of them looked at one another before returning their gaze to us.

“It’s him!” one of the men said, pointing.

“Yes! It’s Lucas!” a woman confirmed.

I blinked once, then several times as people started calling out my name and talking to one another.

“What is going on? What did I do?” I asked but only received a smirk from Amelia in response.

Before I knew it, people were closing in on me from everywhere. When I turned to my redhead lover for help, she was sneaking away while towing Brielle behind her.

“H-Hey! Where are you going?!” I called after her, but the dragonkin gave me a sympathetic smile in return. “Wait!”

A hand fell on my shoulder, then another. A woman took my hand in both of hers and pressed it to her cheek that was wet with tears. An old man grasped my other hand and shook it reverently.

“Thank you. Thank you very much,” he said, his eyes glistening.

“I-I… I didn’t do—” I started.

“You saved us. You saved my son. You saved us all, Lucas. You saved Emberfell,” the woman said, crying into my hand.

“If not for your bravery, we’d have all been dead!” someone said from the gathering crowd.

“You and Sammus and everyone that fought yesterday. We owe you our lives!” another added.

“I… I just…” I tried to speak but no words would come out.

“Thank you for saving my dad!” a boy said, tugging at my pants.

“Y-You’re welcome,” was all I managed before a cheer bellowed through the throng of people around me.

“To Lucas!” they shouted. “To the Defender of Emberfell!”

My heart pounded at the sound of their chant and my skin prickled with goosebumps. I fully understood the true purpose of Adventurers then. Why Sammus, my dad, and the Valiant Resonance traveled across Elathia to help villagers and victims of bandit raids and monster attacks.

They didn’t do it for fame or wealth. They did it because it was the right thing to do. Those with strength offered their help to the weak and protected others who weren’t strong enough to protect themselves.

I looked at each and every one of the men, women, and children around me and saw happiness, relief and joy. They were the true rewards. They were the real reason Adventurers fought with their lives on the line.

The crowd dispersed after a moment. A few men invited me to join them at the Bull’s Tankard later, so they could properly thank me. A little girl gave me her candy and a hug while several young women eyed me with shy smiles from a distance.

“How does it feel to save your first town?” my dad asked, strolling up to me with my mom and Mary close behind.

I pursed my lips in thought, then said, “It feels like the only right thing to do.”

He nodded, pleased with my answer.

Amelia and Brielle joined us a moment later. I gave my redhead lover a scowl, and she snickered.

“I’m so proud of you all,” my mom said as she looked from me to my two companions.

“Doesn’t mean I won’t worry about you. But I can at least trust that you three can handle yourselves,” Mary said as her eyes sparkled with pride.

“We’ll be very careful, mom. Now, you can spend all your time pampering dad like you’ve always wanted,” Amelia teased and coaxed color to her mother’s cheeks.

My dad laughed at the joke until my mom elbowed him. He cleared his throat and asked, “Are you heading to the Guild?”

I nodded. “I think we should update our Plates. I feel stronger, so maybe we’ve gained a rank after killing that bloodfang.”

“That’s reasonable,” he said, scratching his chin as if he was calculating the possibility of the three of us getting a promotion after the battle.

“Don’t stay out too long,” my mom started. “We should have a send-off dinner tonight, now that you’re awake.”

“I like the sound of that,” Amelia chirped.

“Good. I’ll have your favorite cherry pie ready,” my mother said with a warm smile.

“Really? Then we’ll be right there.” The Archer jumped with joy, then forcefully pushed me in the direction of the Adventurer’s Guild. “Come on, Luke. Hurry up!”

“Alright! Alright! We’re going,” I said, stumbling forward from her insistent pushing. “We’ll see you guys in a bit.”

Brielle bowed to my parents and Mary before quickly catching up to us.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A PARTY OF VALORANTS

We marched forward, crossing the bridge before cutting northward through the town square. People greeted and waved at us as we passed them. A few kids even came up and declared that they wanted to grow up into strong adventurers like us.

The Adventurer’s Guild barely had anyone in the lobby when we arrived five minutes later. All the adventurers had fought in the frontline against the horde, and likely made up the bulk of those that had been injured.

I immediately spotted a familiar figure standing in a poised posture at one of the counters. The triangular ears atop her head made her stand out as the only catkin I knew. She wore the same white robe with golden trimming of a Cleric with her long black tail sweeping leisurely behind her.

“Darla,” Amelia called as we walked up behind her before Sydney’s familiar face appeared behind the counter.

“Hey you, heroes,” the clerk perked up, beaming.

“Good evening,” Darla greeted with a polite incline of her head at the Archer.

“Thank you for saving me and Amelia. If not for your Divine Shield we probably wouldn’t have survived that Piercing Roar,” I said with a nod of gratitude.

Her violet gaze shifted to me, then instantly away before she muttered, “Y-Yes.”

“Wait! That yellow light was her skill?” Amelia asked in surprise.

I nodded, ignoring the catkin’s strange reaction. “I only saw a flash of yellow light because my eyes were closed. But I’m quite certain my buckler would never stand a chance if even Sam’s armor couldn’t fully protect him.”

Amelia looked from me to the Cleric, then smiled broadly. “Thank you for saving us! I’ll find a way to repay you somehow.”

Darla smiled brightly at the other girl’s gratitude, which was the complete opposite reaction to mine. My brows knitted in confusion, but Sydney interrupted my thoughts before I could ponder.

“Then you might get to repay her right now,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Amelia asked, tilting her head to one side as she eyed the clerk quizzically.

Sydney gestured toward the catkin with an open palm before she said, “Miss Ravengrace is urgently looking for an escort to take her as far as Vinhels. Most of the adventurers were injured from the battle yesterday and won’t be able to travel for a while.”

“Mister Larkis, who had been my traveling partner, won’t be returning to Vinhels. He will be attending to a family matter in Dawnreach, so I am left with an urgent task of finding a new escort,” Darla said, looking between Amelia and Brielle.

Vinhels was a month's travel from Emberfell. Though the path had been well-traveled by merchants and adventurers, it wasn’t completely safe from bandits or monsters. Especially for a woman traveling alone—adventurer or not.

“I wouldn’t have minded waiting a few days for a capable traveling partner if I had not witnessed the unusual form of that bloodfang,” she said before adding, “I’d like to report this matter to my master as soon as possible.”

“Since you guys are leaving on an adventure, I thought you might be able to work something out,” Sydney interjected.

“Yes. My master had compensated Mister Larkis accordingly when she had asked for his help. She will do the same for you once we arrive safely in Vinhels,” the catkin said.

“Don’t worry about it. We’re heading that way in the first place, so we’ll gladly help you out,” I said to a side-eye glance from her.

“We owe you our lives. It’s the least we can do for you,” Amelia added.

Darla smiled before bowing low to the Archer. “Thank you very much. I won’t forget this favor.”

I couldn’t help but stiffen at the huge contrast in mine and Amelia’s interaction with the Cleric. But my thoughts were drawn away from the catkin when Sydney clapped her hands together.

“That settles it then. Congratulations on finding a capable traveling partner, Miss Ravengrace,” she said.

“Thank you for your help, Miss Westin. I truly appreciate it.”

“By the way,” Amelia started, looking between the two women. “Our parents are having a send-off dinner at Luke’s later. You two are welcome to join us.”

Darla immediately shot a quick glance at me and looked horrified for a heartbeat. “I wouldn’t dare intrude on such a private gathering!” she blurted with a placating hand before abruptly changing the subject, “When and where should we meet for the departure tomorrow?”

Amelia blinked at her question before sputtering, “H-Here is fine. We’ll be at the entrance of the Guild at sunrise. Will that work for you?”

“Of course. I’ll take my leave now. Have a good night,” she said, bowed low, then spun on her heels and briskly walked off.

We stared after the catkin in confusion for a long while before Amelia broke the silence.

“What was that all about?” she asked and turned to squint up at me. “Did you do something to offend her?”

“What could I have done? We barely talked until just now,” I said, spreading my hands out.

She continued to look at me with narrowed eyes for a few moments longer, then pointed a finger at me. “We’ll be traveling together for a long while, better be on your best behavior. Got it?”

“Hey! That’s my line. You’re the one getting us in trouble with your mischief and stuff.”

“I’ve never done such a thing,” she protested and crossed her arms under her breasts, squishing her ample mounds together distractingly.

“Then what about all the whispers you’ve been giving Brielle? What kind of scheme are you plotting?” I asked, trying with incredible effort not to look down at the enticing view of her cleavage.

“That's between me and her. You don’t need to know,” she shot back haughtily before adding with a sly smirk, “At least, not just yet.”

In the corner of my vision, the dragonkin was blushing profusely at the mention of those whispers. If I had to venture a guess, they were probably something lascivious since Amelia had been rather insistent on having the adorable Monk join our bed.

I definitely had no objection to that idea. Having several wives or female companions wasn't uncommon in beastkin culture and had been gaining popularity amongst the other races for quite some time.

However, the decision was hers, and hers alone. I didn’t want Amelia to coerce her into becoming my lover with sweet words and enticing promises. She had to want it herself.

Though the Archer had shown quite a bit of interest in Brielle, I trusted that she wouldn’t manipulate her into anything that would make her regret the decision later. She had only been teasing and playing with the other girl.

Sydney cleared her throat and drew our attention toward her. “As much as I enjoy the drama of a couple quarrel or whatever this is, I’m on the clock here. Are you all here to update your Plates?”

“Y-Yes!” I sputtered as my cheeks burned.

“Wait!” Amelia interrupted and leaned on the counter. “How do you know we’re a couple?”

The dark green-haired clerk rolled her eyes exasperatedly. “Rosien’s mercy. Everyone in Emberfell knows or at least thinks you two have been dating for years now. You guys are inseparable.”

My redhead lover looked surprised, and I probably had the same expression because Sydney shook her head before smirking wryly.

She looked pointedly at Amelia and said, “You pretty much confirmed the rumors yourself. Half the town heard you moan his name like a prayer from the Bull’s Tankard. If that didn’t clear things up, I don’t know what will.”

Amelia’s eyes went wide and her face turned the same color as her hair. “No! You can’t be serious.”

“Totally serious,” Sydney said flatly with a level stare.

Brielle had turned bright red as if she had just activated Essence Explosion next to me. I finally knew why she looked embarrassed when we met in the tavern's corridor that morning. She practically had the front row seat to Amelia’s lascivious song.

I smacked a palm on my face and groaned, “Sorry, you had to hear all that.”

The dragonkin blinked at me twice before she realized what I was talking about. She quickly waved both hands in front of herself and said, “I-It’s alright. It’s fine.”

“Whatever! What’s done is done!” Amelia blurted, then smacked the countertop as if to punctuate her point.

“There you go! They already heard it. Can’t take it back,” Sydney agreed, snickering. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

Her brows furrowed slightly before three metallic tablets appeared in her hands. She placed them on the counter in front of us. “I’m sure you all must have gained a lot of essence after all that fighting.”

“We better get to Rank 4 already or I’ll be really pissed,” Amelia said and placed a hand over her Plate. Brielle and I followed.

When I removed my hand, my name was in bold letters at the top like it had always been. Below it were my Class and my Rank, which had changed from 3 to 4 like Amelia had wanted. A new line had also been added to the Skill List at the bottom and my previous skills had all gained a level.

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Bash (level 1)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 1 second

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

================

“Yes!” Amelia squealed and jumped up and down excitedly. “Look, look, look! I’m Rank 4 now and I’ve a new skill too!”

She showed me her Plate. Along with gaining a level on all of her previous skills, a new skill called ‘Multi Shot’ had also been added to her list.

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Multi Shot (level 1)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 2

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

================

“If I use Multi Shot when I attack with a ranged weapon, it will create two duplicates of the projectile with essence. I can even choose to hit a single target or multiple ones with it,” she explained as I read the description.

“Multi Shot sounds incredible,” I murmured and meant it.

Compared to her new skill, my Bash seemed like a step back since Steel Heart already provided me with amazing skills like Radiant Slash and Obliterate. Still, having an additional attack skill was always better than none.

“Did you get a new skill?” she asked, and I showed her my Plate.

Amelia pursed her lips in thought for a moment before nodding. “It may not look like it, but it’s actually a really good skill. Very versatile for both offense and defense. Definitely a great addition to your arsenal.”

“You think so?”

“Sure! Because you fight in melee range, you can hit your enemy with Bash after blocking the attack. If the Stun effect kicks in, you’re pretty much guaranteed victory. When you’re on the offense, you can use it with your sword for a very deadly two-hit combo. Isn’t that great?” she said.

I nodded along in agreement.

Sammus had mentioned similar things during our training. Shields weren’t merely defensive gear, their lack of sharp edges only made them seem that way. If used correctly, they could become a powerful weapon as well.

Without his constant reminder, however, I had settled into becoming over reliant on my sword for dealing damage. Block-and-counter had been my go to move for the past months and became a habit I had unknowingly adopted.

“That makes sense. This is going to change the way I fight for sure. You really are incredible, Amelia!” I said excitedly.

She smacked my shoulder. “You can always count on me to point out your flaws, love,” she said with a grin and a wink.

“L-Love?” I repeated with a sputter.

“Well, since everyone already knew about us, we might as well take it all the way.” She shrugged before narrowing her eyes at me. “Unless you have something else you prefer.”

“Hmm? No! Love is fine. I like love,” I said, my cheeks burning intensely.

With that, she leaped into my arms and kissed me hard. She broke off after a short moment and spun around to the dragonkin as if she had suddenly remembered something. I had expected her to whisper something embarrassing into the other girl’s ear once more, but she didn’t.

“Did you also get a promotion?” Amelia asked excitedly.

Brielle nodded. Her face was flushed bright red, either from their earlier conversation or seeing us kiss passionately just now.

“Nice! What kind of new skill did you get?”

“Th-The skill is called ‘Iron Defense’. It gives me a defense boost when activated. I don’t think it’s as useful as yours,” she said, turning her Plate for us to see. Her previous skills had also gained a level.

NEW SKILL!!!

================

Iron Defense (level 1)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

================

The red-haired Archer shook her head. “Defense is very important too! Especially for the Monk Class. You can take more hits, which means you won’t get badly hurt in a fight and have a better chance at counterattacking.”

The dragonkin tilted her head to one side as if trying to absorb Amelia’s advice. Her fighting style had been relying heavily on her agility to avoid taking damage while attacking with powerful and accurate strikes. Defense was likely something she hadn’t considered.

“You’re right,” Brielle said with a determined nod. “I wasn’t able to beat the bloodfang with my speed. Iron Defense will definitely be useful in a situation where my enemy is faster or can keep up with me.”

“Exactly!” Amelia beamed.

I couldn’t help but break into a grin as well. The Mystic Seekers had only been me and Amelia for the longest time. We hadn’t even thought about adding more members until Brielle came along and joined up.

Though it had been out of necessity, she had fit right in with us like we had known each other for ages. Now, we would head out on our first adventure, and I couldn’t have been more happy to have her with us.

“Congratulations, guys! I’m so proud of you!” Sydney chirped from behind the counter, drawing our attention to her. “I’m not just saying that. I’m truly proud of you. Emberfell would have been a pile of rubble if the three of you hadn’t fought so bravely to protect it.”

“Wh-What are you saying all of a sudden,” Amelia sputtered with a blush.

“Seriously!” the clerk pressed on, standing. “You guys are the fastest people to reach Rank 4 as far as I  know. I’ve never seen anyone grow this strong in only two months. Most would have taken at least a year or two to even reach Rank 3.”

I scratched the back of my head as heat rose to my face from her high praise. “We’re just lucky to have faced powerful monsters and survived.”

“Me too! I helped. Don’t forget that!” Steel Heart quickly interjected even when no one could hear him.

Yes, yes. You’re the reason we’ve all made it, buddy. I haven’t forgotten.

The impression of an approving nod followed, and I couldn’t help but shake my head at my sword. He had clearly been an incredible help that allowed us to beat the bloodfang.

I still had no idea who his previous owner could have been. All I knew was he had chosen me as his new wielder because he had been touched by my bravery and genuine desire to save Amelia, and I intended not to let him down.

“Of course! We’re the Mystic Seekers after all. We’re just incredible!” Amelia said, fully embracing the praise as she lifted her chin and even puffed out her chest to emphasize the point.

“I’ve no doubt about that,” Sydney snickered.

“So, will you join us for the send-off dinner?” I asked.

The Archer immediately shot me a sly smirk at my question and mouthed, “Smooth.”

I ignored her, fighting down a scowl.

“I can’t. Sorry,” the dark green-haired clerk said with an apologetic frown. “Everyone else is busy with treating the injured and cleaning up the town, so I’m the only one working here right now. It won’t be until midnight before someone comes and replaces me.”

“Aww, that sucks.” Amelia pouted.

Sydney nodded. “What can I do? Work is work.”

“I’m going to miss you so much.”

“Me too, girl,” the clerk said before stepping out from behind her workstation. “Come here. Give me a big hug.”

The two women embraced for a long tender moment before separating. Amelia’s eyes glistened while Sydney sniffled as they stood back from one another.

“Now, I know it’s your last night in Emberfell,” Sydney started before a coy smirk curled her lips. “But don’t you go making so much noise that you wake up the whole town, alright? We really don’t need that kind of parting gift from you.”

“Oh, come on! I wasn’t that loud,” Amelia protested.

Sydney snickered before pulling me into a tight hug. “Maybe let me join in next time when you get back, alright?” she said in a not-so-soft voice.

“Hey! I heard that!” my lover immediately cut in.

The clerk looked at Amelia over her shoulder with a smirk. “After how heroic he’d been yesterday, I don’t think I can let you keep him all to yourself, Amelia,” she said in a sultry coo.

Amelia frowned and crossed her arms under her ample breasts as if she was going to protest. However, a mischievous smile broke across her face instead. I wasn’t surprised by her reaction this time around.

“You know I’m not that stingy, Syd. A big man like Luke won’t be satisfied with anything short of a harem.”

I opened my mouth to object, but Sydney cut me off first.

“I’ll take you up on that offer when you guys return,” Sydney said before her dark gaze shifted back to me and the blazing fire behind her eyes sent a tingle down my spine.

She had been the beautiful older girl that every boy in town fantasized about, me included. I had no doubt that men had been pining for her affection and lining up to have a date with her daily.

I had believed she was only teasing me when she expressed her desire to share me with Amelia. Hearing her offer to skip all the courtship and go straight to the bed with me and my gorgeous lover just stunned me beyond words.

As I was staring stupidly between the two women, Sydney pressed a kiss to my cheek. “That's the down payment. Make sure you come back for the rest, alright?”

“O-Of course,” I sputtered as the heat of her lips lingered on my skin and my pants seemed to suddenly shrink several sizes.

She winked, then turned her attention to the last person of our small party. Reaching out to the dragonkin, she wrapped both arms around the Monk and held her snugly for a moment.

When she released Brielle, her delicate fingers slid back to gently cup her flushed cheek. “Take care of them and yourself, alright?”

The dragonkin nodded. “I will.”

“And don’t let Amelia rope you into anything you don’t want to do,” Her dark eyes shifted in my direction, coaxing Brielle to follow her gaze. “If you’re going to do anything, make sure you really want it. Okay?”

“Y-Yes. Yes, I will,” the dragonkin said firmly the second time.

“Good girl,” Sydney said, still looking at me as a smirk curled her lips.

Her expression abruptly changed as if she had just remembered something. She lifted her right hand in front of me and the white gem in her bracelet glowed softly.

A transfer request flashed into my mind a heartbeat later. I blinked at her in confusion, but accepted it anyway. An overlay of countless slotted shelves appeared in my vision. My eyes bulged when the number atop my money pouch drastically increased.

“It’s not a parting gift. Don’t worry,” the clerk said before I could say anything. “That’s your reward for the Purge Quest that had been issued before the monster attack yesterday.”

“What’s going on?” Amelia asked.

“Well…” I started, still reeling from the sudden influx of wealth I hadn’t expected, then I turned to grin at her and said, “We just got four thousand vinhs richer!”

“What!?” both of my companions cried out at the same time.

I was certain if Sydney hadn’t been standing between us, Amelia would have leaped into me and planted another kiss. We would have plenty of chances to indulge ourselves later, so I wasn’t upset about it.

“Don’t get too excited,” the clerk interrupted. “You’ll need to repair and upgrade your equipment and get supplies. It can be weeks before you find another Adventurer’s Guild for trading and taking up quests, so remember to always have some savings on hand.”

“Got it!” the three of us said in unison.

“Good. Now, go home and enjoy your send-off dinner,” Sydney said and waved for us to leave.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

A GRAND ADVENTURE AWAITS!

Morning came quickly, but also not soon enough. The excitement of getting to finally set out on my first adventure had been roiling inside me and keeping me awake for hours. Having plenty of rest the night before without any way to burn off my energy also made it harder to fall asleep.

If Amelia had been there with me, we would have probably fucked all night just to take our minds off the impending departure. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.

Even if our parents had assumed we had already been dating, I highly doubted they would enjoy hearing Amelia scream my name while we fucked like feral animals in the next room.

Since we would be gone for a while, I would rather leave them with fond memories than the sound of lustful moans from their children. Plus, we would have countless opportunities to express our love for one another once we were out on our own.

So, Amelia and I settled with a kiss and a lingering hug before parting ways to our respective homes.

The send-off dinner had been nothing short of a feast. My mom had immensely outdone herself. With Mary and my dad checking on the injured at the hospital while Sammus was on a strict rest duty, Amelia and I were the only ones helping her with the cooking.

Growing up with her, I was more adept with food preparation than the redhead. However, my mother had controlled the kitchen like a seasoned commander on a battlefield. She gave us tasks appropriate for our skill level and made everything flow together without a hitch.

Once we were done, platters of roast ribs, sausages and vegetables along with freshly baked bread and baked potato lined our long dining table as if we were planning to feed the entire town. Amongst the mouth-watering array of dishes, the center piece that drew everyone’s attention was Vivian Leonus’s signature cherry pie.

The ribs and sausages were succulent and filled with the aromatic scent of herbs and spices while the side dishes complimented them perfectly. I barely had any space left in my stomach for dessert but couldn’t resist the sweet and tangy taste of my mom’s incredible cherry pie and had to down a slice.

We ended the send-off dinner with a toast and well wishes from our parents. Sam had given us a moving speech that brought our moms to tears before firmly promising Brielle he would do everything in his power to aid Rollen in its survival effort once more.

“I think that should be everything we need for the time being,” I said as we stepped out of the item shop.

Amelia and I had met up with Brielle first, then headed to the Adventurer’s Guild for Darla. After a short discussion, the catkin had agreed to join Mystic Seekers, so we could share the essence from the monsters we would be slaying with her during our one-month trip to Vinhels.

I was surprised when she told the girls that Larkis hadn’t offered to form a party with her during their journey west. The Cleric had shrugged it off, but I could see the disappointment in her eyes. She could have gained a lot of essence in the time she had spent on the road with him.

Sydney was there to perform the necessary registration for us since most of the clerks were still needed elsewhere. After a brief goodbye, we left the Guild to do some last minute shopping for necessary supplies.

Brielle and Darla had more experience with traveling than Amelia and I, so we asked them for pointers on the things we should pack with us. Thanks to Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage, we didn’t have to worry about weight or space.

“Plenty of food, change of clothes for several days, potions for emergencies, and Return scrolls just in case,” I mused aloud to the girls.

There had been a literal mountain of leftovers from last night, and my mom had neatly packed them for us to take on our journey. With the Spatial Storage keeping the food fresh, the supply should last our party for at least two weeks from her rough estimate.

“I’m surprised Steel Heart can fit that many things in his storage,” Amelia mused, leaning forward to examine the white crystal embedded within my sword’s crossguard and giving me a clear view of her enticing cleavage.

The redhead wore her favorite cropped, black jerkin that exposed a generous amount of her creamy mounds and taut midriff. Even her leather half chest plate did nothing to obscure the tantalizing view. Her leather shorts of the same color also left an enticing stretch of her long, shapely legs bare until her knee-high boots.

Even after seeing her in the same daring outfit for years, my heart still skipped a few beats when she lingered nearby as her sweet scent made my blood boil. I forcefully pushed the lustful thoughts aside before my brain could wander too far. Now wasn’t the time for that.

“There’s still plenty of space left too. He can still take a lot more,” I croaked, trying and failing to drag my eyes from her breasts.

“That’s because I’m an awesome sword. Now, do you feel lucky that I’ve chosen you as my wielder?” Steel Heart chirped, and his cheerful voice took my mind away from the dirty thoughts that had been flooding my head.

He had finally returned to his snarky self after being strangely quiet yesterday. The memory of his previous owner had dampened his mood for quite a while, and I was afraid he wouldn’t return to his normal self for another day or two. Fortunately, my worries were unwarranted.

Sure, sure. You’re very awesome, buddy. What would I have done without you? I thought the last part monotonously.

He laughed, and I couldn’t help but smirk along with him.

We’ll definitely find out more about your origin on this journey.

“I hope so,” my sword said. “I may be able to remember more if we find the place in that memory.”

You’re right! That might jolt your memories back!

“Not for certain but it can happen.”

Do you know the place where he… your last wielder was sitting with the elf Cleric?

“Nope. I’m as clueless as you are, my boy.”

I shrugged. Well, I’m sure something will come up. Let’s be hopeful.

“I am always hopeful. I’m the ray of sunshine in your life. Not that I know what a ray of sunshine looks like. It just sounded nice when people said it,” he said before bursting into another fit of laughter.

I shook my head and promptly ignored him. Turning my attention to the others, I asked, “Do you girls need anything else?”

“I’m good,” Amelia said.

“Me too,” Brielle agreed with a broad smile.

The dragonkin had weaved her long, raven hair into a braid like always. Today, she wore a white, sleeveless jacket that was opened in the front to reveal a black bandeau and toned belly beneath. Her pants were a dark color with the same loose, flowing design that she had worn since the first time we met.

Darla nodded, but didn’t meet my eyes. “I have everything,” she said curtly before adding after a moment, “Th-Thank you.”

She was in her white Cleric robe with gold trimming that covered every inch of her from the neck down. Her dark purple triangular ears were flattened atop her head as she turned away, and her long tail twitched seemingly in irritation behind her.

My brows reflexively creased at the catkin’s reaction toward me. She seemed to have hated, or at least disliked me for some unknown reason. I hadn’t interacted with her at all until Sam introduced us during the siege, so I had no idea when or how I had offended her.

Darla had also refused to use my Spatial Storage and insisted on using her own. That might not have meant anything since retrieving items from the silver ring on her right index finger was easier and more discreet than having to ask me for them.

From its size, it looked like the same storage gem that Amelia and I had been planning to buy with our meager income before I found Steel Heart inside the boulder. That had saved us one thousand vinhs for a space that could only hold ten items instead of what looked like an infinite amount inside my sword.

“Shall we head to the gate then? My dad will meet us there before we leave,” I said, ignoring Darla’s hostility toward me.

Last night, the Cleric had outright rejected my invitation to join our send-off dinner, and immediately left. Today, she hardly spoke more than a few words to me while chatting amiably with the girls during our shopping.

The contrast was too great for me to not pick up on. No matter how hard I racked my brain, I couldn’t remember a single moment when I could have made her angry.

However, now wasn’t the time to confront her about it. Confrontation might not even be necessary. Once we spent some time on the road together and learned more about one another, the tension between us should eventually dissipate. At least I hoped that would be the case.

Five minutes later, our group was heading toward the Eastern Gate. It was still broken, of course. A couple of days weren’t enough to repair something so massive, but everyone was working hard to fix it as soon as possible.

With monster attacks increasing at an alarming rate across Elathia, they didn’t know when the next attack would come. Repairing the defenses was of the highest priority.

“There they are,” I said as I spotted our parents.

They were wearing casual clothing with the exception of Sammus, who also had his left arm in a sling. Darla had been able to heal the worst of his injuries during the battle, and mended the gashes and cuts the next day.

However, she didn’t have enough time to fix his dislocated shoulder before our departure. The retired Knight would have to recover the old fashion way but, with Mary taking care of him, there was little to worry about.

“Got everything you need?” my dad asked.

“Pretty much, I think. At least we won’t have to worry about food for a few weeks,” I said.

“Good,” he said softly, and his eyes glistened before he pulled me into an enveloping hug. “I’m so proud of you, son. You, Amelia and Brielle have become magnificent adventurers.”

I smiled and hugged him back. “Thanks, dad. It’s because we had you and Sam to guide us.”

My mom took me in her arms next, and I nearly cried when she started bawling against my chest. “We’ll be right back. Don’t worry,” I said, stroking a hand through her long blond hair.

“I know. I know,” she sniffled before pushing away from me. “Take care of yourself and the girls, you hear?”

“I will.” I nodded firmly.

Amelia was wiping her eyes after saying goodbye to her parents when I was done chatting briefly with mine. Sammus strolled over to me and squeezed my shoulder with a broad smile.

“You’ve grown into a fine Knight, Luke. I’m very proud of you,” he said.

“Thank you, sir.”

After that, he leaned forward and said in a conspiratorial tone, “My girl can be difficult to deal with at times, but please bear with her, alright?”

“Hey! I can hear that!” Amelia immediately perked up.

He flashed her a wolfish grin, and I chuckled. The two, father and daughter, bickered for a bit before quieting down into a familiar snickering.

“We should get going,” I said before everyone nodded in agreement.

With that, we said our goodbyes one last time and headed for the gate. Kane and Rogan were on duty like they always had been, but the younger guard wasn’t half asleep today. Instead, he had a determined look on his face.

“The birds are finally leaving the nest,” the older man said in greeting.

“You can say that,” I agreed.

“Not just any birds, old man. They’re love birds,” Rogan teased and, from the smirk he gave me, he had probably been near the Bull’s Tankard on that night, or at least heard the news.

“So? You have a problem with that?” Amelia said as she sauntered up to link arms with me.

Rogan shook his head and looked surprised by her reaction. He had been able to make her blush with playful teasing, so he probably didn’t expect her to have changed so quickly.

“Stop talking nonsense, you fool. You and I would have become monster food if not for them,” Kane chided the other man.

“We didn’t do it alone. Everyone helped,” I said.

“You’re right, lad. But it still took a lot of guts to stand up against that bloodfang like you did,” he said, pointing a finger at the area when I had faced down the towering wolf by myself.

Though Sammus’s Stone Bastion had crumbled into a pile of sand after a day, the scorched craters and blood of dead monsters had painted the once lush green field outside of Emberfell an unsightly black.

Even if the Guild was able to collect all the monster’s corpses into its Spatial Storage easily, it would take a long time before the dark stains would disappear. I doubted nothing short of a week of heavy rain would suffice.

“Go on. Go and become great adventurers like your fathers,” Kane said.

“I’ll see you guys later,” I said, giving both of the guards a salute. They returned the gesture with a broad grin.

“Bye.” Amelia waved at them while Brielle and Darla gave them respectful bows.

With that, we were off on our grand adventure. Anything was possible with the vast world in front of us. One thing was for certain, however, we would never let Rollen fall.

We would save it no matter what!

****************

Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoy Mystic Seekers as much as I had enjoyed writing it. This book was inspired by the RPG games I’ve played and fantasy stories I’ve read since I was a kid. I hope I was able to convey the awe and wonders of those incredible experiences to you.

Good news is Book 2 is already in the works. Hopefully, I can get it into your hands soon. Also, I don’t want to say never, since my beta readers’ reactions to Sydney have been very positive… maybe we’ll get to see her in the future installments.

On that note, I would like to thank all of my beta readers for helping make this book as clean as it is. I’m looking forward to working with you guys again.

Please consider taking a little time to rate and/or review the book if you’ve enjoyed it. I still love you if you don’t, but your voice matters and it gives me the energy and determination to keep writing.

Lastly, don’t forget to follow me on Facebook or join my mailing list for updates and news about my upcoming books. If you would like to get in touch with me directly, feel free to email me at troyashfordwrites@gmail.com

Also, don’t forget to check out these Facebook Groups and Subreddits for more great stories…
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PLATE OF RECORD

MYSTIC SEEKERS MEMBERS

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Knight Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Invigorate (level 4)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level 3)[Passive]

Gain a defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 3)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 1)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 1 second

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

================

****************

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Sense (level 4)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 40 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level 3)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 3)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 1)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 2

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Imbue Poison (level 2)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 6 seconds

================

****************

BRIELLE EMERALDWIND

Class: Monk Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Iron Fist (level 4)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level 2)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 33 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Essence Recovery (level 2)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boost regenerated essence

Every: 36 seconds

Iron Defense (level 1)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

================

****************

DARLA RAVENGRACE

Class: Cleric Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

================

Heal (level 4)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level 3)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boost absorbed mana

Every: 32 seconds

Divine Shield (level 2)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a small amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level 1)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

================
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