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PROLOGUE

THE MAD WIZARD

Time had no meaning when one was imprisoned in a cage of stone—stripped away of all senses. Life became insanity. Existence became agony. Consciousness became a curse. Years, decades, or even centuries could have passed and he remained.

The world had forgotten about him. Even he had nearly forgotten about himself. Who was he?

People had once called him Elyon Silvershard—the Emerald Sovereign, the greatest Wizard who had ever lived. They would invoke his name in times of need and peril. They would praise and revere his name in times of joy and celebration. He had saved countless thousands and was loved by all.

After his retirement, they had called him the Wise, the Infallible Sage. Later on, he would become the Recluse Wizard who spent all his days researching the Mana. Time changed their perceptions of him.

Once he was no longer in the frontlines, fighting monsters, and saving lives, the world quickly forgot about his bravery and heroic deeds. He became a mere relic of a time long since past—a forgotten old Wizard who disappeared from everyone's mind.

Eventually, his name was invoked once more. Not in desperate plead or reverie, but terror and fear. They had called him Elyon, the mad Wizard. The Bringer of Doom. The Annihilator of Civilization.

That had been many, many years ago—decades, if not centuries since he had unleashed the Blight upon his home, his people. Why did he do it?

The reason was simple. He knew it was the right thing… the wisest thing to do for this world, for the Mana. There had been too much filth and pain, and the Mana was weeping. He was the only one capable, the perfect one for such a monumental task, to cleanse it.

Yes… That had been his goal, his purpose, his greatest burden.

Centuries had passed and the magic binding him had weakened. He could feel the chips and cracks forming on his stone prison. Soon enough, he would be free of its confines. Once that happened, he would complete his task. He would cleanse this world and save it—save the Mana.

“Father…” a voice, deep and bestial, called.

“Father… Please bless me with a name,” the voice pleaded.

He didn’t speak. He couldn’t see, nor could he hear. The words merely echoed in his mind through their mental connection.

“Please, Father. I’ve done everything you asked. The dragon is weakening and it won’t be long before my siblings awaken. We’ll make you proud, Father. We will wipe the lands of the filth that pollutes it for you. So, please, Father, bless me with a name.”

Silence was all he gave back.

Time had been everything he had for what seemed like an eternity. Even confined in this oppressive prison, his mind remained active. He had tested and experimented, prodding and pushing the boundaries of his impaired senses.

Possessing critters, taking control of their minds, and seeing the world through their eyes had been the first of his accomplishments. He built upon it, gaining commands of his surroundings and expanding his influence further and further.

Then he stumbled upon it. The sword that had nearly slain him. Anger and fear had overwhelmed him then, filling him with rage so blinding that he had lost himself.

However, the body he had possessed was weak and lacked intelligence. It was cut down and his connection was severed.

“The… Hero, Father?” the bestial voice asked as the image of the golden hair body who had been holding the sword slipped through his rage-induced thoughts. “Will you bless me with a name if I kill him?”

Only silence was his answer.

“I will kill him for you, Father,” the voice growled, a deep sound that rumbled through their connection.

The being had been his first creation—an experiment that was neither a success nor a failure. The creature was too obsessed with pleasing him, too unstable and volatile, too inferior. Yet, loyal.

“I shall destroy him. Him and that sword. I will make you proud, Father,” the voice said before adding hesitantly, “Once that happens, please give me  a name.”


CHAPTER ONE

A PARTY OF FOUR

The gentle scent of grass and earth filled my lungs with every breath I drew. A cooling breeze swept over my heated skin, allowing me a brief reprieve from the blazing afternoon sun and I nearly sighed in relief.

Except relief was the last thing I could afford at this moment. Especially not when three ant-like monsters were glaring at me. Well, glaring was probably not the right word when these terranics didn’t have eyebrows or eyelids to form that kind of expression, or any type of expressions at all.

Still, I had encountered enough of them in the past two weeks to have learned their behaviors and tells. The curling of their segmented bodies, the frantic waving of their antenna, and the rapid clicking of their mandibles were the signs of their anger and aggression.

Our party had crossed Ravian Plain into Suncrest Steppe about one week ago. The type of monsters we encountered slowly shifted from beasts to insectoids as we headed deeper into the center of Elathia.

We had even slain a few trolls. The regular kind, of course. Not the kind with a flower bud growing from its back and trying to kill us with a massive tree. These ones moved slowly and were rather easy to take down.

According to Darla, we were about halfway to Vinhels and should be coming across a village soon. The thought of soft beds and hot baths had pushed us to pick up our pace so we could reach this village before sundown.

The delicious home-cooked food my mom had packed for us ran out two days ago. Though hunting for game and cooking in the wilderness weren’t anything new for Amelia and I, the taste was nothing close to what the former head chef of the Pixie Foray could produce in her kitchen.

“Now you’re acting like a spoiled brat,” Steel Heart chided in my mind because I was the only one who could hear him. “And shouldn’t you be focusing on the monsters in front of you instead of what you’re going to eat tonight? The healer can’t bring people back from the dead.”

I know. I know. I fought the urge to correct him that the class was called Cleric.

Steel Heart was a sentient sword that had saved mine and Amelia’s life several weeks ago. The two of us were being chased by a berserk troll with a strange flower bud sprouting from its back. We would have been dead if he hadn’t lent me his power to kill it.

After talking and learning more about him, I found out that he was at least one hundred years old. That was the reason I gave up on correcting him. It seemed a few classes had different names back then.

However, the mention of Darla had caused me to glance over my shoulder at her. She was a catkin, who had helped us defend Emberfell when the town was under siege by nearly one thousand monsters.

She had been in town to deliver a letter from her Master to Amelia’s dad and my dad. It was a call for aid, asking her former companions to pick up arms and help her protect Elathia once more.

The three of them had been companions in an adventuring party called Valiant Resonance while they were still active. In their prime, the group was touted as one of the strongest in all of Elathia.

Sammus Tiadus, Amelia’s dad, had been a Knight who had reached the highest tier of adventurers—the Paragon tier. He was famous for his impenetrable defense and crowd control ability.

My dad, Liam Leonus, was a Paragon Wizard who could wipe out hundreds of monsters with a single spell. He had unleashed Calamity Break in the defense of Emberfell, and the sight of its devastating power still awed me every time I recalled it.

Darla’s Master, Assemblywoman Roriella Goldentress, had been an incredibly powerful Cleric in their party. Needless to say, she was also a Paragon tier adventurer. Her ability to keep track of everyone and keep them safe with her spells amidst the chaos of a battle had been what made her an invaluable member of the Valiant Resonance.

Their party had disbanded eighteen years ago, when our moms showed signs of pregnancy. Our dads had promptly retired from adventuring to take care of them and enjoyed easy, peaceful lives since.

Any thoughts of stepping out of retirement they might have had after reading the letter were quickly dashed after Amelia’s dad nearly died in battle. In fact, he would have if Darla hadn’t been there to heal him right away.

After that, we had agreed to escort her back to Vinhels, so she could report the unprecedented behavior of the monsters and their strange appearance to the United Assembly. That was how we ended up traveling together.

The Cleric had opted to wear a white robe with thin material and short sleeves. Instead of a tall collar, this one also left her slender neck exposed. That was to be expected since the heat in the grassland was much more intense than the coastal region.

Her violet gaze shifted to meet mine for a brief heartbeat before darting away to the ants with furrowed brows. Her ears immediately flattened atop her head of short black hair and her tail stiffened behind her. I suppressed a sigh of frustration at her reaction but couldn’t stop the frown forming on my face.

Even after nearly half a month of traveling together, the catkin still hadn’t warmed up to me. She could barely string two words together when I tried to make conversation with her.

To make things worse, she seemed to only have problems with talking to me. Because she was able to chat and laugh with Amelia and Brielle just fine.

“Incoming!” Steel Heart warned, snapping my attention back to the terranics in front of me, but I was too late.

One of the ants had already shot a black spike from its mouth in my direction. I frantically lifted my buckler to block after realizing it had drifted downward while I lost concentration.

From the trajectory, the projectile would hit my right shoulder where my shield couldn’t reach in time. The girls were right behind me, so I couldn’t sidestep out of the way because the attack would hit them if I did. Without any other choice, I gritted my teeth and braced for the explosion of pain.

A golden wall of light coalesced over the right side of my body just a split second before the spike made contact. The attack struck Darla’s Divine Shield and bounced off as the spell shattered with the impact.

“P-Pay attention!” the catkin chided and my cheeks heated. It was stupid of me to look away from my enemies in the middle of the battle.

Yes, she couldn’t string two words together when I tried talking to her but had no problem calling me out when I messed up. She definitely hated me. The problem was I didn’t know what I had done to offend her.

Fortunately, she was professional enough to do her job. So, we quietly settled into staying away from one another and only making contact when absolutely necessary.

I only had time to grit my teeth in annoyance at myself before the second terranic reared back in preparation to shoot its spike and I was the target. Our diamond-shaped formation had made sure that was the case.

Brielle and Amelia took up spots to my left and right while Darla was in the rear. Since I had the highest defense in the party, I was the most well-equipped to tank the attacks while the girls dealt damage.

An arrow stabbed through the tiny gap between the terranic’s mandibles before it could spit out its spike, causing red blood to gurgle out instead. The monster shuddered, then rolled over on its back and went still with its legs curled inward.

A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. I could always count on my redhead lover and her archery skill. Our first few encounters with the terranics had been difficult. Their tough carapace had practically made them immune to her arrows even with Pierce activated.

However, that didn’t deter her before she quickly found weak spots where her projectiles were effective. The joints of their segmented body worked pretty well, but she found that an attack into their mouth worked even better.

“Nice shot!” I praised, before launching forward.

The third terranic reared back in preparation for its attack, but I was fully prepared for it this time. I batted the spike away with my shield before swinging Steel Heart down at the ant and cleaving it in half with hardly any resistance.

During our first encounter with the ants, I had feared his glass-like, blue blade would chip when Amelia’s arrows couldn’t penetrate the insectile monster’s carapace. He instantly proved I worried for nothing when he sliced through the first terranic with ease.

By the time I was done with my enemy, Brielle had also defeated hers. Though the bonus damage of her Beast Breaker only applied to beast-type monsters, her strength alone was more than enough to cave in the ant monster’s hard body.

She had acquired the gauntlets from our first dungeon run and they had proven incredibly useful during our first week of travel. Most of the monsters we encountered were beasts, which she took down without breaking a sweat.

“Nice job, Brielle!” Amelia praised the other girl as she strolled up to collect her arrow from the dead terranic out of habit.

The Spatial Storage would separate out monster parts along with her arrows once I drew their corpses inside. Still, old habits died hard and she would manually pick up the projectiles herself without thinking.

The Archer wore the same clothes I had seen her in for as long as I could remember. A black sleeveless, leather crop top with a plunging neckline that exposed a generous amount of her cleavage while leaving most of her midriff bare. That and her tiny shorts that hugged her enticing curves like a second skin.

Those skimpy things had been the bane of my concentration ever since I had started noticing her beauty and earned countless smacks on the head by Sammus for losing focus in the middle of training. Still, I wouldn’t have it any other way.

As for the dragonkin Monk, she was wearing a white bandeau with flowing black pants. Her green horns and scales along her arms shimmered in the sunlight as her tail swept back and forth happily from the praise.

Her clothes were likely the most comfortable under this heat amongst the four of us. Either that was the case or her draconic heritage had allowed her to withstand the sweltering temperature better because she didn’t seem to sweat much at all.

With all the steel covering my body, I likely had the worst outfit of them all. If not for the interior padding and gambeson, my skin might have already been seared to a crisp. But that was the price I willingly paid to keep everyone in my party safe.

The heat was also the reason we had strayed from the main road toward the northern part of the Suncrest Steppe. The smattering of trees and bushes in the area provided a bit of shade during the day.

Once we left Ravian Plain, the lush forest was replaced by rolling hills and open steppe. Only small patches of trees were available to shield us from the blazing midday heat at this point.

“Great work,” I said, sheathing Steel Heart at my hip before hooking the buckler on my back.

“Thank you,” the Monk said with a smile and tried to wipe a thin sheen of sweat from her forehead with the back of her forearm but her gauntlets kept getting in the way.

“Here.” I handed a piece of folded cloth I had retrieved from my sword’s Spatial Storage to her.

Her cheeks flushed as she took the cloth from me and cleaned the perspiration from her face.

“I can use a bath or two right about now,” Amelia grumbled, strolling up to join us with Darla a few steps behind. Turning around, she asked the catkin, “How much further is this town, Haeron, you told us about?”

The Cleric dark brows knitted for a moment as she looked over the horizon, then at the sun that had dipped a few hours past its apex. “We should be arriving before dark,” she said with a slight hint of uncertainty.

“Great! I definitely don’t mind soaking in a hot bath and sleeping in a soft bed for a change,” Amelia sighed, relief palpable in her tone.

“That makes two of us,” I agreed.

The two of us were familiar with spending our nights in the wild because my dad and Sammus had brought us camping in the forest many times during our training. They had taught us to hunt, set traps, erect tents and build a fire. All the necessary adventuring skills to survive in the wilderness.

Still, that didn’t mean we wouldn’t yearn for the comfort of civilization. The hot meals cooked by professional chefs with proper seasoning would certainly beat whatever we could put together at our camp. A comfortable bed was also preferable after two weeks of sleeping on hard ground.

The redhead flashed a sly smirk at me and the twinkle in her amber eyes told me exactly what else she wanted. We did have sex along the way, of course. As ravenous as she had been in Emberfell, there was no way she would leave me alone when we didn’t have our parents to worry about.

Amelia had put in many practice sessions with her lips. She would pull me away from camp or just behind a tree, so she could have a taste of me. However, despite her dedication, she hadn’t been able to take all of me yet. Still, I doubted she would let it stay that way much longer.

The sex was strangely hot when we had to hide from our companions. Well, they knew exactly what we were doing, just acting oblivious to it. The tinge of pink on Brielle’s cheeks when the two of us returned to camp with disheveled clothes was telling enough.

Besides, seeing my red-haired lover trying her damndest to keep her voice down was so adorable that I wanted to make her cry out at the top of her lungs. That was a stupid idea, of course, since we might attract nearby monsters if we weren’t careful.

Even if Steel Heart promised with an impression of an eye roll that he would keep a lookout for us, it was still a risky thing to do. So, I kept my urges in check and just fucked her as quietly as I could. All that would definitely change once we were in a town.

“Let’s go! Let’s go! I don’t want to spend another night in the woods,” Amelia urged before pushing me to start walking.

“Alright! I get it,” I said with a chuckle.

With that, the four of us continued onward, following game trails beneath the shades along the tree line. The slight drop in temperature seemed to give our party a boost in energy and my body lightened somewhat.

Another reason I wanted to reach Haeron was to visit the Adventurer’s Guild. I highly doubted we had gained a rank from just fighting the critters, but I hoped to offload the monster parts we had collected. We would earn some money while also getting to restock on adventuring and personal supplies.

We traveled with relative ease along the game trails and kept ourselves cool from the afternoon heat beneath the trees. More terranics appeared in groups of three and four but we made quick work of them without issue.

After two more hours of hiking, a cone of black smoke appeared over the tree line to the east and we halted. A cold dread trickled down my spine as the plume looked too dark and big for a cook fire or several of them combined.

“Isn’t that in the direction of Haeron?” I asked, pointing before turning to Darla.

Color quickly drained from her face as she stared up at the black cloud, marring the blue sky. “Yes… Yes. That seems about right,” she murmured.

“Something is definitely not right. Let’s hurry,” Amelia urged and all of us agreed.

We took off toward the direction of the smoke, our expressions turning grim and the hope for a hot bath and delicious meal were quickly forgotten.


CHAPTER TWO

HAERON

Haeron was a small wind-swept town surrounded by the rolling fields of Suncrest Steppe. According to Darla, the settlement housed around four hundred residents. Because it was quite a distance north from the trade route, only travelers who knew about it would come this way.

She had learned about this quiet community from Larkis and preferred it over the bustling towns down south. A sentiment all of us could agree on.

Exiting the woods and following the road leading up to the settlement had taken us another two hours. The black smoke had thinned by the time we arrived as the sky had turned deep orange from the setting sun.

Ten foot palisades made from sturdy wood encircled Haeron, likely the primary defense against monster attacks. The barrier looked strong enough to withstand quite a lot of punishment, but their location would completely negate their defensive advantage in a siege.

The open plain left them vulnerable to attacks from all sides. They could certainly fend off a few monsters just fine from atop the walls. However, they probably stood little chance against a horde even one fifth of what had attacked Emberfell.

The sight of the town gate broken and hanging precariously from its hinges had my skin growing cold with trepidation as we entered the town. Large scratch marks along the wooden walls also indicated that it had just been attacked by monsters.

“What kind of monsters could have done all this?” Amelia murmured from my left with an arrow nocked in her longbow.

“Not terranic. That’s for sure,” I said, scanning the devastation in front of me, my fingers tightening around Steel Heart while holding the buckler close to my chest.

Those ant monsters might be several times bigger than their normal counterparts, but they weren’t big enough to leave such deep gouges in the wood. That needed something at least twice as large.

I gulped at the thought of facing insects as large as a person. Even if I didn’t have a fear of bugs, getting swarmed by those frightening things might actually cause me to develop one.

Do you sense anything? I asked Steel Heart after shaking away the unsettling thought.

“There are groups of essences gathered across town. The largest group is on the east side. Their essences are small, so they’re probably children… and they’re terrified,” he said with a strain in his tone.

Buildings with stone walls and thatched roofs lined the main street as we ventured deeper into the town. Pushing further, more claw marks appeared along with splashes of red which were unmistakably blood stains.

My chest tightened at the destruction around us. The girls were definitely feeling the same way if their pale faces and distraught expressions were any indication.

Haeron had clearly been overrun. Just like Emberfell, too many monsters must have showed up all at once and caught them unprepared. We were lucky that my dad and Sammus were there to organize and help with the defense, or we would have suffered the same fate.

The thought of encountering monsters with flower buds on their backs by ourselves made my blood run cold. If the same thing had happened here, then the situation across Elathia must have been far worse than we had imagined.

I had overheard Darla’s conversation with the girls that she had visited Emberfell to seek help from my dad and Sammus on her master’s behalf. Monster attacks had ramped up across the continent and the adventurers were spread thin, trying to deal with all of them.

“Oh no,” Brielle murmured from my right, drawing my attention to her.

The dragonkin was staring in frightful horror at something ahead and I followed her gaze to find a dismembered corpse… No, corpses scattered across the town square. Heads, limbs and torsos littered the ground that had been painted red.

“What the fuck happened here?” I gasped before wincing from the overwhelming stench of blood.

“The essences are grouped about fifty yards east of here,” Steel Heart said with a hint of panic in his voice.

Got it! I acknowledged as my gaze scanned over the scatter of body parts.

The corpses were a mix of humans and beastkin. This far from Windcrest Coast, the population of the townspeople became more diverse. They were too mangled to make out much, but the brown leather armor and spears identified them as the town guards.

“Steel Heart said he could sense essences from that way,” I said, pointing toward the east side of town where another street cut across the town square intersecting to the one we were on.

With that, I headed in the direction of the survivors, cautious of our surroundings and fully prepared. Wood smoke lingered in the air as soft crackles of fire interspersed with the sound of our footsteps.

We picked our way through the barren street with only blood stains to mark the passing of a horrific slaughter. Then a realization dawned on me. Considering how much blood had been spilled and the destruction all around us, there should have been more bodies. Something was definitely off here. The thought lingered heavily in my mind, but we wouldn’t have an answer until we found the survivors.

After five minutes, we arrived in front of a building with an anvil carved into its sturdy-looking door. It was much more battered than others nearby. Its stone walls were gouged with deep claw marks. Its thatch roof was punctured and ripped as if the monsters were trying to get in from there. Probably because the place didn’t have a window for them to break in.

“They should be in here,” I said after confirming with Steel Heart.

“Be careful,” Brielle cautioned and I nodded.

My fingers wrapped around the door knob and twisted slowly. “We’re adventurers from Emberfell,” I announced, pushing inside only slightly so my voice could get through clearly while holding my shield up.

The survivors had likely taken a defensive position in the smithy, so they might attack me if I just burst in carelessly. Steel Heart had said most of them were children, which would make the people guarding them even more skittish.

“We’re here to help!” I added and waited for a response.

I shut the door and glanced behind me at the girls before tipping my chin for them to take a few steps back. If I was actually attacked, I would need room to dodge and didn’t want any of them to get caught by surprise.

Once they had taken up position a few feet back and were prepared to assist me, I turned my attention back to the smithy. I turned the knob slowly, then pushed open the door once more.

“I’m coming inside. Please don’t panic,” I said before taking a tentative step into the building.

Movement flashed across my vision when I took the second step, followed by a blur of brown leather and a glint of steel. I immediately ducked behind my buckler, bracing myself for the strike. But nothing came.

I quickly pushed the door open fully as I leaped backward to land on the street. A guard was standing behind the entrance with a spear clutched tightly in his hands. Its sharp tip pointed in my direction.

The large triangular ears atop his head of blue hair and his frantically sweeping fluffy tail made him either a foxkin or wolfkin. I didn’t have enough experience with beastkin to know the differences. At least not yet.

“Who are you?” he growled, fixing me with a pair of piercing yellow eyes while baring his fangs.

“We’re just passing by,” I said with a  calming hand in front of myself. I gestured to the girls before adding, “We were traveling to Vinhels from Emberfell when we saw smoke rising from this town. So, we came to investigate.”

His shoulders slumped at my explanation and the tip of his spear dipped toward the ground. Still, I didn’t dare make any sudden movement, fearing I would spook him.

“What happened here?” Darla asked, stepping forward.

The male guard immediately looked relieved at the sight of the Cleric. Seeing someone from the same race had likely put him at ease, and the pointed tip of his weapon lowered to rest on the floor.

He turned to look over his shoulder before saying, “It’s safe. You can come out now.”

His attention returned to us as a group of around fifteen children from different tribes of beastkin along with a few humans shuffled behind him. A female tigerkin followed behind them. From her black uniform, she was undoubtedly a clerk from the Adventurer’s Guild.

Her orange, shoulder-length locks had white and black highlights that resembled tiger fur. Her golden eyes were round and without the vertical slits like Darla or Brielle. She also had a large frame and muscled body that bulged against the white shirt beneath her black vest.

“My name is Lucas, and these are Amelia, Darla and Brielle,” I said, gesturing to the girls from right to left. “Can you tell us what happened here?”

“I am Narius Sunmane,” the tigerkin said, stepping forward calmly. Her orange brows furrowed as she looked away for a moment. “We were attacked by monsters from the underground dungeon to the north.”

“Monsters from the dungeon?” Amelia blurted, incredulous.

Narius nodded before her gaze returned to me. “There’s only one dungeon in this area, so the local adventurers had been able to keep it and other monsters in the area under control without issue. But they had been called to aid Vinhels because of the massive spike in monster activities in that region. Because of that, the number of monsters around here has risen significantly.”

“That’s why they came out of the dungeon to hunt for more food?” I asked.

She nodded again before adding, “Not only that. The nightweavers had also become stronger and more vicious. Our walls and guards had been able to repel a small number of them, but not a whole horde.”

“Ho-Horde of nightweavers?” Darla gasped from behind me and her voice had an uncharacteristic tremble.

“What are nightweavers?” I asked the clerk.

“They are Threat-Level 3, arachnid-type monsters that live underground. Similar to the ant-type like the terranics, they also have segmented bodies and a hard carapace. I can give you more information on the dungeon and the monsters within if we head back to the Guild,” she said.

I turned around to face the girls and knew exactly what Amelia and Brielle wanted to do without needing to ask. Darla, on the other hand, had a torn expression on her face. The desire to help was there in her eyes, but there was also a heavy tinge of trepidation as well.

“Are you alright?” I asked the catkin, not caring that we hadn’t been on speaking terms. If there was a problem, I wanted to know about it before we ventured into the dungeon.

Her face turned bright red and she looked as if she was offended by my question. “I-I’m fine,” she said, averting her gaze.

I frowned at her reaction but didn’t want to press the issue. “What do you guys want to do? I vote that we should clear this dungeon,” I said, raising a hand and knowing exactly how my companions would respond. Well, at least Amelia and Brielle. I wasn’t close enough with Darla to assume anything.

“Let’s do it!” the Archer agreed with a nod.

“Yes, we must help them,” the Monk said, lifting a fist in front of herself.

Then all of us turned to look at the Cleric and she seemed to shrink away from the attention. I was tempted to press her for an answer, but she gritted her teeth and looked up at me with a flash of determination in her eyes before I could.

“I-I can do it! I’ll help too,” she said before quickly looking away again.

I was surprised by her outburst. That was a lot more words than anything she had said to me in the past two weeks. I knew better than to point that out, of course.

With the decision to clear the dungeon settled, I turned back to Narius. “Would you mind leading the way to the Guild please?”

“Certainly!” she said with hope in her voice.

Leaving the children behind in the smithy to keep them away from the gruesome sight, we made our way back toward the town square with the tigerkin. She explained that the nightweavers had come out of the forest and attacked the town a few hours ago.

It had happened several times before, so the guards were prepared. This time, however, there were just too many of them. The spider monsters overwhelmed their defenses so fast that the town was overrun in minutes.

The nightweavers had run rampant on the streets, killing anyone who fought back and capturing whoever they found. They wrapped the captives in cocoons before carrying them back to their nest.

Unlike other monsters that eat their prey by tearing flesh from bones, the arachnid-types broke them down externally with digestive enzymes over the course of a few days. After that, they would suck up the liquefied tissues from within the cocoons.

“That sounds like a very gruesome way to die,” Steel Heart said with an impression of a shudder.

That’s why we must get to them as fast as we can, I said and couldn’t help but shudder along with him.

“I couldn’t agree more.”


CHAPTER THREE

FRUIT OF LABOR

We arrived at the Guild after a short walk from the smithy. We had already passed the building earlier when we entered the town square. The crossed staff and sword in front of a heater shield was prominent above the archway entrance. No adventurer could have missed it.

The doorless design that was meant as a welcoming gesture to all, had also made the Guild an impractical place to hunker down during the monster attack. To be fair, however, not many places would if the town was already overrun.

“Oh good. The Spatial Storage is still intact,” Narius said before sighing in relief as she strolled into the lobby of the Adventurer’s Guild.

Compared to the one in Emberfell, this building was considerably smaller. Instead of a full map of Elathia, only a small region around Haeron was on the wall to my left with color pins with numbers marking the quest locations.

“What are the numbers for?” I asked, pointing at the Quest Board.

The clerk glanced over at the direction I indicated and smiled sheepishly. “Oh, the numbers are for us to look up the quests. Because our space is so limited, we can’t put up big maps and have all the information laid out for adventurers like in bigger cities. So, that’s the compromise we have to make.”

I nodded along. “The color coding is already enough to let the adventurers know if they’re qualified for the quest or not. I think it’s pretty smart.”

Her face lit up at my response before she puffed out her chest. “Thank you! I actually came up with that idea,” she said proudly.

Just like outside, claw marks drew deep fissures in the wooden floor and walls as splashes of blood filled the air with iron tang. The open space and wind had lessened the intensity of the stench to a bearable degree, but the sight still left me nauseated.

The clerk stopped in the middle of the lobby and turned around to face us fully before she said, “This is good enough. The Vault can only be accessed within the confines of the Guild. That’s why we had to return here.”

From the look on her face, there might be things she didn’t want to see behind the row of counters that was the employee only area. I nodded in agreement and spared her the need to explain anything.

“We’ll need to update Plates of Record for Lucas Leonus, Amelia Tiadus, Brielle Emeraldwind, and Darla Ravengrace,” I said, speeding things along so we could get to dealing with the dungeon before nightfall.

If Narius recognized our last names, she didn’t show it. The tigerkin furrowed her orange brows in concentration for a moment before four palm-sized metal tablets appeared in her hands.

She handed them to me before I distributed them amongst our party. Once that was done, I hovered my hand over the Plate and felt the familiar tugging sensation on my palm when it verified my essence signature.

Just like I had expected, the monsters we had killed over the past two weeks didn’t provide enough essence for me to earn a promotion. However, each of my skills had gained a few levels from the constant fighting. I had also trained hard on Bash and had pushed it to level 4.

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Knight Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Invigorate (level 6)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level 5)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 5)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 4)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 2 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

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

To my pleasant surprise, Invigorate also had an increased duration—from sixty to one hundred and twenty seconds. I had been a bit confused since it had seemed to last longer, but I wouldn’t have known without the confirmation. The duration had likely improved at level 5, so there might be another increase at level 10.

Bash also had its Stun duration increased to two seconds, from one. I assumed it would increase along with the skill damage as its level grew higher. It had been immensely useful in a fight and I couldn’t wait to see how much better it would become at higher levels.

“Damn! All the fighting over the past two weeks really paid off,” Amelia chirped from beside me before turning her Plate around so I could see.

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Sense (level 6)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level 5)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 5)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 3)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 2

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Imbue Poison (level 4)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 8 seconds

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

She was right. Though our Rank hadn’t increased, our skills had clearly benefited from all the monsters we had slain.

At level 6, the Archer could use Sense for a full minute while also having her sight, smell, and hearing enhanced drastically from it. The increased duration of Pierce to sixty seconds would also help conserve her essence for other skills.

But the increased duration of Imbue Poison was certainly going to benefit us the most. Eight seconds of Poison and Slow would give us a very large window to attack and turn the tide of battle.

“Mine too!” Brielle said with a beaming smile from my other side. She quickly flipped her tablet around so both Amelia and I could have a look.

BRIELLE EMERALDWIND

Class: Monk Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Iron Fist (level 6)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level 4)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 52 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Essence Recovery (level 4)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boost regenerated essence

Every: 32 seconds

Iron Defense (level 3)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

We had found every chance we could to let her use Essence Explosion so she could get better at using the skill. The level increase had greatly reduced its essence consumption and allowed her to use it considerably longer in combination with the Essence Booster old Niel had given her.

However, the frequent usage of the skill also had yielded an unexpected result. The dragonkin had found out that she could forcefully deactivate Essence Explosion before her essence completely depleted, essentially preventing her from going into a Burnout.

The revelation had left all of us speechless. Brielle herself also didn’t know it was possible. Well, she confessed that since she had always been afraid of monsters and didn’t fight anything stronger than rodenites, she had missed out on a lot of the combat lessons.

“I-I’ve also gained a level on my skills,” Darla said, barely loud enough for us to hear and drew our attention to the metallic tablet in her hand. Her face was red as she looked away with quivering lips.

I raised a brow at her willingness to share the information with me but also didn’t quite understand her expression. I had half expected her to only disclose the changes to her stats with the girls and leave me out, but I was nonetheless glad she had decided to share it.

DARLA RAVENGRACE

Class: Cleric Rank: 4

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Heal (level 6)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level 5)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boosting absorbed mana

Every: 28 seconds

Divine Shield (level 4)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a small amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level 3)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

The Cleric had helped us immensely during the countless battles we had encountered along the way. She had protected us with Divine Shield and mended out injuries without complaints. If not for her, we would have arrived at Haeron in a much worse state.

“I assume you also have things to trade,” Naruis said after giving us a few moments to examine our Plates of Record.

I turned back to her and nodded before sending out a transfer request. Countless columns of slotted shelves overlaid my vision once the clerk accepted. I had grown used to the sudden appearance of the Spatial Storage interface at this point and quickly picked all the monster parts for her.

The tigerkin’s eyes widened in surprise as my transfer appeared in front of her. “You killed this many monsters in two weeks?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said before quickly adding, “Darla said that there hadn’t been this many during her trip to Emberfell.”

“N-No,” Narius agreed, her voice trembling before turning to look at me. “Adventurers don’t usually encounter over four hundred monsters in just two weeks. How did you survive the journey here?”

I stared at her without words for a moment and just shrugged. Not knowing how to respond. “We… just fought,” I said with an awkward chuckle.

The constant fighting had been rather grueling, but it was nothing compared to the mad dash into the horde of several hundred monsters in our defense of Emberfell. Facing down a group of three to five at a time was easy in comparison.

She blinked at me with a slack jaw for several moments and only managed to pull herself together when Amelia cleared her throat. She scrambled to regain her composure and smiled sheepishly.

“R-Right. Give me a moment,” she said with an apologetic nod before her eyebrows furrowed in concentration.

A transfer request pressed softly against my mind soon after and I accepted it. With that, the number above my money pouch in the Spatial Storage increased from almost seven thousand eight hundred vinhs to a little over thirteen thousand. The corpses of the monsters we slain had netted us nearly six thousand vinhs.

I was still staring wide-eyed at the money we had earned before a scroll appeared in my storage. A name came up when I focused on it.

“What is an Exploration Scroll for?” I asked, closing the overlaying interface.

“It’s a new invention from the Adventurer’s Guild that allows a party to quickly learn about an evaluated dungeon,” Narius said. “It’d just arrived about a week ago, so Emberfell probably hadn’t received it yet when you left.”

“Seriously?” I blurted.

“Yes, all you have to do is use it like a skill scroll and everyone in your party will have all the information about the underground dungeon you’ll be heading to.”

“That’s so awesome,” Amelia murmured from beside me.

“Before you go, you should visit the shops and get everything you need for the dungeon run,” the tigerkin suggested.

“Are the shops still open?” I asked, not sure if anyone in their right mind would still want to run their business after such a gruesome tragedy.

“I highly doubt it matters at the moment,” she started, then looked bashful as if she couldn’t believe she was about to say it. “Just take whatever you need and we can deal with the payments later.”

I lifted a brow at her. “A-Alright. If you say so.”


CHAPTER FOUR

SPIDERS

Our party arrived at the dungeon entrance after twenty minutes of hiking north across grassland and dense forest. We encountered a few terranics along the way, but made quick work of them.

Narius had taken us to the local item shop, which was deserted as expected. The front door was broken but most of the interior remained intact. The owner had likely abandoned the place as soon as the nightweavers appeared, so there was no one here to put up resistance.

The Exploration Scroll had revealed that the Valorant-Tier dungeon would be in complete darkness and many of its monsters could also inflict Poison. Because of that, we grabbed all of the Healing Potions and Poison Cure, along with magical torches from the shop, which amounted to fifteen of each item.

Each of us kept one Healing Potion and one Poison Cure in our pouches for easy access while putting everything else in my Spatial Storage to prevent the bottles from breaking.

I had learned that lesson the hard way while fighting the bloodfang when my only Healing Potion shattered after a bad tumble. That was a mistake I didn’t intend to repeat.

“Let’s place our Return Markers,” I said and the girls held out the Return Scroll.

Everyone took a step back before placing the scrolls on the ground. Placing a hand on the one in front of me, I focused my essence into it for a brief moment. The Return Scroll disintegrated outward from the center into shimmering embers, then disappeared.

We stood one by one when we were done placing our Marker. With a nod of affirmation, I held out my fist between the four of us. Amelia bumped her knuckles with mine while Brielle used the side of her hand so she wouldn’t stab us with the spikes on the Beast Breaker. Darla only stared in confusion.

“That’s our thing. We fist bump,” the Archer explained to her and gave her a bright smile. “I know you’ll be leaving the party once we reach Vinhels, but feel free to join in our little ritual if you’d like.”

“O-Okay,” the catkin said and gingerly put her fist up against ours.

“Alright! Let’s go kick those spiders’ asses Mystic Seekers style!” Amelia cheered.

The Cleric seemed to shrink back from the statement, and I couldn’t help but eye her in concern. “Are you alright? You don’t look well.”

Her gaze immediately snapped to meet mine and the flash of fear in them made me immensely worried. She quickly looked away from me with a deep frown before saying, “I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?” I pressed, genuinely concerned for her safety. If she wasn’t feeling well, then entering a dungeon could be dangerous for her. “You don’t have to—”

“I’m fine!” she bit out before adding, “I can handle myself.”

All my concern for her evaporated at her words. I had been trying to befriend her despite her hostility toward me but this was it. I gave up. Grinding my teeth, I spun away and stalked to the dungeon entrance.

“Darla’s essence feels a bit strange,” Steel Heart said with a thoughtful impression on my mind.

She can’t stand the sight of me. That’s why, I said, simmering with frustration.

“I don’t know about that, but she’s definitely frightened and… embarrassed?”

My golden brows shot up before I spared the Cleric another glance. It wasn’t in my nature to ignore someone in need. Especially when that person was one of my companions. However, she had explicitly expressed that she didn’t need my help, so I forced my gaze away and forced the concern aside.

Well, she said she can handle herself. There’s nothing more I can do for her. I shrugged.

“That’s awfully cold of you, my boy. But I know you’re just saying that because you’re annoyed. Give yourself a minute to cool down, then be on the lookout for her, alright?” Steel Heart said with a chuckle.

I let out a slow sigh but didn’t object to his request. I wouldn’t be able to ignore her even if I tried. That much I knew about myself. Just like Amelia and Brielle, I also intended to keep Darla safe even if she hated me.

Withdrawing a magical torch from the Spatial Storage, I gave it to Brielle. We had agreed on her being the one holding the torch since I was better equipped to protect the party if we were ambushed.

When I looked over at the other two girls to confirm their readiness, I was surprised to see Darla clutching onto a mace with both hands. The weapon looked heavy and sturdy with a thick metal shaft and a round, spheric head.

My dad had told me that it wasn’t uncommon for magic users to carry weapons for protection from melee threats. Especially Clerics since they only had a limited number of offensive spells.

Still, I could understand carrying something light like a dagger or a shortsword. A mace was a bit… over the top if I was being honest. Then again, who was I to judge what kind of weapons she should be comfortable with. As long as she was happy, she could use whatever she wanted.

I guess you’re right about her being frightened, I thought as a pang of guilt stabbed my chest.

“I know she hasn’t been very friendly with you, but don’t be too hard on her,” he pleaded and I couldn’t help but agree.

“Why did you bring out the mace?” Amelia asked from beside the catkin as she eyed the blunt weapon curiously.

“I-It… It just gives me con—confidence. I-I don’t usually need it, but I… err… I feel like holding onto something this time,” Darla sputtered with a shaky voice.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” the Archer asked with a worried expression.

“Y-Yes! Yes! Totally. I’m totally fine,” the Cleric said in a pitch that was way too high for anything in a normal conversation.

“Don’t push yourself too hard. Try to stay close to me, okay?”

Darla looked at her before nodding. “O-Okay.”

Something was clearly wrong with the catkin but, if even Amelia couldn’t get her to confess, then there was nothing I could do. A part of me was tempted to just head back and leave her in Haeron.

However, this was our first Valorant-Tier dungeon and we would need all the help we could get. A Cleric would play a crucial role in our survival. Plus, Darla would lose out on all the essence we could absorb from the monsters. Doing that wouldn’t benefit any of us.

So, I would keep an eye out for her and hope whatever problem she was having wouldn’t put all of our lives in too much danger. With that in mind, I turned around and stepped into the dungeon.

Fire enveloped one end of the magical torch when Brielle activated it with a bit of essence, illuminating the steps fifteen feet in front of us. Unlike the flame of a normal torch, this one fed off the Mana in the air, which allowed it to burn for a full day.

I drew Steel Heart and held the buckler in front of me as I took the lead down the steps. The stench of mildew and decay slammed into me like a punch to the face when we reached the bottom.

According to Narius, this dungeon was a system of caves that had countless splits and turns. Compared to the Novice-Tier dungeon we had cleared, it would definitely be a lot more complex.

Fortunately, nothing popped out from the darkness to attack us until we were well inside the dungeon.

Anything out of the ordinary? I asked Steel Heart.

“Nope,” he responded curtly.

Nope, as in there’s no monsters?

“Oh no. There are shit ton of monsters in here. But that’s nothing out of the ordinary for a dungeon, no?”

Dammit, Steel Heart!

“Chill, my boy. The monsters are just roaming around. There’s nothing to worry about. At least not—Well, never mind. They noticed you. Incoming ahead!”

“Fucking shit. Monsters!” I growled and immediately halted.

Two terranics burst into the sphere of light surrounding us in the next heartbeat just as Steel Heart had warned. An arrow whistled past me and punched through one of the ants between its mandibles, killing it instantly. I didn’t waste time being surprised and lunged forward to cleave the remaining monster in half.

“Nice shot!” Brielle cheered, turning to beam at Amelia.

“Good thinking to keep Sense active,” I praised my redhead lover.

I didn’t know for sure since there were no outward changes when she used the skill. However, I assumed that was the case because of her incredible reaction time.

“Of course! We can’t just keep relying on Steel Heart, you know,” she said, bracing a hand on her hip in a triumphant pose.

The bright smile on her face made me want to just wrap her in my arms and kiss her. But I knew better than to act on that desire. A Valorant-Tier dungeon was far more dangerous than a Novice-Tier one and we couldn’t let our guards down.

From how she didn’t leap into my arms and kiss me herself meant she also felt the same way. That was likely the reason she had kept Sense active. The skill enhanced her sight, hearing, and smell several times, which allowed her to detect threats from quite a distance without needing to wait for my alert.

The skill was how we had managed to find rodenites in the forest quickly during our first two months as adventurers. It might have been just a useful skill then, but in a dungeon where we couldn’t see past fifteen feet in all directions, it could become the difference between survival and death.

“Make sure to let me know when you’re waiting for the cooldown,” I said and she nodded in affirmation.

With that, we continued down the dark passage. The rocky walls expanded into a branching path after a few more minutes of walking. Unfortunately for us, the Exploration Scroll didn’t provide the full map of the dungeon right away. It only recorded the paths I had taken and showed it in an overlay at the top right corner of my vision.

Narius had mentioned that the Guild had made it this way on purpose to maintain the thrill and excitement of exploration. I completely understood and wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment, but a version with a full map would be immensely useful in our current situation.

Under normal circumstances, I would have been happy to carefully explore the dungeon, taking every path, so we could collect all the loot and treasure. The problem was, we didn’t have a lot of time and taking detour after detour might cost the villagers their lives.

“Let’s take the right path,” I suggested, glancing over my shoulder at the girls.

Amelia shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I agree,” Brielle said and Darla nodded shakily.

A skittering noise echoed in the darkness after a few more minutes of trudging through the narrow passage. Something was coming for us but I couldn’t make sense of their position with the sound bouncing off the walls and seemed to be coming from several directions at once.

Fortunately, my Archer companion and Steel Heart were there to provide support. Both of them called out at the same time and I spun around just in time to see a black ant and a gray ant scurrying into the light behind us.

Darla yelped in surprise as the monsters rushed at her. However, before the terranic could attack, Amelia had already launched her arrow into its mouth and killed it instantly.

The other ant, the ashenic, skidded to a halt next to its friend’s corpse. Its red eyes glowed and my heart clenched, knowing exactly what it was about to do. The monster was going to launch its projectile attack but, instead of a black spike, it could shoot a lava ball from its mouth.

“Watch out!” I cried out and tried to rush forward, but the Cleric got in my way as she stumbled backward in shock.

Lucky for us, the Exploration Scroll provided the information to everyone in the party. Brielle didn’t hesitate to drive at the ashenic as its segmented body curled up in preparation to shoot its lava ball.

The cave walls turned bright orange as the attack flew from the ant’s mouth. I grabbed Darla’s shoulder to pull her back and raised my shield in front of her, gritting my teeth and bracing for the heat.

Without hesitation, the dragonkin swatted the molten projectile aside with the back of her gauntlet. The ashenic shrieked indignantly before its angry cry was cut short when the Monk caved in its head with her spiked fist.

The lava ball sizzled on the rocky wall as I called out, “Shit, Brielle! Are you alright?”

“Y-Yes… I’m fine,” she said with a sheepish grin.

Her gauntlet was still scorching to the touch when I reached for it. Jerking back from the intense heat with a grunt, I didn’t give up and immediately worked frantically to pull it off again. To my utter surprise, she hadn’t suffered any burn. In fact, her skin didn’t even redden.

The green scales on the back of her hand and arms shimmered in the fading orange glow of the lava ball and the realization struck me. I was a damn fool. Brielle was a dragonkin, so she likely had some kind of resistance to the elements.

“Fire won’t hurt me. Not at this level, at least,” she said, her cheeks blooming with color.

I only managed a chuckle before darkness enveloped us completely. The Monk had dropped the torch during the skirmish, so she could engage our enemies with both hands. The dust and moisture on the floor had probably caused it to go out.

A new torch was in my hand and burning a moment later. I put the used torch into my storage. It would still work once I fed a little essence into it. We just didn’t need two torches and would rather save one for the time being.

Upon careful deliberation, we shifted our formation into a tight triangle instead of the diamond-shaped one we had used since we left Emberfell. We had only encountered frontal attacks, so our original formation made sense because it kept the Cleric safe.

With the monsters coming at us from both ends, the diamond-shape would make it hard for us to protect her if we were attacked from behind. The new formation would put her in the middle with me at the front while Amelia and Brielle guarded our rear.

We found a dead end after ten more minutes of venturing through the oppressive darkness. A thin layer of spider web covered the rocky walls but, no matter how hard we looked, there was no other way through.

“Dammit!” I grunted, turning around to face the girls. “Let’s go back.”

“Watch out!” Steel Heart warned just a heartbeat before three black shapes dropped from the ceiling into the path behind us.

Amelia already had her arrow nocked as she twisted around, taking aim. A cry of fear erupted in the middle of our formation, startling all of us and causing the Archer’s attack to fly wide.

“No! No. NO!” Darla screamed, scrambling backward into me.

“What the fuck?” I yelped in shock and toppled to the ground with a grunt of pain with her tangled atop me.

The magical torch fell from her fingers as she scrambled frantically and crawled over. I quickly reached for it and kept the fire from going out. Losing the light would literally get all of us killed when our enemies were the only ones that could see in the dark.

I hurried to my feet but the monsters, the nightweavers, had already launched their attacks. Without me to hold them off, Brielle had to take on the role of protecting Amelia. She managed it for the time being, but not for long. The spiders would quickly overwhelm her without my help.

The Archer loosed an arrow at one of the monsters, undoubtedly aiming at the small gap between its mandibles, but it skittered out of the way just in time. They were surprisingly fast, compared to the ants.

Without a second thought, I activated Surge—Steel Heart’s skill that enhanced my agility. My body immediately felt lighter as I lunged at our enemies, leaving the Cleric behind.

A nightweaver leaped toward Amelia as she reached for another arrow from the quiver on her right hip. She stiffened at the oncoming danger and her amber eyes widened with fear.

I was still several steps away and would never reach her in time. My heart lurched at the horrifying sight before Brielle stepped in. Her fist slammed into the spider from the side. From the sickening crunch, she had definitely used Iron Fist and shattered its carapace.

The monster flew sideways into the wall, splattering its insides before crumbling to the ground. I opened my mouth to praise her, but my words turned into a gasp for horror.

“Look out!” I cried as the remaining two nightweavers were soaring toward the dragonkin.

Her side was exposed and the spiders easily tackled her to the ground. She yelped, then grunted in pain when they bit into her arm and leg. I was there before they could do more harm to her.

My blade flashed white and blue in the fire light as I cleaved one of the monsters in half before bringing my sword down to end the other. Blue ichor and monster guts splashed across arms and legs, a few droplets even splattered on my cheeks, but I was too worried to care.

I carefully pulled Brielle from under the nightweavers and grimaced at the sight of green pus oozing from the bite marks on her arm and leg. The black spiders didn’t have dangerous ranged attacks like the ants, but their bites were poisonous.

Unlike Amelia’s Imbue Poison, the nightweaver’s Poison didn’t have a duration and would continue to chip away at her health until she was cured or dead. That was the reason Narius had recommended we take all the Poison Cure in the item shop.

The Archer was beside me in the next moment. “Is she alright?”

“She’s poisoned,” I growled through gritted teeth as I retrieved Poison Cure from the Spatial Storage.

“Hey! Calm down, my boy. Breathe,” Steel Heart urged, but I wasn’t hearing it.

I gave the vial to Amelia and left her to care for the dragonkin. She called after me but I ignored her. Even my sword’s warnings sounded far away as the anger pounded in my ears.

Darla was huddling against the dead end and clutching onto her mace as if it was her lifeline. My mistake was not taking a second to breathe. If I had, I might have noticed the horror in her eyes, the trickle of tears on her pallid face, or the dirt and grime that had stained her pristine white robe, and stopped myself.

But I was too enraged at the sight of Brielle's injuries. Too angry at myself for not reaching her in time. Too afraid of seeing my friend getting hurt. Too frustrated with the catkin for hating me without a reason.

“What the fuck was that?” I screamed at the Cleric, gesturing roughly at the nightweaver corpses and Brielle. “Why didn’t you tell us you’re afraid of spiders? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“I… I—I’m sorry,” she sniffled, hugging her knees tighter against her chest. Her ears twisted down and flattened atop her head while her tail curled around her ankle.

“Sorry?” I snarled, my shoulders tensing as I stalked closer. “Sorry isn’t going to change the fact that Brielle is hurt. I trusted you! We trusted you! Telling us that you’re afraid of spiders is the least you can do to prepare us!”

“Stop! Lucas! Calm down!” Steel Heart shouted in my head but the blood roaring in my ears was too loud for me to hear reason.

“What are you going to do if it’s much worse?” I asked, my voice raising. “What are you going to do if… if she—”

“Stop!” Amelia cut in.

Her arms wrapped around my torso as she pressed tight against my back in the next moment. “Stop,” she pleaded.

“Stop… please… no more… I’m sorry… I’m sorry” The words came in whispered sobs, drawing our attention to the Cleric.

She was clutching at her temples, her fingers fisting her own hair. Tears were pouring down her cheeks now. Her eyes were squeezed shut and her brows knitted together as she continued to apologize in ragged rasps.

My heart wrenched at the torment on her face. The raging anger in my chest instantly fizzled out. My shoulders slumped and Steel Heart nearly slipped from my fingers. Fuck! What have I done?

Amelia stepped around to face me. She placed a gentle hand on my chest while the other cupped my cheeks. Her lips pressed against mine and lingered there for a moment. It was soft and soothing.

“It’s alright. Brielle is fine. Go give her a Healing Potion,” she said once she drew back. Then she glanced over her shoulder at the catkin before returning her gaze to me. “Let me talk to her.”

I nodded weakly, and she gave me an empathetic smile.

Leaving her with Darla, I turned away and trudged toward Brielle, who sat propped up against the cave wall. I dropped on one knee beside her.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, withdrawing a Healing Potion from the Spatial Storage before it appeared in my palm.

“I’m okay,” she said with a grunt as I unstopped the vial and handed it to her.

“I’m sorry you had to see that.” I flashed her a sheepish smile. “I was just so angry when I saw you get hurt.”

She didn’t say anything and drank the potion, then handed it back to me. Taking the empty bottle from her, I deftly put it in my storage.

“Thank you,” Brielle said.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m the one with the Spatial Storage. Carrying all these potions is nothing.”

“No, I mean…” she retorted as her emerald eyes shifted to meet mine. Her cheeks turned slightly red when she said, “Thank you for worrying about me.”

“O-Of course.”

Her hand reached up to grab mine and I closed my fingers around hers in response. A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips as she said, “You’re very kind, Lucas. I know because you helped me gain confidence and overcome my fear. I wouldn’t have come this far without you and Amelia.”

“That’s not true. You’re strong. You could have—”

She shook her head, cutting me off. “I’m grateful, Lucas. You were patient with me. So, please be patient with Darla. We’re not the same, but I’m sure she’ll open up to you once she gets to know you better.”

My jaw hung open as I stared at her in surprise. I opened and closed my mouth a few times before words came out. “S-Sure. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at her.”

“You don’t have to apologize. I’m very happy that you care for me,” she said, then quickly looked away with flushed cheeks as her tail tapped nervously on the ground.

Her shy reaction was so adorable that I couldn’t help but chuckle. My anger had fizzled out at the sight of Darla’s tears. Now, it was completely forgotten.

Reflexively, I reached up to stroke the dragonkin’s head between her green horns just the way she liked it. She leaned into my touch with a soft purr and I was happy to stay this way for as long as she wanted.

Well, that was until Amelia called out, “Let’s get going.”

Brielle let out a soft, adorable whine and her lips turned down in a pout at the redhead’s urging. Still, she didn’t protest and promptly stood with me. As much as I enjoyed petting her head, we still had the townspeople to save.


CHAPTER FIVE

DECISION

Amelia pulled me aside to have a somewhat private conversation before we backtracked toward the split. Knowing the cue, Brielle went over to keep Darla company and see if she could do anything to help the other girl feel better.

My first thought was to have the catkin leave the dungeon with her Return Scroll. However, I quickly dropped the idea when I realized she could encounter monsters on her way back to Haeron alone.

Keeping her with us was safer after I took a moment to consider the outcome. At least, now, we knew she was afraid of spiders and could work something out. The situation wasn’t ideal but we would do our best to accommodate her.

“It’s some kind of childhood trauma. She wouldn’t tell me, but the incident really scarred her,” my redhead lover said with a hushed tone. “Give her a bit of time. She promised she’ll do her best to get it together.”

I didn’t argue and nodded. Darla staying and continuing the dungeon run with us was the best option. I had already surmised that, and Amelia’s plea had reinforced that idea.

“I know. I just lost my head back there. Sorry,” I sighed before adding, “It’s good that we know it now before we’ve got to fight a swarm of those spiders at once, I guess.”

“It’ll make things more difficult, but we also don’t have time to take her back,” Amelia said.

Shrugging, I agreed, “I figured. We’ll just have to be more cautious.”

“Brielle and I will keep an eye out for her. We’ll manage it somehow.”

“Of course, we will,” I said and flashed her a cocky smile. “We always do.”

She leaned up to give me a quick kiss before she said, “Thank you.”

With the decision made, we backtracked toward the split before turning right. Though the overlay of the dungeon map didn’t show the paths ahead, it kept track of the paths we had taken. That feature was immensely useful since it would keep us from getting lost in the maze-like cave system.

Venturing into a cave might seem simple, but the twisting tunnels and lack of visibility could easily disorient us. Coupled with not being able to tell north from south in the darkness, we could quickly get lost if we didn’t mark our tracks.

That was what my dad and Sammus had drilled into mine and Amelia’s head when we were still in training to become adventurers.

“Many adventurers have died in caves because they underestimated their complexity. Survival is one of the most important aspects of adventuring, so there is no shame in taking extra precautions when venturing into one,” the retired Knight had repeatedly told us.

What happened with the nightweavers back there? You couldn’t detect them? I asked Steel Heart as my thoughts wandered back to the earlier incident.

“That was my bad. I didn’t realize their Camouflage skill would also stop me from detecting their essence,” he said.

According to the Exploration Scroll, Camouflage was a passive skill that the spider monsters possessed. It was described as the ability to mask their presence when staying completely still, so I hadn’t expected the skill to also hide their essence from Steel Heart.

It’s not your fault. We just have to be extra cautious from now on.

“This dungeon is on a whole different level from the previous one,” he said with a dry chuckle.

You’ve got that right, buddy.

Another fork in the path appeared, forcing us to halt our progress once more. This time we took the left path. Not because there was any sign that it was the correct one. We just picked it at random.

Four ashenics scuttled toward us from the front a moment later, but Steel Heart and Amelia had detected them well ahead of the time. Darla didn’t freak out at the sight of the insectoid monsters but still let out a shaky whimper.

Still, that was several times better than her stumbling back and crashing into the other girls. On top of that, she also didn’t drop the torch in a panic like she did last time.

The Archer launched Multi Shot and took down two of them instantly. The third managed to avoid her essence arrow by a hair’s breadth. She grumbled something but I didn’t have time to pay attention.

“Stay back! Leave them to me!” I ordered before Brielle could launch herself at the ants. The last thing we needed was to leave our rear exposed if more monsters attacked us from behind.

One of the remaining ashenics spit a Lava Shot at me, bathing the cave walls and ceiling in bright orange. Bracing for the intense heat, I batted the projectile away with my buckler as I closed the distance.

The other ant curled its segmented body to unleash an attack when I came within attack range. Before it could shoot the molten ball, however, another arrow plunged between its mandibles all the way to the fletching, killing it instantly.

A smirk curled my lips as Steel Heart swung down to slice the last ashenic in half. No matter where or what new type of monsters we were facing, I could always trust Amelia to have my back.

Unfortunately, we were unlucky again. Well, not entirely. Though the path we had taken was a dead end, we found an adventurer’s skeletal remains leaning against the rocky wall, covered in spider web and dust. From the shape of the bones and large frame, this skeleton had likely belonged to a man.

Whether the flesh had rotted off from many years of being left alone or had been picked clean by the monsters that roamed the dungeon, I didn’t want to find out. The thing that was of interest to us was the quiver of arrows next to it.

Picking up the quiver, there were five arrows left inside. From the look of it, this adventurer might have fought the monsters until he died here. With the nightweaver’s Poison, the chances of that being the case was incredibly high.

“Strange. These arrowheads are red,” I mused, pulling one out of the quiver to examine.

“Why don’t you put it in the Spatial Storage, so you can see its description?” Steel Heart suggested.

My brows lifted. You’re right!

“Of course, I’m right. That’s because I’m the wisest sword you’ve ever met,” he said proudly before an impression of a sly smirk filled my mind. I forced down the urge to roll my eyes and shifted my focus back to the arrows.

With a brief concentration, I drew both the quiver and the arrows into the storage. The overlay of countless slotted shelves appeared in front of me a moment later. I scanned my inventory for a heartbeat to find the quiver and arrows before concentrating on them.

Their information immediately appeared above them. The quiver was an ordinary equipment as I had expected, but the arrows weren’t. ‘Flaming Arrows’ were arrows imbued with the fire element. They were single use and would erupt into flame upon impact.

Satisfied with the examination, I withdrew the arrows from the Spatial Storage, along with the quiver and handed them to Amelia. She eyed me quizzically, but took them from my offered hand anyway.

“They’re called Flaming Arrows,” I said before explaining their effects and conditions to her.

“Nice! I’ve seen these arrows in Emberfell, but they’re so expensive,” she said.

To my surprise, she only took the arrows and returned the quiver to me. “You’re going to put them together? How will you know which one to draw without looking?” I asked curiously.

She smirked at me before drawing her dagger from its sheath at her waist. Then she cut a deep grove into the end of the shaft. “The heroes in my stories did this for different types of arrows in their quiver, so they could pick them out by touch,” she explained.

“That’s actually very smart,” I agreed.

“Yup! This way, I don’t have to carry two quivers. Now, we just have to find out if it’s actually practical.”

We weren’t ambushed by nightweavers this time around and quickly backtracked to the fork in the path. Continuing down the other passage, we only managed a few minutes of trudging through the darkness before the spider monsters flanked us from both sides.

Fortunately, Darla kept her promise and held back her fear of the arachnid creatures. Though she let out a muffled yelp at the sight of the three nightweavers that dropped in front of me, she managed to keep from dropping the torch and scrambling away like last time.

A quick glance over my shoulder revealed that Amelia and Brielle were also facing three nightweavers of their own. I had no choice but to take down the ones facing me alone.

“Have no fear. I’m with you, my boy!” Steel Heart chirped in my head.

Thanks for the moral support, I guess. I groaned inwardly.

I was tempted to just use Obliterate and kill off the three spiders in one go, so I could rush over to help the girls. The skill was Steel Heart’s most powerful attack that would deal heavy damage in a five-foot radius around me. The cave was narrow enough that none of the monsters would escape.

However, the skill had an incredibly long cooldown while also consuming a lot of his essence. Using it on just three dungeon dwelling critters seemed like an overkill and a waste even if it would kill them instantly.

Also, I needed to trust in my companions. Amelia and Brielle were capable adventurers who didn’t always need saving. The only reason the dragonkin was bitten by the nightweaver earlier was because we were ambushed. Prepared, the two of them could handle themselves just fine.

“Support me if you can,” I said to Darla before lunging at the spiders.

I activated Invigorate, and power immediately coursed through me, enhancing my strength and damage output at the same time. With the skill at level 6, the improvement was significant and my muscles seemed to bulge against my clothes and armor.

One of the spiders leaped at me. Compared to the rodenites I had fought in the forest near Emberfell, the nightweaver was much faster. However, my agility had also increased since then, allowing me to keep up with the spider even without the enhancement of Surge.

Sidestepping to avoid its spear-like legs and sharp mandibles, I swept out with my buckler and used Bash. I had only expected to bat the spider aside and hoped to Stun it while I took care with the next one.

What I didn’t expect was for its carapace to shatter and its insides spraying out from the impact. The combination of Invigorate and Bash had dealt so much damage that my strike killed the monster instantly.

I didn’t have time to marvel at my accomplishment, however. The remaining nightweavers lunged for me at the same time, their legs spread wide to catch me and their mandibles dripping with their poisonous secretion.

Without time to move out of the way, I gritted my teeth and swung Steel Heart at the one on my right while bracing for the attack from the one on my left. I would at least kill one of them and, hopefully, not get too badly injured to deal with the other one later.

My sword flashed blue and white as he plunged through the monster’s abdomen with ease. Before the left spider could reach me, however, a brilliant golden glow filled the cave.

I instinctively drew the skewered nightweaver into my Spatial Storage and twisted toward the light. The last arachnid monster had bounced off Darla’s Divine Shield onto its back. At level 4, her spell had become more durable and could take a considerable amount of damage.

Seizing the opening, I stepped through the magical shield and stabbed down with Steel Heart. The nightweaver let out a shrill screech before going still while its legs slowly curled inward.

Drawing the monster into my storage, I spun around to check on the girls, then sighed in relief. The two of them had also finished dealing with their enemies and were unscathed.

“Thanks,” I said, nodding at Darla.

“Y-Yes,” she returned with a slight tip of her head before looking away at the ground.

From the way she was white-knuckling her mace and the incessant twitching of her tail, she was clearly afraid. However, she had fought down her fear and protected me. For that, I couldn’t help but admire her determination.

“Are you guys alright?” Amelia asked, turning around to look at me.

“We’re all good here,” I said before giving her a thumb-up.

With that, we continued onward. As we delved deeper into the dungeon, the path grew increasingly more complicated, and we took several wrong turns into dead ends. Unfortunately, there was no treasure for us to pick up. Only more monsters to fight and wear us down.

Darla was sweating profusely and looked as if she would faint at any moment after five consecutive encounters with the nightweavers. Still, she had kept her word and helped the party as best she could.

After two hours, and what seemed like an eternity of wading through the abyss, we came upon a chamber filled with stalagmites that were covered in thick layers of spider web.

That was when I took our surroundings in. With so many battles happening in rapid succession, I had failed to notice that the cave had been coated in the silky webbing for quite some time now. If my guess was right, we were likely close to where the spiders were keeping their prey.

I took a moment to examine the map of the dungeon before entering the chamber. Expanding the overlay fully, it enveloped my vision just like the countless slotted shelves of the Spatial Storage did.

There were three branching paths we hadn’t entered. There might have been treasures or more places to explore, so the chamber ahead could be a dead end. Since I hadn’t stepped inside, the map wouldn’t populate the space for me.

However, one thing was for certain. There would be something waiting for us on the other side of the threshold. The thought made my shoulders tense and the ominous aura radiating from within also didn’t help.

Let me guess. You can’t feel anything inside? I asked.

“You got that right. Looks like there’s some kind of barrier keeping me from sensing anything in there. But with their Camouflage skill, it probably wouldn’t matter anyway,” Steel Heart said with an impression of a shrug.

There’s only one way to find out, I suppose.

“Just use Obliterate if things get too dangerous. My Essence Well has grown quite a bit over the past two weeks, so I still have plenty of essence left.”

Got it!

I turned around to face the girls. “What do you guys think? Forward or backtrack?”

“There are still three passages we haven’t explored, but I have a feeling this is the way forward,” Amelia was the first to break the silence.

“I agree,” Brielle said with a nod.

“I… I think so too.” Darla agreed, but her voice was so soft and weak that I was surprised she could still keep standing.

Her skin had paled nearly to the same color as her robe and there was a hollowness around her eyes. Still, she had kept up with us for the past few hours, so I had no reason to question her conviction.

“Alright! Forward it is,” I said and received an affirmative ‘Yes’ from them.


CHAPTER SIX

SO MANY SPIDERS

With the decision made, we double-checked our inventory to ensure that each of us had one of each potions within reach. After the distribution, I was left with five Healing Potions and nine Poison Cures in the Spatial Storage.

The fights in the past two hours had dwindled our supplies significantly. If the chamber in front of us was a dead end, we might not have enough to backtrack and explore the other paths.

“Ready?” I asked, facing the stone archway with my sword at my side and my shield held in front of my chest.

“Yes!” Brielle said from my left.

“Let’s go!” Amelia confirmed from my right.

“Y-Yes. I’m ready,” Darla said with a slight tremble in her voice from behind me.

We had shifted our formation slightly by moving the Monk and Archer forward to stand at my side, instead of hanging behind the Cleric to protect her. Since the entrance would likely seal off once we entered, the chance of us being attacked from behind was practically zero.

Just as we had expected, the open entrance immediately turned into a stone wall as soon as all of us stepped through the threshold. Anxiety still raced through me even when I knew it would happen. Still, I only glanced at the solid wall a heartbeat before returning my attention forward.

Stalagmites covered in thick layers of spider web was all I could see within the dome of light surrounding us. Fortunately, the webbing didn’t do anything more than adding to the eerie atmosphere. It broke easily upon contact and didn’t look like it would hinder our movements.

“They’re coming from above!” Amelia warned and immediately aimed her arrow at the ceiling where the light of the torches couldn’t reach.

“Incoming!” Steel Heart echoed her a split second later.

Several dark shapes dropped from the shadows and landed between the stalagmites with barely a sound. With the torch only illuminated a fifteen foot radius around us, I had no idea how many monsters we were facing.

Fortunately, the dungeon gave us some reprieve. Magical torches burst to life around the chamber, revealing its circular walls and all the monsters within.

Darla let out a muffled whimper at the sight of several spiders and retreated until her back pressed against the stone wall. Amelia quickly stepped back to wrap an arm around the other girl’s shoulder, then took the torch from her hand. She extinguished the flame before stuffing it in her pouch.

I couldn’t blame the catkin for having such a reaction to something she feared. Even for someone without arachnophobia, having ten sets of eight onyx eyes stare at me with hungry determination still unsettled me.

Six of those eyes belonged to the nightweavers while the other four came from a new type of arachnid creature. Information flooded my mind as soon as I concentrated on their light gray carapace. They were slightly bigger than their counterparts but had a huge, round abdomen with a tube coming out the back.

The moonweavers weren’t particularly stronger than the nightweavers. Their larger size didn’t give them more attack power. However, they possessed skills that would incapacitate us.

Ensnare was one of those two active skills. The name was self-explanatory. The spider shot a snaring web from the tube protruding from the back of its abdomen that would cause ‘Entangled’ and ‘Slow’ on its target until broken free.

Cocoon was the second skill that captured the target with a powerful webbing. Once fully enveloped, the target would lose consciousness. Unless someone or something broke the shell, there was no way of escaping once the cocoon was completed.

With four against ten, getting captured in any of the skills would be catastrophic for all of us. We would need to avoid them at all costs and find a way to take them out first.

Unfortunately, the moonweavers were all the way in the back. With six nightweavers guarding them, the only person who had a chance at taking them down from afar was Amelia.

“I guess now is the time to try out the new arrows,” the Archer said and switched her normal arrow for a flaming one.

I nodded in agreement.

According to the Exploration Scroll, the ant and spider monsters in this dungeon were also weak against fire like the beast-types. Our run would have gone a lot smoother if we had a Fire Wizard in our party. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case, so we would have to make do with those five Flaming Arrows.

“Don’t hesitate to use the potions. We can’t rescue the townspeople if we die here,” I told the party and received affirmation in return.

With that, I activated Invigorate and Surge at the same time. Power coursed through me as my body grew noticeably lighter. If I had to guess, Steel Heart’s skills had also gained levels and became more powerful as I used them.

The nightweavers lunged for us before Brielle and I stepped forward to engage them. I sliced through one as a crack of hard shell sounded from my left. Another spider jabbed its leg at me like a spear and I batted it away with my buckler.

I twisted quickly to slash down, but a blur of black flew toward me from the edge of my vision, forcing me to halt my attack and leap sideways. A nightweaver soared past me toward the middle of our group.

“Fuck!” I grunted, following the monster with my eyes as it landed in front of Darla.

Her face turned ghastly pale as she shrieked at the top of her lungs, “No!”

I had expected her to faint from how loud she had cried out but, instead of collapsing from the fear, she lifted her mace and slammed down at the spider. The blunt weapon cracked the black carapace on its head with the first hit, then caved it in on the second.

Crushed monster organs and ichor splashed across the ground as the Cleric bludgeoned the dead spider. Droplets of blue splattered her pallid cheeks and white robe as she kept dishing out blow after blow with her eyes closed.

The silence that fell around the cavernous chamber was only interrupted by the sickening squelches of the dead nightweaver being pounded to a paste. Even the monsters seemed to shrink back and refrain from making any move from the catkin’s brutal display.

“What is that disgusting noise?” Steel Heart asked.

Trust me. You don’t want to know, I said, glancing away from the violent desecration of the nightweaver’s corpse and wishing I didn’t have to see it myself.

“Whatever it is, keep doing it! The monsters are scared. I can feel it in their essence.”

You’ve got to be shitting me!

“I shit you not!”

Darla stumbled back from the pulpy remains of the spider. Her eyes were wild and her breathing was ragged. Ichor and pulverized flesh dripped from the tip of her mace, which she held white-knuckled in both hands.

With her short black hair puffing out in a messy heap and the slimy smears on her face, she looked completely unhinged. She glared at the nightweavers and let out a feral hiss, “Get away from me! Leave me alone!”

I half expected her to charge out with a deafening war cry and start swinging at the monsters. Instead, she sobbed and her shoulders slumped. Her mace lowered to the ground, and strength seemed to drain out of her all at once.

As if sensing her weakness, the spiders screeched in outrage. I didn’t need more indication to know that the brief truce was over. Tightening the grips on my sword and shield, I engaged the first nightweaver that came for me.

Steel Heart flew in a wide arc of blue and white before slicing through the monster’s round abdomen at an angle. It crashed into the ground before scrambling to get back up, but strength drained from its limbs as its insides spilled out from the remaining half of its abdomen.

I didn’t have time to confirm if it would die from the wound, however. Another nightweaver jabbed its pointed leg at my chest and grazed my breastplate as I jerked sideways just in time. It might not have the power to punch through steel, but I also didn’t care to find out.

With an upward slash, I severed its outstretched leg, causing it to shriek and scrambling backward. I followed but only managed a step before something struck me from the side, wrapping around my left arm and torso.

“Fuck!” I growled, realizing it was a spider web from the moonweaver’s Ensnare.

The silken strands clung and coiled around my limbs like iron threads. Entangled and Slow—they were the exact sensations I felt. My vision or other senses weren’t impaired. My body just seemed several times heavier as if I was standing neck-deep in sand.

Two of the four gray spiders came for me then. They shot forward with surprising speed. I frantically pulled against the web but my sword arm hardly moved an inch. My heart raced as the monsters drew closer, their front two legs lifting and their mandibles yawning wide.

An arrow whistled past me in the next heartbeat and flew inside one of the moonweaver’s mouths. Its charge was immediately halted as it jerked back abruptly. It shuddered and convulsed violently before erupting in a fiery explosion.

The sound of its carapace shattered from within was deafening as its scorched guts sprayed in all directions. A lot of which splashed over me. With my body still affected by Ensnare, I could only clench my eyes shut and take all the blood and guts to the face.

“Rosien, god of creation! That’s powerful!” Amelia exclaimed from behind me.

My ordeal, however, was far from over. The nightweaver that was missing a leg and the other moonweavers still remained. They quickly shook off the shock and turned their attention toward me.

“Shit, shit, shit!” I grunted, pulling desperately against my bind.

Another arrow stabbed one of the black spider’s eyes and halted their advance momentarily, giving precious few seconds for me to break free. My mind reeled before recalling that my sword was sharp enough to cut through hard carapace with ease.

I turned my wrist until Steel Heart’s blue, glass-like edge made contact with the spider web. The threads immediately broke upon contact and I smiled. With another flick, the webbing loosened around me.

Amelia unleashed Multi Shot at the arachnid monsters. One of the three projectiles found its mark inside the nightweaver’s mouth while the other two bounced off the moonweaver’s body. She cursed.

“Brielle! Watch out!” Darla cried from the other side of the chamber.

“Oh shit!” Amelia yelped and the familiar twang of her bowstring rang out.

The moonweaver was upon me as I pulled myself free from Ensnare, not giving me a chance to look over at the dragonkin. I brought my buckler up to block its stabbing front legs before returning with a downward slash.

It leaped back just in time to avoid my strike, then skittered sideways behind a row of stalagmites. When it popped out on the other side, the back of its abdomen was facing me.

“Not this time, asshole!” I growled, darting for cover.

A blanket of webbing shot from the tube at the end of the moonweaver’s abdomen as I dove behind a large stalagmite. The snaring threads wrapped around my stone cover harmlessly.

With Ensnare negated, I rushed out from my cover. The moonweaver stabbed its front legs at me. I ducked to avoid one of the legs before swinging out with my shield and activating Bash

Its limb shattered upon impact with my buckler and its whole body jerked abruptly from the effect of Stun. Turning the blade above my head, I brought Steel Heart down and split its head open between its eight eyes.

“Shit! Brielle! No!” Amelia’s scream sent my heart racing in alarm.

I spun around even before the spider I had just killed hit the ground. A cold dread ran down my back at the sight of the last moonweaver holding a cocoon between its mandibles. Darla was on her knees with blood running down her right temple while Amelia aimed her arrow at the monster but didn’t release it.

Not seeing the dragonkin anywhere meant that she was inside the cocoon. Because of that, the Archer couldn’t attack. She would have to shoot through Brielle if she wanted to kill the spider.

The spider weaved through the stalagmites and disappeared through the opening on the other side of the chamber. Once it was gone, the stone wall that had blocked the entrance crumbled away.

“What happened?” I asked, rushing over to Amelia who was on one knee next to Darla.

“B-Brielle… She protected me a-and…” the catkin started before her words devolved into unintelligible sobs.

The Archer looked up at me with panic in her eyes. “I wasn’t fast enough.”

Three nightweavers laid dead with their carapaces broken and caved in. Brielle had definitely fought valiantly to protect the Cleric before Amelia helped her take out one of the moonweavers. The wooden shafts protruding from its eyes and the caved in abdomen told me that much.

“Darla did her best but there were just too many for Brielle to fight alone,” my redhead lover added as she uncorked the Healing Potion and handed it to the other girl.

I grimaced at the streak of blood trickling down the side of the catkin’s face. She must have been knocked down by the monster, which meant she was in the melee range. She might have even fought alongside the Monk with her mace.

“The… The moonweaver was going to capture me,” she said with a sniffle, then downed the Healing Potion. “B-But… Brielle pushed me out of the way. I couldn’t do anything.”

Glancing over at the exit where the spider had taken our companion, my heart raced with trepidation. Still, no one was at fault here. All of us fought hard against the enemies that outnumbered us at least two-to-one. Things could have gone much worse if I was being honest.

I took in a slow calming breath, then dropped to a knee beside the girls. Tentatively, I reached to squeeze Darla’s shoulder. She jolted at my touch but didn’t pull away, so I left my hand there.

“I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier. It wasn’t your fault and I shouldn’t have done that,” I said and tipped my head in apology before continuing, “This time is also not your fault, so don’t blame yourself.”

“Luke is right!” Amelia chimed in, grasping the catkin’s other shoulder. “The spiders are likely going to keep her alive as their food. She should still be safe in the cocoon.”

“We’ll get Brielle back. I’m sure we can,” I agreed before adding with a gentle smile, “I want to tell you not to worry, but I don’t think it’ll be possible. So, let’s just do our best together.”

She blinked up at me for a moment and, to my surprise, she smiled. That lasted a second before a blush bloomed on her cheeks and she looked away. I couldn’t help but chuckle at her reaction.


CHAPTER SEVEN

SERENITY

We found a treasure chest beneath a pile of broken rocks as we headed for the exit. One of the stalagmites seemed to have crumbled at the same time the wall that had blocked the entrance did.

Unlike the last time we had found a treasure chest in a dungeon, we didn’t have the heart to cheer and revel in the joy of discovery. Brielle was in danger and it wasn’t a celebration without her. Still, we spent a little time examining the item within.

Inside the chest was a wooden bow. The middle third of it was umber, polished to a shine while the tips were deep mahogany. Its shape was also rather different from normal bows with its top and bottom limbs curling forward.

Amelia explained that the bow was a recurve type. Compared to the normal bows, recurve bows were harder to make and had a heavier draw weight. However, its shape allowed for more power even with a considerably shorter length than a longbow. Its smaller size also made it easier to wield.

“Looks like this bow also has a name,” the Archer said as she switched the new bow with the old one.

“Like the Beast Breaker?” I asked, taking her old weapon and storing it.

“Yeah. This one is called Serenity. It has better damage output than my longbow and also does bonus damage against winged creatures.”

Serenity seemed out of place for the name of a weapon, but who was I to judge. The extra damage output was definitely great. With Pierce, her projectiles might have enough power to punch through the spider’s hard carapace. I was certain she would try it out without me telling her.

We quickly headed out the exit after that. Rushing down the dark path, we encountered more spider monsters. Fortunately, Serenity allowed Amelia’s arrows to penetrate their hard shells like I had hoped. We were able to make quick work of them because of that.

The path didn’t split up after the treasure room, but the constant fighting had kept us from progressing as fast as we had wanted. A nauseating stench of decay grew more intense and the spider web spreading across the walls and floor became thicker the further we ventured.

Two hours had passed by the time we arrived at another chamber. Stalagmites littered the ground in the area where our sphere of light could reach and likely covered most of the space like the previous one. Hopefully, there would also be magical torches along the walls to illuminate it as well.

Running a quick inventory check, our supplies had dwindled even further to just three Healing Potions and five Poison Cures. Without Brielle helping me guard our rear, I had taken the brunt of all the attacks from both front and back. I did my best to protect the girls and suffered several injuries for it.

Still, I wasn’t the only one doing all the work. Amelia had adapted to the spider’s Camouflage and learned to pick out their scent or the slightest sound of their movements. She had managed to kill them while still on the ceiling several times and saved us the trouble of fighting them.

Darla had also saved me on multiple occasions with Divine Shield. Without her, I would have been bitten and poisoned more times than I dared to count. If not for her spell, we would have already run out of Healing Potions at this point.

“My dad wasn’t kidding when he told me the Valiant Resonance started to actually make real money only after your Master joined the party. Most of their income was used to buy Healing Potions,” I mused, trying to lighten the mood.

“M-Master Roriella also said the same thing,” the Cleric said as she unstopped her last bottle of Mana Potion and drank deeply.

“She did?” I asked, surprised by her casual response. I had expected her to ignore me after the spider incident.

She eyed me briefly before looking away. “Sh-She was appalled by their finances and nearly declined their invitation. She didn’t think they could make it as adventurers at all.”

I blinked at her words before bursting into laughter with Amelia joining me. The two of us had only seen our parents as wise and experienced, so learning about the struggles and missteps of their early days was both interesting and refreshing.

“B-But she also said that joining Valiant Resonance had been the best decision in her life too,” Darla added as if afraid that we might take offense by what her Master said.

“My dad always talked about the importance of having a Cleric in the party because he would have been dead countless times if Roriella wasn’t there,” the Archer said, sidling up to the other girl. “It was just funny to hear that she nearly turned them down because of their poor money management.”

“I know, right?” I agreed with a chuckle.

The tension in my shoulders dissipated as I let the girls chat for a bit. The concern for Brielle’s safety still hung heavy on my mind but it wouldn’t do her any good if we fell to the dungeon boss and couldn’t save her.

We were nearing our limit at this point. Our disheveled and haggard states were evidence of our exhaustion. Even if we hadn’t spent as much time in this dungeon as the Novice-Tier one, the number of monsters we had encountered here had easily tripled, if not quadrupled, the other dungeon.

Amelia’s short red hair was a mess and dark smudges of dirt and blood smeared her exposed skin. The slight trembling of her hands was also a sign that she might not have the strength to draw her bow for much longer.

Her accuracy had dropped noticeably. Serenity’s heavier draw weight had also affected her speed. Considering she had shot over one hundred arrows within a few hours, her arms must already be screaming in pain at this point.

The only upside was the fact that she had been able to reuse most of the arrows. Putting them in the Spatial Storage also cleaned the head and shaft of monster blood and guts. Because of that, we could keep them in nearly perfect condition even with heavy usage.

Darla, on the other hand, had already drunk three Mana Potions. Though there hadn’t been any proven dangerous side-effects of forcefully restoring mana with the potion, the constant use of spells had worn her down. The ragged breathing and the dark circles under her eyes were clear signs of fatigue.

I also wasn’t faring much better. My armor seemed to weigh several times more than it had when we first entered the dungeon. My shield also pulled me down as if a large rock was chained to it. Even with Steel Heart’s light weight, my fingers still ached from swinging him constantly.

Speaking of my sword, even he had lost his cheery attitude. Part of it might have been his concern for the dragonkin’s well-being, but there was no doubt that the seriousness of the situation had also gotten to him.

“How are you guys holding up, my boy?” he asked, sounding worried.

Can’t you tell from our essences? I asked.

“Not going to lie. Your guys’ essences look pretty banged up to me.”

A smile lifted one side of my mouth at that. Yeah. This dungeon is on a whole different level from the Novice one. But we still have enough for another push. We’ll definitely save Brielle, no matter what.

“That’s what I want to hear!” my sword said with an impression of an approving nod.

How’s your essence looking?

“I’ve recovered enough essence for one Radiant Slash and one Surge, or just one Obliterate.”

Good to know. Thanks. I responded before turning to face the girls.

“Everyone ready?” I asked and held my fist out. They bumped it with their knuckles and nodded.

“Let’s go get Brielle back!” Amelia said firmly, despite the fatigue weighing down on her.

We checked our gear one last time, then stepped through the archway. Just like in the treasure chamber, the entrance turned into a solid stone wall once the three of us were inside. After that, magical torches lit up along the circular wall to reveal the entirety of the stalagmite-filled room.

A massive boulder that looked oddly out of place on the ceiling caught my attention. It uncoiled before eight long spindly legs stretched out behind its bulbous abdomen and segmented body.

The massive spider lowered itself with a thick thread, extending out from behind its bulbous abdomen, to land gracefully on the other side of the cavernous space. The rocky ground cracked beneath the pointed tips of its legs from its immense weight.

Its carapace was pitch black with blood red stripes. Instead of eight onyx orbs that made up the eyes of the other arachnid monsters, this one was deep crimson and seemingly filled with overwhelming hunger and malice.

I didn’t even need to wait for the information from the Exploration Scroll to know the monster in front of me was the dungeon boss—the dreadweaver. The seven foot height and legs that could easily span twenty feet were already enough to convince me.


CHAPTER EIGHT

DREADWEAVER

The dreadweaver was a Threat-Level 4 monster with two skills—Ensnaring Weave and Terrorize. The first had the same effect as Ensnare but, instead of a single target, it would cause Entangled and Slow on an area with a fifteen-foot radius. The second was a mental attack that would instill the target with Fear.

Escaping Snaring Weave was a simple matter cutting the web like I had done with the moonweaver’s Ensnare. However, this would be the first time any of us had encountered an enemy with a mental attack. We had no idea what to expect or how to prepare for it.

“Here we go!” I said and immediately activated Invigorate and Surge.

Warmth washed over me a heartbeat later and a faint shimmering light covered my body and gear. Darla had cast Protection on me. Unlike Divine Shield, the spell only boosted my defense and reduced the damage I received.

She had used it a few times during our travels, but it required more mana than Divine Shield and had proven not to be useful in short fights. In a prolonged battle, however, an improved defense could be the difference between victory and defeat.

“Thanks,” I said but didn’t dare take my attention away from the boss.

“You’re welcome,” she said before quickly adding, “B-Be careful. Protection only raises your defense. It doesn’t protect you like Divine Shield.”

My brows shot up at her warning. That was literally the most she had said to me in two weeks. On top of that, her tone lacked the bite and frustration it used to have when she had warned me in the past.

“Incoming!” Steel Heart called out as the dreadweaver lunged forward with a feral screech.

It closed the thirty yard distance of the chamber with a single leap. One of its legs shot out at me. I planted my feet and gritted my teeth as I held up my buckler. I had little trust that my shield would hold against an attack from a monster that big even with my defense boosted.

However, I also didn’t dare move from the spot because the girls were behind me. I couldn’t risk injuring them by dodging. With my grip tightened on my buckler, I tilted it at the last second before thrusting upward as the pointed tip of the dreadweaver’s leg made contact.

Sparks flared above my head as its spindly leg flew over the three of us to stab the stone wall behind. Shards of shattered rock sprayed around us but the girls were already on the move, quickly reacting to the attack.

Amelia unleashed Multi Shot at the spider, aiming for its eyes, as I swung for its outstretched leg. With the agility that betrayed its massive size, it swatted the projectiles away with one of its other legs while retreating just out of my reach.

I followed. Steel Heart slashed out at the monster in a blue and white arc once I stepped in range. To my utter shock, it blocked my blade with one of its legs. The surprise nearly cost me as I froze for a heartbeat and the monster seized the opportunity to attack.

A golden shield coalesced as the monster’s left leg jabbed into my midriff. The Divine Shield shattered instantly, but it had deflected the strike just enough.

The pointed tip stabbed through my gambeson and drew a thin gash on my side, causing me to grunt in pain. Still, that was several times better than having it punch a hole through my midriff.

Gentle heat bloomed across my wound and the pain faded just in time for me to parry another thrust. Sparks flew in my vision as Steel Heart glided along the dreadweaver’s leg.

I stepped toward the monster once the strike passed, my blade turning into position above my head. Eight crimson eyes stared into mine as I brought Steel Heart down at its head, determined to end the fight here and now.

A piercing flash of red filled my vision, blinding me. I staggered and my slash came down awkwardly. Still, the tip of my sword caught on something before cutting through. A pained screech stabbed my ears as I stumbled sideways, trying to regain my sight.

Two steps were all I managed before something slammed into me. The impact threw me backward until I crashed into a hard surface—likely a stalagmite, causing it to break. Air rushed from my lungs and my head spun as I tumbled to the ground.

“Fu—Fuck…” I groaned as the chamber came into focus once more.

I searched the cavernous space, my heart racing with panic. Without me to distract the dreadweaver, Amelia and Darla would become its targets. Suddenly, a cold dread slithered down my spine at the thought of facing the terrifying monster again.

A sharp pain in my midriff made me wince. Fortunately, nothing was broken. My armor must have taken most of the force. Fuck! I could have been dead, shattered to pieces if I wasn’t wearing it.

The image of being torn in half by the dreadweaver spindly leg flooded my mind and nausea overwhelmed me. I couldn’t possibly defeat something so powerful, so massive. How would we kill it when our weapons couldn’t even scratch it. We were doomed from the start. We needed to run!

“This is impossible,” I croaked, my thoughts spiraling into despair.

“Get a hold of yourself! The dreadweaver used Terrorize on you!” Steel Heart screamed in my head.

“No, no, no. I can’t defeat it. It’s too strong,” I muttered before scrambling backward when my gaze landed on the monstrous creature.

“If I had a leg, I’d kick your ass right now! Snap out of it. Amelia is in trouble. Can’t you see?”

I watched in horror as the massive spider lunged for my redhead lover. Instead of the desire to rush in, however, I was overwhelmed with dread. She was fighting the horrifying thing alone and I couldn’t do anything to help.

A hand seized my shoulder and forcefully turned me. Darla was there, her violet eyes blazing. The fierce determination and anger in her expression made me shrink back. She was going to berate me for being weak and useless.

But, instead of harsh words, she said, “I’m sorry.”

I blinked, unable to understand why she would apologize. She pulled her hand back. Before I could comprehend what was about to happen, her palm had already collided with my face with a sharp sound that made my ears ring.

My head snapped sideways and my vision blurred momentarily. A searing burn flared on my left cheek as I slowly turned back to stare dumbfounded up at the catkin. Her face had turned bright red.

She seized the collar of my breastplate and shook me furiously. “Amelia needs you! Stop wasting time and go help her!” she practically shouted in my face.

A second passed before her words sank in and my thoughts became clear once more. “Fuck! Amelia!” I blurted, before searching the chamber for the archer.

Darla released me, and I snatched Steel Heart from the floor. I quickly scrambled to my feet and darted into the fray. As I ran, a wave of warm energy flowed through me, easing the ache in my ribs and cheek until it vanished.

“That was so uncool. Good thing Brielle isn’t here or she might actually lose interest in you,” Steel Heart teased.

Really? You decide now is a good time to talk shit to me?

“Anytime is a good time to talk shit to you. You know why?”

Why? I asked even when I knew he was baiting me.

“Because you’re the only one who can hear me, so there’s never a bad time to talk shit to you, dummy,” he said, then laughed at his own joke.

I couldn’t help but chuckle along with him. Tension melted away from my shoulders and taking down the dungeon boss suddenly no longer seemed impossible.

Thanks, I sent the thought.

“Anytime, my boy!”

Amelia dove sideways to avoid the dreadweaver’s stabbing leg before rolling across the ground. She twisted her body at the end of the roll and came up into a crouch. With one swift motion, she drew an arrow from the quiver at her hip, nocked, aimed, and fired.

The single projectile split into three with two being made up of essence. The spider swiped its leg to bat away the attack just like it had done before. This time, however, one of the arrows exploded on its spindly appendage.

It screeched in pain, stumbling backward. Black smoke billowed from where the Flaming Arrow had landed. The gray cloud dissipated after a moment to reveal an area of sizzling flesh beneath shattered carapace.

Too bad Multi Shot couldn’t copy the element, or the attack would have done serious damage. Still, that gave us hope that we could take the dreadweaver down with a well-placed shot.

“Those elemental arrows are incredible,” I said as I stepped in front of Amelia.

She nodded before asking with a tinge of concern in her tone, “Are you alright?”

“I’m alright. Just had my head scrambled for a bit. I’m good now.” I gave her a reassuring smile and the tension in her expression lessened.

Before we could say anything more, the dungeon boss let out an indignant shriek that shook the entire chamber. Dust and specks of debris rained from the ceiling as the two of us snapped to attention.

However, instead of lunging forward to attack, the dreadweaver leaped back and scuttled up the wall. It spun around to point the tube-like appendage toward us.

“Something is coming! It’s going to use a skill!” Steel Heart warned.

The recent encounter with the moonweaver flashed through my mind as the spider drew its abdomen forward. I didn’t wait to find out what it was going to do and spun around.

Amelia let out a surprised yelp when I shoulder-carried her and darted to the side. In the corner of my eyes, a pearly ball the size of a small boulder shot from the tube before unfolding into a wide net.

“Shit!” I grunted, diving forward with both my hands wrapped around the Archer to protect her from the hard ground.

Fortunately, Invigorate and Surge were still active. The increased strength and agility allowed me to just barely escape the Ensnaring Weave by mere inches. I twisted my body mid-lunge to land on my back so I could cushion her.

My armor absorbed most of the impact, but it still left me dazed for a brief second. However, the sight of Amelia safe in my arms made all the pain fade instantly.

“Thanks!” she said with a grin.

She gave me a quick kiss on the lips before rolling off me to shoot at the dreadweaver on the ceiling. Her arrows missed their target completely as the spider swiftly weaved out of the way.

The dungeon boss had been more wary of her attacks after being hit with the Flaming Arrow, which was likely the reason for its retreat upward. The immense height of the ceiling gave it plenty of time to evade the projectiles. Because of that, I highly doubted Radiant Slash would hit as well.

“This isn’t going to end. What do we do now?” Amelia asked in annoyance.

I ground my teeth as my mind reeled for an idea. The dreadweaver could stay safe up there until its skills came off cooldown. It could keep using Ensnaring Weave again and again until one caught us. Continuing to shoot from here was also pointless since we would never hit it from this distance.

“We’ll have to watch out for Ensnaring Weave. As long as it stays up there, it also can’t attack us,” I said, tracking the massive spider every movement.

As if to prove me wrong, the dungeon boss launched itself toward us. It took me a heartbeat to realize what was happening as the monster grew rapidly bigger and bigger, its spindly legs sweeping toward us.

“What the shit?” I blurted before tackling my redhead lover to the ground.

The pointed tips of its legs stabbed through the air where Amelia and I had been standing a split second earlier. The chilling gust from the attack brushed against the back of my neck and coaxed goosebumps to rush down my arms and back.

By the time I regained my feet, the dreadweaver was already halfway back to the ceiling, pulled upward by a silky thread from the back of its abdomen. The eight crimson eyes seemed to gleam with delight at the cold terror creeping across my expression.

“How is this thing a Threat-Level 4 when a Threat-Level 5 like the bloodfang was so much easier to kill. Your ranking system is very flawed,” Steel Heart complained, echoing my frustration.

To be fair, Sam did beat the bloodfang up pretty good before we had to fight it, I argued.

He was quiet for a moment before an impression of a glare appeared in my mind. “Fine! How are you going to get it down here?”

I’m thinking about that! Any ideas?

“Hit it when it pauses to use its skill like the bloodfang?”

I gave his suggestion a thought, then shook my head. It’s too far. It’s not as powerful as the bloodfang, but it’s faster.

“What about Flaming Arrows? Or find a way to stop Ensnaring Weave somehow?”

An idea slowly took shape in my mind as soon as he said that. Fuck! Steel Heart, you’re a genius!

Th-Thanks? What did I do? he asked with an image of a raised eyebrow.

Amelia released another barrage of arrows at the dreadweaver before growling angrily when it easily evaded all of her projectiles. For someone who could find the tiny gap between the nightweaver’s mandible with ease, this must have been incredibly frustrating.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said with a sheepish smirk as Darla joined us. “And you’re probably not going to like it. But, if it works our victory is almost guaranteed.”

The Archer narrowed her eyes at me. “Only almost?”

“Hey, that’s already way better than what we have right now.”

“Fine! Let’s get it over with then.”

Unfortunately, the dreadweaver wouldn’t leave us alone for more than a few seconds. Between dodging and blocking its attacks, I wasn’t able to elaborate my plan at length. I could only hope that the information was enough for the girl to execute it. After all, we would likely only have one chance.

Sparks flared as I batted away a jab at Amelia with my buckler. The fact that the spider’s strength wasn’t enough to push me back was enough proof that it was considerably weaker than the bloodfang. Aside from its incredible speed and annoying skills, it was actually not that strong.

With that in mind, I was a lot more confident that we would definitely take it down. It was only a matter of time.

“Its essence is gathering in its abdomen!” Steel Heart announced.

“Get ready! It’s coming!” I relayed the message just loud enough for the girls to hear.

Amelia immediately released two more shots at the dungeon boss. It easily skittered out of the way. Its eight crimson eyes seemed to observe us as if trying to make a decision.

The three of us were standing close together at this point. The dreadweaver had been attacking us from different angles, and I had been moving around the girls, doing my best to protect them.

That had been the best tactic since spreading out would allow the monster to pick us off one by one. However, that wasn’t the true reason we huddled close. We stayed this way on purpose.

Another Multi Shot struck the ceiling as the spider swiftly evaded the projectiles. Immediately after that, it spun around and pointed the tube at the end of its abdomen at us.

“Now!” I said as a large pearly ball shot from the dreadweaver.

A flash of golden light appeared twenty yards in the air above us, expanding quickly before forming into a Divine Shield. The web burst and wrapped around it just like how it would on the ground. Only it was too far away to trap any of us.

Amelia already had a Flaming Arrow nocked and drew back by the time Darla’s spell shattered and disappeared. She released the arrow as the webbing fell, passing it within an inch.

Her attack found the dreadweaver on its bulbous abdomen before it could spin around. I had hoped for her to shoot inside the tube protruding from its back, so she could permanently stop it from using anymore skills.

Normally, I had little doubt that my redhead lover could do it even from this distance. The fatigue had clearly affected her accuracy and she was at her limit. Still, where the arrow struck didn’t matter as long as it landed on the monster.

A fiery explosion erupted where the arrow struck. Shattered carapace and ichor burst from the dungeon boss’s body as it screeched in agony. Its massive body jolted sideways from the impact.

“Great hit!” I praised, glancing over to see Amelia already had another Flaming Arrow at the ready.

Her short red hair was drenched with sweat and matted to her forehead and cheeks at this point. A crease cut a deep line between her brows as she focused on the reeling spider. The tremble that ran down the length of her outstretched arm had me worried she would miss.

Apparently, my worry was for nothing. She released the bowstring and the projectile soared through the air in a blur. It struck squarely on the spider’s segmented body and exploded with black shells and gore spraying out.

The immense damage caused the dungeon boss to lose its grip on the ceiling and fall with black smoke billowing around it. Exactly as I had hoped. I darted forward, closing the distance as much as I could to avoid missing my target.

Drawing upon the power of Steel Heart, I unleashed Radiant Slash at the airborne spider. Falling and without a surface to run on, it had no chance of avoiding my attack.

The crescent blade of light sliced through the dreadweaver with ease before cutting deep into the wall behind it. The arachnid creature splattered on the ground with a crunch, its insides bursting out like a gnarly geyser. The sight made me glad I hadn’t run any closer.

“Is it over?” Amelia asked, panting with one hand bracing on her knee.

“I highly doubt it can come back from that,” I said with a chuckle as I glanced back at her. “Are you doing alright?”

“Other than feeling like my arms will fall off? I’m fine,” she said with an exhausted snicker, then groaned, “They're going to ache so bad tomorrow.”


CHAPTER NINE

SAFE RETURN

The three of us headed for the exit of the boss chamber once I had pulled the dreadweaver’s corpse into the Spatial Storage. A short passage led us into another circular room. Thankfully, there were magical torches lighting the rest of the dungeon.

A sharp, acrid stench of digestive acid and decay slammed into me as I scanned the area in horror. Brownish fluid filled the narrow spaces between cocoons of various sizes. Most were large enough to contain an adult while several others were for children.

The oval containers were held upright on the floor by thick, solid webbing at their bases. Many were fastened to the walls while others hung from the ceiling. There were nearly a hundred cocoons in here.

Unfortunately, not all of them were intact. Nearly a third were broken from tears and punctures with brownish fluid leaking out. I turned away with a grimace at the sight of skeletal remains dangling out.

“These must be the people who have just been captured from Haeron. Let’s free them quickly!” I said before the three of us spread out.

Amelia slung her bow over her back and drew the dagger from the sheath at her waist. She had received it as a part of her provision during the defense of Emberfell and had kept it handy since. Darla, on the other hand, drew her mace back into her Spatial Storage before producing a knife from it.

I sheathed Steel Heart and switched to a dagger as well. The blade had been stabbed into the thigh of a troll we killed. The Spatial Store had separated it from the monster and, since it was still in good shape, I had held on to it.

The cocoon was rather soft and much easier to cut than I had anticipated. I soon realized that cutting it open was the least of my problems. Brownish fluid gushed out as soon as I broke the container, filling the air around me with an acidic reek and making my eyes water.

Bile immediately rose up my throat, but I managed to keep it down. Still, I stumbled backward to give myself a bit of reprieve from the acrid stench before drawing in breaths through my mouth.

“What in Rosien’s name is this gross liquid? It smells so bad!” Amelia said from somewhere in the chamber. Her voice sounded nasally as if she was pinching her nose as she complained.

“I know! Let’s finish up quickly so we can head back and get a bath,” I shouted in her direction.

Digestive acid splashed all over me as I drew my dagger down along the cocoon. The fluid soaked into my clothes and flooded my boots instantly, causing me to shudder at the sensation of the slime sliding between my toes.

“Fuck! This is so disgusting,” I groaned.

“I’m so glad I’m just a sword right n—Oh no! No! It’s wet! The scabbard is wet! The inside is wet. No! It’s so gross! What have you done?” Steel Heart cried out in alarm.

Oh come on. Just calm down. You’ve been coated in blood and guts all the time. What’s the big deal?

“What’s the big deal?” he repeated in exasperation. “It’s a big deal! You wouldn’t like it if you’ve to wear wet clothes all the time, would you? DO YOU? Even if I’m just a sword, I also appreciate a certain level of hygiene, you know?”

I nearly dragged a hand over my face from annoyance at his complaint. Fortunately, I stopped myself just in time. Slime dripped from my fingers as they hovered barely a few inches in front of me. I winced in disgust and quickly dropped my hand.

Fine. Fine. I’ll thoroughly clean you and your scabbard once we get back.

“That’s my boy! Thank you very much!” he said with the impression of an approving nod.

I had no idea if he could actually feel the wetness, but I also didn’t have the energy to keep arguing with him. All I wanted to do was rescue Brielle and the townspeople and get back to Haeron for a steaming, long soak.

A retching sound came from the other side of the room and the vomit I had pushed down nearly came back up. I gritted my teeth and refused to let that happen. With a calming exhale, I managed to keep my stomach under control.

“Are you doing alright?” I asked.

Darla was quiet for so long that I thought she wouldn’t respond. Then she said, “Y-Yes. I’m fine.”

“I know catkins have a more sensitive sense of smell than humans. Amelia and I can do this ourselves if this is too much for you.”

She didn’t say anything for several moments until I feared I might have offended her with my suggestion. With all the cocoons blocking my view, I had no way of seeing her expression.

“N-No! I can handle it. D-Don’t worry,” she finally said with a slight tremble to her voice.

“Okay, but don’t overdo it, alright?”

Another long silence fell before she finally said, “Y-Yes.”

I had thought things between Darla and I had gotten better during the boss fight. They probably had, albeit very slightly. Still, the fact that she had spoken to me in actual sentences instead of short phrases or just a single word was no doubt an improvement.

Even if she would leave Mystic Seekers once we arrived at Vinhels, I didn’t want to part ways with her like this. I still couldn’t understand why she disliked me, but I would definitely find out.

Shaking the thought of the Cleric from my mind, I took a deep breath through my mouth, then reached inside the cocoon. The web was pliable enough for me to push aside and drag a stocky, foxkin man out with little effort.

I leaned him back against the cocoon before examining him for injuries. His brown hair and simple roughspun clothes were soaked through and matted to his skin. Aside from several bruises and scrapes, he didn’t seem to suffer from any grievous wounds.

“Hey! Are you alright?” I asked, shaking his shoulders gently.

The foxkin didn’t respond for several moments before he groaned. His eyebrows twitched and drew together. He jolted awake in the next moment, then jerked back with a start at the sight of me.

“It’s alright! You’re safe now. I’m here to rescue you,” I said soothingly with a placating hand in front of me.

“I-I… I’m s-safe?” he coughed and shook his head. His eyes went wide as if remembering something before he seized my shoulders. His large triangular ears twisted backward on his head while his wet tail thudded frantically on the stone ground. “My wife and daughter? Where are they?”

“Were they captured with you?”

“Y-Yes… I think so. Everything happened so fast. We were together then… those spiders… They knocked me out.”

“Hey! Calm down.” I gave his shoulder a squeeze. “They could be here or in Haeron. A lot of people survived the attack.”

“R-Right.” He nodded.

“Rest here. My companions and I will free everyone, then we’ll head back.”

He nodded again, then grabbed my wrist when I moved to stand. “Let me help. We’ll be able to free everyone faster.”

My first thought was to refuse his offer, but the desperation in his eyes gave me pause. He was worried about his wife and daughter, so just sitting around would only make him more restless. Also, he wasn’t wrong about freeing everyone faster with his help.

“Alright. Thank you,” I said before turning the dagger in my hand and offering it to him.

“Yes,” he said before taking the dagger.

With that, we went about freeing the captured townspeople one by one. Steel Heart seemed enthusiastic to be used again after his scabbard had become digestive acid-logged. Though his much larger size made the work harder for me, I fell into a rhythm after a short while.

Cutting open all the cocoons didn’t take us as long as I had anticipated. As we freed more people, the able ones found sharp rocks or broken pieces of carapace to free others. Even with a few staying with the children, we only took half an hour to release everyone. Including Brielle, there were altogether sixty-four captives.

The dragonkin had looked terrified when I woke her up. She hugged me tightly and sobbed into my chest. Despite the slime and the smell, Amelia and I spent a few minutes calming her down, stroking her hair and whispering encouraging words, before she stopped shaking.

I couldn’t blame her for being afraid. Even if she could face monsters without flinching now, getting captured and being slowly melted down to become food for the spiders would have been a horrifying experience for anyone.

To make our predicament worse, we also couldn’t use the Return Scroll since we had to escort the townspeople out of the dungeon. So, we had no other choice but to trek back the way we came. At least, the Exploration Scroll would make the return trip easy.

After a short rest for everyone to regain a bit of strength, we started our journey back. When we returned to the boss chamber, a treasure chest had appeared in the center of the room. The steel bands reinforcing the wooden box gleamed in the firelight as we approached.

The discovery should have filled us with joy and excitement, but we had no energy left to muster those emotions. The nauseating stench of digestive acid and the crippling exhaustion just ruined any celebratory mood befitting the occasion.

Even Amelia only gave the chest a cursory glance and a weak smile. She probably wouldn’t care if someone came and snatched whatever precious thing lay inside away. She looked ready to topple over at any moment.

She likely wanted nothing more than a hot bath and a warm bed to fall into right now. I certainly shared the sentiment and would give anything for both of them. Still, I was only tired, not an idiot. There was no reason to leave good treasure behind after we had earned it.

I unceremoniously flipped the lid back and scanned the chest. A heater shield was inside, laying atop a pile of golden coins. A small spark flared in my chest at the thought of receiving new equipment. That was all I could muster as I drew everything into my Spatial Storage.

Our large group trudged our way through the dungeon with Darla and I at the front while Amelia and Brielle guarded the rear with the townspeople between us. The formation would allow us to protect the civilians if any monsters showed up.

Fortunately, we weren’t attacked by any dungeon dwellers on the way back. The map overlay also kept us from getting lost in the cave systems, so we managed to reach the entrance within a short time. From there, we took a twenty minute hike back to Haeron.

“Daddy!” a girl called out as we shuffled into the town square.

Every head turned to find the survivors standing outside of the Adventurer’s Guild. The group was made up mostly of women and children with a few men and guards mixed in. Though there was still fear in their expression, the sight of us had caused their posture to relax.

A small foxkin girl darted from the gathered crowd, her long brown hair flowing behind as a bright smile stretched across her face. A woman followed after her and, from the large triangular ears, long fluffy tail, and hair of the same color, I assumed she was her mother.

The first foxkin I had rescued stepped out of the group before dropping to his knees. Tears drew two clean lines down the brownish slime covering his face as his arms spread out and a relief smile curled his lips.

The man had looked devastated when we didn’t find his family in the cocoon chamber. He hadn’t spoken a word since we left the room and had trudged along with vacant eyes and a haunted expression.

Despite the exhaustion and gross stickiness on our skin, the girls and I couldn’t stop our smiles from blooming as we watched their family reunite.

This was the reason we had become adventurers. This was the real reward for our hardship. This was why we fought monsters to protect others.

More people came out from broken houses and shops to join us. Though countless had died in the attack and many had been captured, it seemed a lot more townspeople had survived than we initially thought. The captives slowly dispersed to reunite with their families and friends, eventually leaving the four of us alone.

“Thank you very much for your assistance,” Narius said as she strolled toward us… then stopped abruptly with a wince several feet away.

“Sorry about the smell,” I chuckled.

Her eyes went wide before her hands came up in a placating gesture. “N-No. No! I sincerely apologize for my reaction. Th-That’s no way to treat our heroes but…”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m pretty sure our smell was the reason none of the monsters attacked us on the way out,” Amelia cut in with an understanding smile to save the flustered clerk.

“She’s right. We’d really like a bath first before doing anything else, if you don’t mind,” I said.

“C-Certainly!” the tigerkin sputtered before looking back and forth until her gaze landed on the brown-haired foxkin.

The girl who had rushed out to hug him was looking as if she regretted her choice at this point. Her face was scrunched up as she kept a wide distance from her father while holding her slime-covered hands away from herself. With a snicker, her mother knelt beside her before producing a piece of cloth to wipe her palms.

“Markel. I know you’ve just returned, but will you be able to provide lodging for these adventurers?” Narius asked.

The foxkin man immediately spun around to face us with a smile. “Of course! That’s the least I can do!” He strolled forward and squeezed my shoulders with both hands and smiled broadly. “Thank you again, truly. Because of you, I get to see my lovely wife and daughter again.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, smiling back.

“My inn, the Cozy Burrow, is on the west side of town. We’ll go on ahead to heat up the water and prepare rooms for you all. It shouldn’t take long,” he said before waving for his wife and daughter to follow.

“Would you like to update your Plates and trade-in your loot while you wait for Markel to get things ready?” the tigerkin clerk asked.

I glanced over to the girls and they shrugged. All of us were a mess and exhausted, but there was nothing else we could do except wait. Hopefully, the foxkin innkeeper wouldn’t take too long.

“Yes, please,” I said, turning to the clerk.

We were in the Guild’s hall a short minute later. Narius concentrated and brought out our Plates of Record before I distributed them amongst the girls. As I had expected, we still hadn’t gained a promotion.

However, the nearly constant encounters had allowed me to level up all of my skills. The most notable improvement was Bash reaching level 5, which had increased its Stun duration to three seconds.

SKILL LIST

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

Invigorate (level 7)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level 6)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 6)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 5)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 3 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

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

Amelia also saw considerable improvements. Multi Shot could now create three essence-based duplicates of her projectiles instead of two while Imbue Poison duration had also increased to nine seconds from eight.

SKILL LIST

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

Sense (level 7)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level 6)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 6)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 4)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 3

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Imbue Poison (level 5)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 9 seconds

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

Darla had grown stronger as well. All of her skills also received a level increase just like the two of us. However, the changes weren’t visible on the Plate except for Mana Absorption which would boost her absorbed mana every twenty-four seconds, instead of twenty-eight.

SKILL LIST

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

Heal (level 7)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level 6)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boost absorbed mana

Every: 24 seconds

Divine Shield (level 5)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a small amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level 4)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

Unfortunately for Brielle, being captured also meant she had missed out on hours of training her skills. Because of that, she had only gained one level on Essence Recovery and Iron Defense.

The former would boost her regenerated essence every twenty-eight seconds, coming down from thirty-two while the former gained an increased duration from thirty to sixty seconds.

SKILL LIST

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

Essence Recovery (level 5)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boost regenerated essence

Every: 28 seconds

Iron Defense (level 4)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

The Monk looked disappointed and hung her head as her tail drooped limply behind her. However, she should still have been within range to absorb the dreadweaver’s essence.

Amelia tried to cheer her up but there wasn’t much she could do. Darla also profusely apologized to her for being the cause of her capture. The dragonkin insisted that it wasn’t her fault and didn’t say anything more. Her mood was clearly not getting any better and there was nothing we could do about it.

I quickly sent a transfer request to Narius. She promptly accepted all the monster parts before returning with roughly three thousand vinhs after a brief calculation.

Combined with the gold coins from the chest in the dungeon, that brought our fund to over eighteen thousand vinhs. The enormous amount of money should have brought a smile to my face, but I didn’t feel even the smallest shred of excitement.

Bidding farewell to the tigerkin clerk, we quickly left the Guild and headed for the Cozy Burrow. We crossed the square toward the west side of town as fast as our tired legs, and the gathering townspeople would allow.

With the threat of the monsters gone, people came out of hiding and helped clean up the town. Many of them tried to approach us to express their thanks or offer things in gratitude.

Fortunately, our horrendous smell worked in our favor and kept them from coming into touching distance. Because of that, the crowd gave us a wide berth and we only had to stop so we could ask for directions to the inn once.


CHAPTER TEN

THE TOWEL INCIDENT

The sun had left the sky by the time we reached Markel’s inn. Magical torches burned along the streets as night approached. The temperature dropped rapidly and our slime-drenched clothes amplified the chill. We were shivering to our bones when we entered the Cozy Burrow.

To our delight, Markel already had our baths ready. However, it wasn’t drawn in the traditional way. Unlike in Emberfell where the tubs were filled by carrying buckets of steaming water from the stove, Haeron had an intricate piping system that spouted hot water directly into the tubs.

The foxkin innkeeper explained that he had only needed to fire up the water heater for twenty minutes, and the guests would have hot water coming out of the faucets in their bathrooms. The installation had cost him a fortune, but the benefit was worth every vinh.

Being closer to the Grand Capital of Elathia meant they could be the early adopters of new innovations. Like the Exploration Scroll, the piping system would take some time to reach cities in the outer regions of the continent.

We immediately went to our rooms as soon as Markel showed us how to work the faucets. Amelia and I shared a bath while Darla and Brielle went to their own rooms down the hall from us.

The hot water melted the aches and fatigue from my muscles when I sank into the tub with my lovely redhead. We washed each other’s bodies diligently, my fingers exploring every inch of her smooth skin while she did the same for me.

I had expected Amelia to pounce on me as soon as we were done washing up, but exhaustion got the better of her. She was already dozing off by the time we were done bathing, and I had to carry her out.

Continuously using her new bow, which had a heavier draw weight, must have put an immense strain on her arms. Coupled with the stress of having to constantly detect the monsters with Sense in the dark, I was surprised she managed to stay awake this long.

Not wanting her to catch a cold, I took care to dry her hair and wipe down her body with a towel. She was already snoring softly when I was done, so I just tucked her in. I couldn’t help but smile when she murmured something in her sleep about a new technique as I kissed her forehead.

I was refreshed after the bath and didn’t feel like calling it a night yet, so I cleaned Steel Heart and his scabbard in the bathroom. My sword didn’t need much cleaning since blood and grime never seemed to stay on him. So, I just gave his leather sheath a good rinse before resting it upside down against the wall to dry.

“Looks like I’ve regained another skill,” my sword said when I placed him on the table.

Nice! What is it?

“It’s called Focus. A passive, area of effect skill that raises the mental fortitude of your party, making everyone more resilient against mental attacks.”

I nearly burst out laughing at the poor timing. If I had the skill during the fight with the dreadweaver, I might have been able to resist its Terrorize and kill it much sooner. For him to regain the skill now was literally a bad joke.

“Well, at least you'll be less vulnerable against skills like Terrorize from now on,” he said as if able to glean my thoughts from my silence.

I know. Thanks anyway.

“Are you going to get some rest now?”

I thought for a moment before shrugging. I’m kind of hungry now. I think I’ll go check on Darla and Brielle, then grab something to eat.

“Then I shall stay right here and guard your slumbering maiden, my boy!” my sword said in a deep voice as if he was a soldier swearing an oath. “Because I can’t do anything else but stay here, get it?” he added with a boisterous laugh.

I rolled my eyes but chuckled with him. I’ll be back in a bit.

Closing the room softly behind me, I paused in the corridor as I considered where I should head to first. Brielle still looked dejected when she headed for her room, so I might have to spend more time with her.

With that in mind, I headed for Darla’s room first. Even if she had warmed up to me a little in the dungeon, we still hadn’t talked much. She likely wouldn’t want to do more than exchange a few words with me, so I would just see if she was doing alright and leave.

The floorboard creaked as I stopped in front of her room and knocked softly. The sound was still too loud in the quiet space and I couldn’t help but wince at the sharp noise.

“Who is it?” the Cleric asked from the other side of the door, her voice uncharacteristically gentle and sweet.

The change made me hopeful that we could have a proper conversation. Going through a life or death situation together was one of the best ways to learn about each other and form a lasting friendship, after all.

“It’s Lucas. I just want to see how you are doing,” I said. She was quiet for a long while until I assumed she still wouldn’t talk to me. “I probably caught you at a bad time. I’ll be going now.”

Something crashed on the floor inside her room and startled me before the sound of shuffling footsteps rushed toward the door. The knob shook as if she was shaking it from the other side, then turned slowly.

The hinges squeaked softly before a small gap appeared in the doorway. Darla peered through the opening a moment later, her violet eyes glancing up at me with trepidation and… something like concern?

“Are you alright? What happened?” I asked.

“Oh… err…” she started, her gaze darting between me and the inside of her room. “I-I just dropped something.”

“I heard that. Are you okay?”

“Y-Yes. I’m fine,” she said quickly.

“That’s good.” I nodded awkwardly at her curt response.

That was when I noticed her short black hair was wet. Droplets of water gathered at the ends of her locks before dripping down to splatter against her bare shoulders. It rolled down her collarbones, over a short expanse of her pale skin and disappeared into the cloth wrapping around her chest.

I blinked once, then several more times. Heat crept up my face when I realized she wore only a white towel around her lithe body, and it didn’t even reach halfway down her thighs. Considering her clothes had always concealed every part of her from neck to ankles, she was practically showing a scandalous amount of skin right now.

“Sh-Shit! Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare,” I blurted, turning my face sideways.

Her cheeks turned bright red at the edge of my vision and she immediately shifted behind the door. “I-It’s alright. It’s my fault for greeting you this way.”

I cleared my throat and did my best to erase the image of her scantily clad body from my mind. “W-Well, I… I just wanted to see if you’re doing alright. Today's dungeon run was incredibly difficult.”

With only her head peaking from behind the door, Darla nodded. “Yes, it was. I’d expected it to be very challenging, but it far exceeded my expectations.”

“Y-You’re right,” I said with an awkward chuckle when her response left no room for small talk. Still, I tried. “Amelia was already dozing off during our bath and I had to wipe her down.”

“B-Bath… W-Wipe her down…” she repeated, and her face grew even redder.

I raised a brow at her. “Yup. She was wet from the bath, so I had to dry her with a towel before I could let her sleep or she might catch a cold.”

“Wet from the bath…” she murmured the words, her eyes staring up at me and widening as if trying to understand the words.

“Are you alright?” I asked, leaning toward her with a frown.

The catkin blinked up at me several times. Her face had turned the same shade as a fully ripe strawberry at this point.

“Are you having a fever?” I reflexively reached up to touch her forehead as I asked the question.

She yowled and lurched out of my reach, releasing her grip on the door. It swung inward and allowed me to see her in nothing but a small white towel. Realization dawned on her, but she was too late.

Her abrupt movement had caused the towel to come loose. The cloth rapidly untangled itself from her body before slipping free, then dropping to pool on the floor around her ankles.

My jaw practically punched a hole in the floorboards as my eyes bulged at the unobstructed view of her lithe feminine form. She was slender and lean with skin as pale and smooth as porcelain. Her small breasts were pert and capped with pink tips with a thin thatch of dark hair covering the delicate area between her legs.

“Sh-Shit!” I gasped, squeezing my eyes shut and forcefully looking away.

Darla slammed the door shut in my face, plunging the corridor into dead silence.

“S-Sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” I said, but she didn’t reply.

I smacked my forehead with a palm, cursing at myself. Everything happened so fast. I didn’t have time to prepare myself. I was in shock and my damn eyes just wouldn’t move away fast enough.

A minute passed, then two. There was no response from Darla and likely wouldn’t be any time soon, if ever. Dammit! Things were moving in a positive direction and I had to screw it all up. With an inward groan, I dragged myself from the door and headed for Brielle’s room.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

COZY NIGHT

The door to the dragonkin’s room opened before she appeared in the doorway. She was looking in the direction of the stairs leading down to the tavern before she heard my approach and turned around.

She was wearing a white crop top, instead of her usual bandeau, with a pair of flowing, black pants. Her shirt hung loosely and left quite an expanse of her tan midriff exposed. Naturally, my eyes were drawn to her toned abdomen before I reeled in my treacherous thoughts and forcefully pulled my eyes upward.

“L-Lucas!” she said, looking surprised to see me.

“Hey!” I said with a wave.

Her gaze shifted to behind me and her head tilted to one side as she asked, “Did you go to see Darla?”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling sheepishly.

Brielle gasped, clapping both hands over her mouth, after I told her about the towel incident that had transpired a few minutes ago. Her eyes were so wide in shock and I couldn’t help but wince at her reaction.

“Yup! That happened. Now, she probably won’t talk to me ever again,” I sighed.

The dragonkin took a moment to calm down before she cleared her throat. “I-I… It’s probably not that bad. It was an accident. I’m sure she’ll come around,” she said sympathetically.

“I hope you’re right.” I shrugged before my stomach made its hunger known with a loud growl.

“A-Are you hungry?” she asked, blinking up at me.

“Whoops,” I chuckled. “A little… Well, a lot actually. I planned to check on you two, then go down to get food. Want to join me?”

She glanced around the empty corridor before looking back at me with a quizzical look. “Where is Amelia?”

“She passed out right after we bathed, so I just let her sleep.”

“You bathed with…” she started softly then trailed off as her cheeks flushed.

“Hmm?”

“N-No, nothing,” she sputtered before quickly adding, “Y-Yes! I’ll join you for food. I’m hungry too.”

“Great! Let’s go then.”

Fifteen minutes later, the two of us were seated at one of the corner booths with plates of sausages, steamed rice, and sauteed vegetables. Instead of ale, however, we opted for just water since we were already tired and didn’t plan to stay up much longer after dinner.

Markel didn’t have anything prepared to serve because of the spider attack. In fact, he didn’t even open the inn. The near death experience had immensely rattled him and his family. He only wanted to spend a quiet night with his wife and daughter for now.

Still, he was kind enough to whip up something simple for us even when we insisted that we could head somewhere else for a meal. On top of that, he also refused to take any payment for both our stay and food.

“This looks great! Thank you, Markel!” I called after the foxkin as he retreated toward the kitchen.

“It’s the least I can do for the ‘Saviors of Haeron’,” he said, grinning broadly.

My cheeks burned. “W-We were just doing what was right. You don’t have to give us a title for it.”

He only chuckled in response before disappearing into the back of the inn.

“Mister Savior of Haeron,” Brielle teased with a wry smirk that would have made Amelia proud.

“Hey! He said Saviors. Plural. That means you too, miss Savior of Haeron,” I shot back with a smirk of my own.

A shade of pink tinged her cheeks at that before a growl rumbled from her belly and turned her face bright red. She looked as if she wanted to dig a hole and bury herself in it.

“Why don’t we eat before the food gets cold,” I said, snickering, and she nodded eagerly.

We gorged ourselves in complete silence. The meal was simple but hearty and filling. The sausages were well-spiced and complimented the fragrant rice and crunchy vegetables perfectly. Markel was a good cook and his skills clearly showed it.

I slumped back in my seat with a contented sigh, rubbing a hand over my stomach once my plate was empty. My gaze shifted to the dragonkin who was still eating. Her cheeks were puffed out from all the food she had stuffed in her mouth as she chewed.

Watching her, I couldn’t help but recall the celebration we had at the Bull’s Tankard. Brielle had been so shy and stiff then. She only took a small portion onto her plate while Amelia and I loaded ours with hunks of beef, mashed potatoes and gravy.

The casual way she was eating now was a huge contrast from the way she ate back then. I smiled at the thought. Only a little over two weeks had passed since we first met, but it felt like a lifetime ago. She became a part of Mystic Seekers so easily, as if we had known each other since we were kids.

She stabbed a piece of sausage and shoved it between her lips before noticing my gaze on her. She immediately halted with the fork still in her mouth, her face reddening rapidly and the black vertical slits in her eyes narrowing into thin lines. Then, she tried to gulp everything down and choked.

“Shit! Here!” I blurted, handing her the mug of water.

The dragonkin drank deeply before letting out a sigh as she sat the mug down. “Th-Thank you.”

“Sorry,” I said, scratching my cheek.

“I-It’s not your fault. I… I was eating too fast.” Her gaze kept darting between me and the table as she spoke.

“I was just recalling when we were eating at the Bull’s Tankard. You were so timid back then,” I said, snickering before adding, “I like it better when you’re being casual and relaxed. You’re cuter that way.”

She blinked at me, her tail slapping the bench again and again. “Y-You think I’m c-cute?”

My brows rose at her question. Several heartbeats passed before I could find words again. “Y-Yes! Yes! I think you’re cute. But not in a weak way! You’re definitely not weak. You’re obviously very strong!”

A frown scrunched up her face and my shoulders tensed at her reaction. “What’s wrong? Did I say something?”

She shook her head vehemently. “N-No, it’s not you. It’s me. I’m not strong.”

“What are you talking about? You’re one of the strongest women I know.”

“I was captured by the spider. I was so helpless and afraid. I’m not strong.”

My throat went dry at her words. I thought she had overcome the trauma from earlier today from her casual demeanor. Apparently, I was wrong. I reached across the table to give her hand a reassuring squeeze.

“Darla told me what happened,” I started.

Brielle tentatively looked up at me. “Sh-She did?”

I nodded before giving her a gentle smile. “You protected her. You fought four giant spiders by yourself. If that’s not bravery, then I don’t know what is. You were outnumbered but you stood your ground to protect your friend. That takes strength and courage. You are strong!”

Brielle looked at me with tears welling in her emerald eyes. “B-But I was captured and couldn’t help everyone at the end.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t your fault that you got captured. Everyone falters. Even Sammus nearly died during the siege at Emberfell.” Then in the deep voice of my mentor, I added, “It’s not how you fall, but how you get back up and grow stronger after falling that matters.”

That was enough to elicit a giggle from her. She wiped tears from her eyes before she said, “Thank you, Lucas.”

“Of course! Being sad doesn’t suit you,” I said and gave her hand another squeeze. “Now, why don’t you finish your food, so we can get some rest.”

She nodded, then cleaned her plate quickly. Once she was done, I took our empty dishes and mugs to the bar and let Markel know. After that, we climbed the stairs to the second floor.

I walked Brielle to her room and bid her good night. As I turned around to walk away, a tug on the short sleeve of my shirt stopped me. Glancing over my shoulder, the dragonkin was peering up at me with a tentative expression.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, turning around to face her fully.

She opened her mouth to speak, hesitated, then chewed on her lower lip. Her tail swept frantically behind her as she asked, “W-Will you… Will you keep me company a bit longer?”

“Sure!” I said without hesitation. The exhaustion was getting to me with a full stomach, but I couldn’t turn her down.

“Thank you,” she said, beaming, before leading me inside.

A soft scent of lily wafted around me as I entered. Moonlight cascaded in from the open window on the far wall over the small bed. A gentle breeze rustled the curtain and filled the space with cool air.

The room was dark until Brielle lit the oil lamp on the bedside table. Her pack was on the floor at the end of the bed with Beast Breaker poking out at the top. I had retrieved them from my Spatial Storage for her when we were heading to our rooms.

“Are you still not feeling—” I said but she suddenly spun around and hugged me tightly.

“Amelia said…” she started with her face buried in my chest, making her words nearly inaudible to me. However, our surroundings were quiet enough that even a soft whisper could be heard.

“What did she tell you?” I asked after she didn’t continue for several moments.

She tilted her head to look up at me and her face was bright crimson. Her lips quivered as she tried to speak, but no words came out. She looked away from me briefly before returning to me once more.

“Amelia… She told me…” she said and smashed her face into my chest before continuing. However, her words were so muffled I couldn’t understand anything this time.

“Err… Brielle? I can’t understand what you’re saying,” I said awkwardly and rested my hands on her shoulders.

The dragonkin was quiet for a long moment, so I waited patiently. Whatever she wanted to say, I would let her say it when she was ready. I didn’t have to wait long. She pulled her face from my chest and gave me a sheepish grin.

“What did you just say?” I asked.

Her cheeks were completely flushed at this point and even the tips of her pointed ears were red. Not only that, the temperature of her body that was pressed tight against me seemed to have risen several degrees.

“Amelia… She said I… I’m welcome to j-join your… your h-harem, if I’d like,” she sputtered the words as the heat of her skin grew and grew.

It was my turn to work my jaw wordlessly for several moments this time. “M-My harem?”

She nodded before peering up at me with those round, adorable green eyes of hers and making my heart skip a beat. “She said you’re big and strong enough to keep both of us happy.”

My blood immediately drained from my brain downward. The press of her pert breasts against my midriff suddenly became apparent and my self-control was quickly fraying to shreds.

“H-Hold on just a minute,” I said, clearing my throat, before gently grabbing her shoulders and separating our body. “Are you sure that’s what you really want and not just something she put in your head?”

Brielle shook her head. “I’ve seen how happy Amelia is with you and I also want the same thing. I am certain of it. Un-Unless you don’t want me to join your harem.”

Uncertainty crossed her expression and her raven brows knitted. She moved to step away from me, but I held firm to her shoulders and kept her close. I smiled at her before cupping her hot cheek in one hand.

“Of course, I want you to be a part of my…” I trailed off at the end.

The word ‘harem’ sounded so foreign to my ears since I had never thought of being with anyone else but Amelia. However, things had changed and I couldn’t deny the feelings that had been growing in my chest for the gorgeous dragonkin in front of me.

With my mind made up, I repeated more firmly, “Of course, I want you to be a part of my harem. You’re courageous, strong, loyal and incredibly adorable to boot. I’d have to be the stupidest man in the world to even think about rejecting you.”

The smile that bloomed on her face was radiant. Before I knew it, she had wrapped both arms around my neck before reaching up on tiptoes to press her lips against mine.

My hand slid from her shoulder to her back and pulled her into me. Our bodies melted together as we savored each other’s soft touch. My tongue quested out and she eagerly parted her lips for me, then moaned breathlessly.

Several minutes passed before we parted. Thin strings of saliva stretched, then broke between our lips as I gazed into her smoldering eyes. Compared to the mesmerizing amber of Amelia’s, Brielle’s green irises seemed to glow with captivating allure.

I scooped her up in my arms and strolled toward the bed before laying her down gently. Climbing atop her, I leaned down to kiss her again as one of my hands caressed her bare midriff.

Brielle shuddered under my touch, her arms pulling tighter behind my neck. My fingers explored her, moving beneath her crop top to find her firm breasts. Her tan skin was soft and smooth and smoldering against my touch.

“Oh Lucas… I-I… Ahh—” she moaned when I rolled her stiff nipple with my thumb.

Her reaction drove me wild, and I groaned as my cock bulged against the confines of my pants. I pushed her shirt up to expose her pert mounds capped with dusky rose tips.

I was mesmerized, enticed by the expanse of her smooth flesh. Then, her chest convulsed with a sob, and I blinked in surprise. My eyes immediately darted up to her face before tightness squeezed my heart.

She was covering her eyes with both arms but the wet streaks rolling down the sides of her face was still visible to me. A pit opened in my stomach as another sob pierced the silence.

“Wh-What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?” I asked, leaning back to give her space.

She sniffled, then removed her arms to look up at me. It wasn’t anger or pain, but guilt and fear behind her eyes. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she said, slurring the words as tears streamed down her cheeks.

“For what?”

“I-I… I thought I could do it but… I’m scared. Amelia sounded like she really enjoyed having sex with you, s-so I thought it would be easy. B-But I’ve never been touched by a man before and I don’t know what to do.”

“Hey, it’s okay,” I soothed and gave her a gentle smile. “You don’t have to force yourself. You can take your time.”

She pushed herself up into a sitting position, then drew her top down to cover her breasts. I reached forward to wipe the tears from her cheeks with my thumbs.

“I was the one who started it. You’re not angry with me?” she asked, still sniffling as she peered up at me with a slight frown.

“No, of course not. We can take it slow, if that’s what you need,” I said, cupping her face in one hand.

“B-But everything happened so fast for you and Amelia.”

“Amelia and I…” I started, then snickered. “How should I put it? We’ve had feelings for each other for a long time but never dared to express it. So, when we found out about it, things kind of moved forward really fast.”

She looked as if she wanted to say something but I cut her off first. “What I’m trying to say is every relationship has its own pace. You don’t have to compare yourself to Amelia. Do whatever is comfortable for you, and I’m sure things between us will work out.”

Brielle was quiet for a long moment before she nodded. “Okay.”

I wiped away the remains of her tears with my thumbs again, then pet her on the head between her green horns. “Why don’t you get some sleep? We should try to head out at sunrise.”

Her hand came up to grab my wrist and her gaze turned pleading. “I-I’m not ready to have sex, b-but… will you… will you sleep with me?”

“Sure,” I said, a little surprised at her request.


CHAPTER TWELVE

CAMPING

The rolling grassland of Suncrest Steppe grew more lush as we traveled further into the center of the continent. Thick forest that stretched for miles gave us a reprieve from the scorching sun as we followed the path along the treeline.

A day had passed since we left Haeron. The small town was still reeling from the spider attack. A part of me wanted to stay and secure their safety for a while longer but we still had a long way to reach Rollen. So, we couldn’t afford to stay longer than we already had.

We thanked Markel and his family for their hospitality, then headed to the item shops, so we could pay for all the items we had taken for the dungeon run. Just like the foxkin innkeeper, the shop owner had refused to take our money. He even insisted on us taking whatever we needed from the shop.

With our supplies nearly depleted from clearing the dungeon, we had no choice but to begrudgingly take some potions and Return Scrolls from him. Still, I sneakily dropped a pouch of gold coins on the counter when the owner looked away and quickly left.

After that, we headed to the Guild. Having already updated our Plates of Record and traded in all our loot on the previous night, our purpose was to bid Narius Farewell.

The tigerkin looked disappointed and a bit worried that we were leaving so soon. Still, she also assured us that they would rebuild and fortify their defense before the monster population grew out of control again.

I had also expected Amelia to complain because I had left her to sleep alone in our room the night before. She didn’t. Well, she was going to but her mood quickly shifted when she saw me exiting Brielle’s bedroom. Then she became disappointed when she found out that we had only cuddled.

“I think this is a good place to camp for tonight,” I said as we strolled into a small clearing after ten minutes of hiking into the woods.

Unequipping the heater shield I had acquired from the spider dungeon, I drew it inside the Spatial Storage. I had forgotten about the new gear and only examined it briefly in the morning.

Just like Amelia’s recurve bow, my new shield also had a name—Ironmantle. Aside from being bigger than my buckler, it also boosted defenses against insect-type monsters.

A faint sound of flowing water suggested there was a stream nearby while the small pit in the ground indicated that this spot had been used as a campsite by travelers. Steel Heart also couldn’t sense any monsters around the area, confirming that this was a good place to rest for the night.

“For sure,” Amelia agreed while Brielle nodded.

As for Darla… Well, she had been extremely quiet since morning. She had kept her head down while we ate at the Cozy Burrow and hadn’t made eye contact with me even once. Not only that, she also didn’t chat with the other girls like she normally would.

That had made the atmosphere around us pretty tense. At least for me. I had expected as much after what happened the night before. If she seemed to dislike me when we started our trip from Emberfell, she clearly hated me now.

I had no clue how I would recover from that. It had totally been an accident that her towel slipped free, but I was also at fault for trying to touch her without permission and causing her to jerk backward abruptly. Hopefully, we would get a chance to clear things up before we parted ways at Vinhels.

The catkin drew her pack from her Spatial Storage and lowered it to the ground. She knelt then rummaged inside before pulling out her bedroll and personal grooming kit. That prompted me to take out the packs for Amelia and Brielle as well.

As the girls were searching through their belongings, Darla walked up to Brielle and whispered something to her. The dragonkin looked a little surprised but nodded.

“Mmm… Darla and I will go clean up at the stream. We’ll be back soon,” she said slowly with raised eyebrows as she looked at me.

“Y-Yeah! Sure! Go ahead. I’ll set up camp and start making dinner,” I said.

With that, the two beastkin left the clearing, following the sound of running water. I was half worried that they would be in danger from a monster attack, but they were both capable adventurers. They could take care of themselves. Plus, Steel Heart had also confirmed there was no hostile essence nearby.

“Darla is really mad at you, huh?” Amelia said as she reached behind to unstrap her half chestplate and dropped it to the ground next to her pack.

“It was an accident but also partially my fault,” I said with a sigh.

Her amber eyes danced with mischief as she said, “Why don’t you just let her see you naked then? Once she sees your manly bits, she may change her attitude and want to join your harem instead.”

“Very funny.” I gave her a flat stare as she laughed at her own joke.

“Oh come on. I’ve seen everything and those bulging pecs and sculpted abs of yours are more than enough to make a girl drool,” she retorted before her gaze smoldered.

With her eyes still locked with mine, she dropped to her hands and knees and crawled toward me over the soft grass. I gulped, enthralled by the sensual sway of her hips as she slowly closed the distance between us with feline grace.

I hadn’t expected my redhead lover to be this kinky when I first had a crush on her nine years ago. She had been ravenous for me ever since we had sex for the first time. Aside from last night when she passed out from exhaustion, she had taken it upon herself to relieve me everyday with either her mouth or her body.

“And don’t get me started on your thick, meaty cock,” she cooed, reaching me before leaning back to sit on her haunches. “The scent of you. The taste of you. The sensation of you stretching me out. I can never get enough of them.”

My pants suddenly seemed way too small after her confession. The way she looked up at me with yearning and lust blazing in her eyes was so mesmerizing, I nearly forgot to breathe.

Her hands slid up my thighs, coaxing a shudder from me. I groaned when she kissed my hardness through the thick fabric. “F-Fuck, Amelia.”

“Mmm… You smell so delicious,” she purred after a deep inhale.

“Th-They’ll be back soon. We can’t do it here!” I said before trailing off as the words were lost in my throat.

She smirked at my protest before letting out a low growl that gave me goosebumps. “They can just watch.”

Amelia wasn’t joking this time. She reached up to undo my belt, forcing me to quickly grab her wrists and haul her up. Then she pouted as if I was the one in the wrong.

“Are you crazy?” I hissed, fighting furiously to keep my lust in check.

“Crazy for you? Of course!” she said before wrapping both arms around my neck and drawing me against her ample breasts. “Why are you so nervous? They already know we’re together.”

Her sweet lilac scent enveloped me and I nearly agreed with her logic. “That’s different from having sex in front of them!” I protested.

“Brielle surely won’t mind seeing how it’s done,” she reasoned before pursing her lips in thought for a moment. “And I’m sure Darla will change her mind once she sees how big and strong you are.”

“How would you know that? Brielle told me herself that she isn’t ready and Darla clearly hates me after last night!”

“A girl’s heart can change pretty quickly, don’t you know? Just like how you made me fall head over heels for you, I’m sure they will come around soon enough.”

“You don’t know that! That’s not how it looks to me.”

She pouted up at me before giving me a quick peck on the lips. “That’s not important right now though. I didn’t get to practice yesterday, and I also missed a chance to have sex on a bed. In a soft, fluffy bed! You’ll have to make up for both.”

“You’re an insatiable little thing, aren’t you,” I said, chuckling.

“Of course! I’ll be ravenous for you forever,” she giggled.

I groped her ass and pulled her against my crotch before flashing her a feral grin. “That’s good to hear because I plan to keep satisfying you forever as well.”

Amelia beamed up at me before pulling me down toward her lips. I slid an arm around her slender waist and drew her against me as we kissed. No matter how many times I had tasted her, I couldn’t get enough. Her soft touch was so intoxicating.

The bushes rustled just a moment before Brielle and Darla appeared on the other side of the clearing. They immediately halted at the sight of us practically melding together. Both of their faces turned bright red as their jaws hung open.

This wasn’t the first time they saw us kissing, of course. Amelia had been pretty blatant with her need to taste my lips as much as possible and never cared if the other girls were nearby. No, she seemed even more eager when they were nearby. Still, they always looked surprised whenever they walked in on us.

I tried to pull away but my redhead lover held me tight and wouldn’t let go. Turning my head away from her, I chided, “H-Hey! Stop it!”

“Oh come on! We’ve just got started,” Amelia protested with a pout, her lips glistening.

“We need to go clean up too. Let’s go,” I urged, hoping she would get the hint that we could fuck at the stream the sooner we got there.

After her teasing and the kiss, my cock was throbbing violently as if it was trying to burst out of my pants and do lecherous things to Amelia on its own. It definitely wasn’t alone. My self-control was fraying every passing second at this point.

“Alright!” she chirped but, instead of releasing me, she leaped up and wrapped both her legs around my waist, clinging onto me like a monkey.

I was strong enough to hold her weight without a problem, but her action surprised me and caused me to stumble back a step. “What are you doing?”

“We’re going to go clean up! What else?,” she said innocently before adding with a roguish grin, “Let’s go, Luke!”

“Fine,” I conceded and held her against my body with one hand before heading to the other side of the clearing where the other girls were still standing with wide eyes.

“Sorry, I haven’t got a chance to build a fire yet,” I said with a sheepish smile.

With a moment of focus, I withdrew a pack of food from my Spatial Storage. We had bought two week’s worth of prepared meals from Markel before leaving Haeron. This way, we wouldn’t have to worry about hunting for food until we reached Vinhels or at least close to the city if we were delayed for any reason.

I handed two packages to Brielle and nodded apologetically. “Go ahead and eat. We’ll be back… later.”

“O-Okay,” the dragonkin said. Her eyes were still wide as they darted between me and Amelia.

“Bye,” the redhead said, grinning and waving with her arms still wrapped around my neck.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

IN THE WILD

The stream was a short walk from our camp. The forest opened into a sandy bank with a slight incline that disappeared between a gentle flowing current. Several boulders of various sizes scattered along the shore, which could serve as dry surfaces to put our clothes and gear.

Amelia dropped to her feet with a soft crunch after a brief moment of surveying our surroundings. She had likely used Sense to detect anything that could pose a threat to us. I definitely appreciated the precaution considering the activity we were about to engage in.

Will you keep an eye out for us? I asked Steel Heart.

“I can’t!” he retorted swiftly.

What do you mean?

“I said I can’t. Because I don’t have an eye! And if I were to have one, now is definitely not the time for me to keep them ‘out’. If you catch my drift,” he said with an impression of waggling brows.

I groaned inwardly and was tempted to smack my sword against one of the nearby boulders. He would probably cut through the rock like it was butter, but I just wanted to hit him on something.

“It’s a joke. It’s a joke! Of course, I’ll keep watch for you.”

Thanks, I ground out.

“You’re welcome, my boy. Now, go forth and rail her like the feral beast that you are!”

What the fuck was that?

He gave me a shrugging impression. “Some guy said that to his friend in the Bull’s Tankard. I thought it was an appropriate encouragement for the things you’re about to do.”

I tried and failed to find a response. He wasn’t wrong that we had been fucking like animals in heat every chance we could since leaving Emberfell. Except last night, Amelia hadn’t missed a chance to taste my load at least once before bed.

“What are you doing?” my redhead lover asked, drawing my attention back to her.

“Huh? Oh, I was just asking Steel Heart to keep an eye out for us,” I said.

To my surprise, she leaned down to pat my sword on the hilt and said, “Thank you, Steel Heart.”

“You’re welcome!” he said before enthusiastically adding, “Tell her. Tell her I said, ‘You're welcome’.”

Aside from my dad, no one else had directly spoken to him before, so I understood his excitement. Still, I couldn’t stop the urge to roll my eyes at his insistence.

“He said, ‘You’re welcome’,” I repeated the words as Amelia straightened, then continued with a smirk, “He also told me to go forth and rail you like the feral beast that I am.”

Steel Heart immediately pushed an image of a scowl into my mind. I chuckled in response to his annoyance, but my jab at him quickly came back to bite me in the ass.

A lecherous glint flashed across Amelia’s eyes as her lips parted in a roguish grin. “He’s right! That’s exactly what you should be doing right now.”

With that, she gripped the hem of her leather crop top and pulled it smoothly over her head. Even having seen her bountiful breasts everyday for the past two weeks, watching them bounce free from the tight confines of her clothes never failed to mesmerize me.

A soft chuckle ran through my head before going silent a short moment later, but I was too distracted to hear it. My mind was fixated on the swaying mounds tipped with enticing pink peaks in front of me.

Before I realized it, her hands were on me, reaching around to unbuckle the straps that held my breastplate over my torso. Within seconds, my armor was tossed aside and my shirt was cast over my head. She went for my pants next and freed my stiff cock with expert ease.

“Already nice and hard for me,” she cooed as her fingers leisurely stroked up and down my length.

“What would you expect after flashing me?” I asked before reaching to grope her supple mounds and tease her pebbled nubs.

“Mmm… I like it when you play with them like that,” she moaned and leaned into my touch.

“Is that so? Do you also like it when I do this?” I pinched her nipples just hard enough to elicit a shudder from her.

She pushed away from me before taking off her black shorts and boots, leaving herself in only tiny white panties. Moonlight bathed her smooth skin in a shimmering silver glow that made her look like a divine being.

“Can I tell you a secret?” she asked, eyeing me with a mischievous glint in her gaze.

I nodded. “Sure. You can tell me anything.”

“I’ve always been curious about how it’d feel to be completely naked in the open. To be one with nature, so to speak,” she said and bit her lower lip.

Her words made my heart race with a lustful thrill and my cock twitched in response. I pointed to her last piece of clothing as I asked, “Then shouldn’t you lose that as well?”

A lascivious grin stretched across her lips and her eyes seemed to blaze with lustful need. “That’s for later.”

I lifted a brow at her, but she didn’t elaborate further. Instead, she stepped into me and squished her ample breasts against my chest. Her fingers traced the lines of my pectoral muscles before teasing their way down my defined abs.

“So strong and hard,” she cooed, then leaned in to plant a gentle kiss on my chest.

One of her hands curled around my shaft while the other stroked leisurely over my bulbous tip. I groaned against her touch, my jaw clenching and my hips bucking with the eagerness for more.

She didn’t make me wait long. Her tongue traced a long, smoldering line down my torso until she knelt on the sandy ground. I sucked in a breath when she pressed a gentle kiss on my crown, then flicked her tongue to gather my precum.

She moaned as she tasted me, and the delightful sound made my blood boil with animalistic urges. My fingers reflexively tightened on her short red hair, and she giggled at my reaction. Still, she wasn’t done teasing.

Her hand massaged my tip as she indulged herself on my length, slurping and licking as if I was a delicacy that she could never get enough of. She even leaned in to suckle my balls and coaxed shudder after shudder to roll through me.

After spending nearly everyday getting me off with her mouth since we left Emberfell, she had gotten incredibly good. Though she hadn’t been able to take all of me, she would make it happen soon enough.

That was how she had been from the first day we trained together. Amelia wasn’t the type to give up—period. Failure was just a step closer to success in her mind. This was also another challenge she would eventually conquer.

“Mmm… You’re so good at this now,” I praised as she took a long lap over the slit of my crown.

“I’ve had a lot of practice, thanks to you,” she said with a smirk.

I chuckled before primal lust surged through me as I looked down at her. At this gorgeous redhead, on her knees, pleasuring my cock as if it was her one and only duty in life.

The sight of her kissing my bulbous tip adoringly while looking up at me with ravenous need in her eyes was just titillating beyond words. A part of me wanted nothing more than to grab the back of her head and dive into her throat until I buried every inch of me inside her.

As kinky as she had been these past few weeks, I was quite certain she might even enjoy being roughly handled. However, I wouldn’t do anything she hadn’t consented to. Until she asked me to do that, I would keep myself restrained and go at her pace.

My vision flashed white when she took me between her lips and drew me in until I hit the back of her throat. Tears welled in her eyes as she held me there for several heartbeats before pulling back.

“Ohh f-fuck!” I grunted, shuddering when she sucked on my tip as if it was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted.

Her tongue swirled and teased me while she continued to bob her head back and forth. She might not have been able to swallow all of me, but her technique was more than sufficient to take me all the way.

“A-Amelia… Th-That’s feels g-great…” I moaned, fingers digging into her scalp as I throbbed wildly in her mouth.

To my dismay, she slowed down. Instead of the rapid thrusting, she switched to long, slow strokes. Tears were trickling down her flushed cheeks at this point, adding to the slick coat of drool on her chin.

“Mmm… You’re… You’re so cruel,” I breathed before chuckling.

A smirk curled around her stuffed lips at my protest as she looked up at me from her knees. She pushed forward, her crimson brows furrowing with effort. Her throat convulsed when she took me as deep as she could, then she breathed out and drove further.

With a muffled pop, the pressure around my crown became incredible. A moment passed before I noticed that her face was pressed flush against my crotch. She had finally taken every inch of me.

“Sh-Shit… Amelia… S-So tight,” I groaned, holding her head in trembling hands as I fought down the urge to fuck her mouth with everything I had.

As if knowing what I wanted, she nodded and gave me permission to do it. To use her. To sate my need without holding back.

There wasn’t much I could do after that. I did what any sane man would when the girl of his dreams gave him permission to do something so kinky and incredibly hot. I obliged.

With firm hands on either side of her head, I drew back until only my tip was in her mouth before thrusting forward. I drove into her welcoming tightness and smoldering heat again and again, gleefully savoring every second of her velvety embrace.

She didn’t resist and completely relaxed her throat for me, letting me pump in and out of her with ease. Tears and spit dribbled in long ropes from her chin and she looked up at me with joyful satisfaction. She had finally accomplished her goal and was savoring every second of it.

I reached my limit before long, my muscles tensing up with impending release. Her cheeks hollowed in suction as I pulsed furiously against her tongue. Her fingers dug into my thighs in anticipation for my taste.

“Amelia! H-Here it comes!” I ground out as I buried every inch in her throat.

Her red locks tangled in my digits while I kept her pinned against my crotch. Jet after jet of my seed gushed down her throat and she delightfully swallowed every drop.

My vision dimmed for a moment as pleasure overwhelmed me. Then I staggered back and slumped against one of the boulders, gasping for breath.

“Are you alright?” I asked, glancing in her direction before a smile curled my lips.

Amelia was still on her knees, grinning broadly at me. “Did you see that? I can finally take all of you.”

“Yes, you did,” I agreed, still panting.

Her smile turned lascivious as she said, “Shouldn’t I be rewarded for such an accomplishment? You’re so big after all.”

“You can have anything you want that I can give, Amelia,” I chuckled.

She stood and dusted the sand from her knees and shins before pulling down her panties. The wet spot in the center suggested that she was already dripping with arousal. She slipped the underwear through her ankles but didn’t toss it aside.

With the alluring sway of her hips, she sauntered toward me. A thin sheen of sweat shimmering on her skin as she stood in front of me. Instead pressing up against me like she had done before, however, she lifted the panties toward me.

I tilted my head to one side in question, but opened my hand to accept it anyway. The fabric was soft and slightly damp on my palm. It smelt intensely of lilac and sex—a heady scent that rapidly invigorated my spent cock.

Amelia bit her lower lip, then moved toward a nearby boulder, her hips gyrating enticingly as she went. With a slow turn, she faced me before lowering herself onto the flat top of the rock.

“Will you fuck me like you did just now? Fuck me like you mean it. Fuck me without holding back,” she crooned.

As if to emphasize her point, she lifted one foot onto the boulder so her legs would spread wide enough for me to see her dripping pussy. She slid a hand over her taut belly, then reached down to part her pink folds with her fingers.

I gulped, my mind reeling from her salacious display as my cock returned to its full hardness in record time. “Fuck, Amelia. Since when did you become so kinky?” I breathed and coaxed a giggle from her.

She only grinned mischievously at my question before her gaze shifted down to my hand that was holding her panties. “But, since I tend to make a lot of noise, you’ll have to keep me quiet… somehow.”

My throat bobbed as my brain registered the implication of her words. “And here I thought you couldn’t get any more surprising,” I said with a chuckle.

With my heart pounding hard enough to make my ribs ache, I crossed the short gap between us to stand at the edge of the boulder between her spread legs. She watched me with lustful excitement dancing behind the mesmerizing golden hue of her eyes.

I pressed her panties to my nose and drew in a deep inhale. Her sweet scent and intoxicating arousal hit me like a potent aphrodisiac and I groaned. My cock throbbed wildly as if urging me to ravage her.

Then I held the dampened wad between my fingers and moved it toward her mouth. She eagerly parted her lips for me, letting me push her underwear into her mouth as deep as I wanted. Her tongue swirled around my digits when I drew back and my cock twitched in response.

“You want it rough, don’t you?” I asked and she nodded with an inviting smile.

I didn’t wait another second. If my gorgeous lover wanted my cock hilted inside her so badly, I would give it to her with everything I had. I guided my throbbing tip to her spread entrance and thrust with all my might.

My length pushed into her in one smooth motion. Our flesh collided with a wet clash when I buried everything inside her sweltering depths. Her head jerked back as a muffled cry shuddered out of her. She jolted with the impact and I used the momentum to withdraw, then slammed forward again.

The arm that was supporting her weight buckled from the pleasure I unleashed upon her, causing her to collapse on the boulder. She mewled and whimpered beneath me as I fucked her without restraint like she had wanted.

Her heavy breasts bounced enticingly each time I filled her. With one hand holding onto her waist to keep her pinned in place, I reached for one of her supple mounds and tested its softness.

Amelia arched her back, allowing me to surge even deeper into her while pressing her breast against my hand as if begging for me to play with it more.

I obliged and squeezed until her flesh swelled between my fingers, then moved to tweak her stiff nipple until she let out a muffled grunt. To my surprise, she didn’t back away but seemed to arch her back even more.

“You’re so fucking hot when you’re needy,” I growled, before leaning down to take her other pink nub between my lips.

Her walls immediately constricted around me. Her fingers raked through my blonde hair, then pulled me flush against her breast as she writhed beneath me. The lewd sound that came out of her stuffed mouth was like a lustful melody that spurred me to rut her even harder.

I let loose. My hips slammed forward again and again. The sound of our crashing bodies rang through the surrounding area. Her muffled cries of ecstasy echoed in my ears as she clung to me, her fingers digging into my back and her ankles locked behind me.

Sweat trickled down my face from the exertion as I watched Amelia indulge in pleasure—our pleasure. She convulsed around me a few moments later, coaxing a shudder to rush up my spine. We were racing, spiraling, surging toward our release.

“Cum for me, Amelia. Let me see you cum,” I growled through gritted teeth as I continued to fuck her at a brisk pace.

Her muscles contracted at my urge before her muffled moans turned into unintelligible screams. She spasmed violently beneath me and her pussy squeezed around me like a pliable vice, milking and massaging until my control shattered.

“Mmmhhhnnnhhh… Lhhmmhhcaaasss!” she cried.

“F-Fuuuuuuck!” I roared, then rammed every inch of me inside her one last time.

The eruption was so intense that my mind went blank for several seconds as I flooded her womb with my seed. I groaned atop Amelia, basking and savoring the overwhelming bliss of our love-making.

I pushed up on my hands and smiled at the sight of the same euphoria played across her face. Her arms were splayed out limply on either side of her head while her legs dangled off the boulder as if prostrating herself for me to do whatever I pleased with her body.

“That was incredible,” I said before reaching up to pull the wadded panties out of her mouth.

“Mmm… That was so good,” she purred as a quiver of aftershocks rolled through her. “If I’d known sex in the open was this good, I’d have make you fuck me like this sooner.”

I chuckled, but couldn’t stop my cock from twitching at her words. “To be fair, we didn’t come across any streams before today.”

“True. Doing it in the dark, behind bushes wasn’t fun,” she agreed before her lips pursed in thought for a moment. “What should we do next?”

“What else do you have in mind?”

Her eyes narrowed as her arms came up to circle my neck. She flashed me a lecherous smile before she said, “I am willing to try anything you want, Luke. Anything at all. No matter how wild or kinky.”

I gulped at her invitation as my length swiftly regained its hardness inside her. “Anything at all? No matter how wild or kinky?”

“Mmmhmm,” she smirked, then locked her ankles behind my back and drew me all the way inside of her. “Whatever you can imagine, I’m all for it, so don’t hold back.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

VINHELS

We traveled for another two weeks before the walls of Vinhels appeared in the distance. The monsters we encountered along the way lessened noticeably the closer we got to the city.

The United Assembly had called upon the adventurers from across Elathia to defend the Grand Capital, after all. That was the reason why monster attacks in this region were low.

Not everyone came, of course. Brielle had mentioned a good number of beastkin adventurers remained in Susacre Valley to help defend Rollen. Many more also stayed behind in Windcrest Coast after the attack on Emberfell, in case another siege happened.

Vinhels still looked imposing and incredible even from miles away. The white stone walls encircling the city rose like an impenetrable barrier against any external threats. It gleamed brilliantly in the morning sun.

The city grew larger and larger as we approached, and I only managed to grasp its enormity when we were much closer. Its walls of ivory stone were easily fifty feet tall with several ballistic towers along its length, which made Emberfell’s defenses look like backwater architecture in comparison.

“Rosien, god of creation. That’s one very very big gate,” Amelia said with her mouth hung open as she craned her neck almost all the way to look at the top of the colossal entrance.

“Yeah… It is big,” I agreed, staring up in awe at the impossibly massive structure next to her.

We were waiting in line to enter the city. Though the inspections were brief, the large amount of people and wagons going in and out still caused a bit of delay. Still, the line flowed steadily and our turn was approaching quickly.

Most of the people waiting in line were refugees from their disheveled clothes and the frightened look in their eyes. A few of the wagons were missing a roof while a few others rolled with a wobble.

That was likely the reason they were let through quickly. These people had lost their homes and traveled a long way to find safety. They had suffered enough. There was no reason to hold them up with unreasonably long inspections.

The guards were wearing white armor and helmets that seemed to glow in the morning sun. I couldn’t help but think back to Emberfell’s guards. The pristine equipment made their plain brown leather gear look obsolete and outdated in comparison.

“Kane and Rogan would be so jealous if they could see these guards,” I said with a snicker, leaning close to Amelia.

“I know. I can already hear Rogan complaining,” she agreed, smirking.

Our inspection was as brief as the others before us. The guards merely asked for our names, the reasons of our visit and the duration of our stay. If they had recognized our last names, they didn’t show it.

As we were being inspected, a symbol stood out to me since several visitors and even the guards had it on their person. The symbol was a green circle interlaced with golden thread swirling along its circumference and a tear-shaped emerald in the center.

The design piqued my curiosity but I didn’t want to hold up the line by asking unnecessary questions. So, I pushed the thought aside and just entered the city when the guard waved us forward.

The sight beyond the gate was even more incredible. Amelia and I stared out in awe at the tall buildings made from white stone and smooth pavement for a solid minute. Even Brielle who had already visited the city before seemed to take in our surroundings with renewed interest.

The main boulevard was easily twenty foot wide with countless shops and restaurants lining both sides. People of every race in Elathia milled about along the spacious sidewalk. There were so many people crowded in one place that I felt dizzy just looking at them coming and going.

Unlike Emberfell where merchants and stall vendors would boast about their goods to passersby, the shops of Vinhels advertised with colorful signs and billboards hanging behind windows or at their front doors. Even with the chatter of people all around us, the street was strangely quiet without shouts and callings of people trying to sell their goods.

Darla led us through the crowded sidewalk to the Adventurer’s Guild once the three of us snapped out of our awestruck stupor. Just like the rest of the city, the Guild in Vinhels was also much more grand than the one in Emberfell.

However, just like every other Adventurer’s Guild, a wooden emblem of a sword and a staff crossing in front of a heater shield hung above the wide open archway entrance. Its grains were worn smooth by time until it looked more like an antique at this point.

On top of that, the building also incorporated vintage appeal with modern design to maintain its classic appearance. Though its exterior was constructed with smooth ivory stone, its interiors were lined with wood panelings and floorboards.

An even larger map of Elathia spanned the right wall while several counters cut across the lobby with clerks stationed behind them. Adventurers were hauling in loot, checking out quests while others chatted amongst themselves in the enormous hall.

“Let’s get our Plates updated and get our rewards,” I said with a big grin on my face.

“Good idea! Do you think we’ll get a promotion?” Amelia asked excitedly.

I shrugged. “Probably not. The essence required for a promotion between each Rank grows bigger the higher you go. I don’t think we’ve killed enough monsters to get a promotion yet.”

The Archer pouted at my answer before shrugging. “At least my skills should have gained a level.”

“Let’s find out.”

I glanced around before finding an available clerk behind one of the counters to the left side of the hall. A female foxkin with short blue hair greeted us with a beaming smile when we approached. She wore the standard guild uniform with white shirt underneath a black vest.

“Greetings, adventurers! My name is Shalia Rivers. May I have your names, please,” she said.

The four of us obliged her request and introduced ourselves one by one before she produced our Plates of Record in her hands a moment later. Placing them on the countertop in front of us, she urged us to place our hands over them.

A gentle tugging sensation ended after a brief moment and I removed my hand. As I had anticipated, my Rank remained at 4, but three of my skills had gained a level.

SKILL LIST

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

Defense Efficiency (level 7)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 7)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 6)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 3 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

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

I had focused on using Bash over the past two weeks and the result was as I had hoped. The shield skill had finally reached level 6. However, its Stun duration remained at three seconds, which caused me to believe it would only go up every two levels.

Just like me, Amelia also saw improvement on three of her skills. She had used Multi Shot every chance she could and gotten what she wanted. Though it reached level 5, the number of duplicated projectiles didn’t increase which led her to believe it would happen every three levels.

Aside from Multi Shot, Bull’s Eye and Imbue Poison also gained one level each. The former would enhance her accuracy even more while the latter had increased Poison duration from nine to ten seconds. It would give us an incredible advantage in a fight for sure.

SKILL LIST

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

Bull’s Eye (level 7)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Multi Shot (level 5)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 3

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Imbue Poison (level 6)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 10 seconds

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

We had also let Brielle train hard during the last two weeks because she had missed out in the dungeon. We even went out of our way to seek out monsters in the forest. As a result, she had gained a level on all of her skills.

SKILL LIST

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

Iron Fist (level 7)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level 5)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Essence Recovery (level 6)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boosting regenerated essence

Every: 24 seconds

Iron Defense (level 5)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

At level 5, the dragonkin could use Essence Explosion for a full minute, which would massively enhance her offensive capability. The shortened interval of Essence Recovery and the increased duration of Iron Defense were also incredibly useful.

Darla had also seen the level of her skills increase across the board. The constant battles, even if lessened, allowed her to constantly cast her spells. Aside from the visible increase in duration of Protection, Heal and Divine Shield had undoubtedly become more effective as well.

SKILL LIST

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

Heal (level 8)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level 7)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boosting absorbed mana

Every: 20 seconds

Divine Shield (level 6)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a moderate amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level 5)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

After we were done updating our Plates, I sent a transfer request to Shalia. She promptly accepted it before the overlay of countless slotted shelves appeared over my vision.

I moved all the loot from the monsters we had encountered over the past two weeks to her. Compared to our trip from Emberfell to Haeron, the number of monsters we had fought went down somewhat since there were more adventurers in this region.

The foxkin clerk took a moment to calculate our rewards before sending me her own transfer request with a pouch of coins, which amounted to a little over three thousand six hundred vinhs. I accepted the money and politely declined her offer to elaborate the sum.

“By the way, do you have a recommendation for a magical item appraiser?” I asked.

Darla was unfamiliar with such an appraiser when I had asked her during our trip here. Well, it was more like I had asked Amelia to ask her for me because she had been ignoring me for most of the trip here.

Shalia tapped her chin in thought for a moment before she said, “I believe there’s an appraiser who specializes in magical items in the 4th District.”

“4th District?” I repeated, not knowing where it was.

She stared up at me blankly for a moment before realization dawned on her. “Is this your first time visiting Vinhels, mister Lucas?”

“Yup,” I chuckled, nodding. “If you don’t mind. Will you please explain the layout of the city to me?”

I might have been able to glean that information from Darla since she had been living in Vinhels for a few years. She had started talking to me more during the spider dungeon but the towel incident had literally reverted our progress back to the beginning of our journey from Emberfell.

“Of course. It’ll be my pleasure to assist you, mister Lucas,” she said formally.

The foxkin clerk withdrew a piece of folded parchment from her Spatial Storage, then stood. Unfolding it over the countertop, she revealed that it was the map of Vinhels with the names of main streets, canals and important buildings.

Just like I had imagined, the city was surrounded by thick circular walls. In addition to the Southern Gate we had entered from, there were also Northern, Eastern and Western Gates. As the main trading hub of Elathia, multiple gates were certainly needed to accommodate the large number of visitors.

Two main boulevards cut through the Grand Capital from north to south and east to west, splitting it into four sections. The two boulevards joined in the center of the city by encircling an area called the Monument of Heroes.

According to the map, the city was split into eight triangular districts with the addition of two smaller streets that diagonally intersected the main boulevards.

The first four districts were located on the northern side of the city, rotating from left to right with the 1st District on the west side to the 4th District on the east. The 5th through 8th District followed the same pattern but were on the south side and rotating from east to west instead.

Shalia took out a quill to draw an X in the 4th District on the side of the smaller street called Moonveil Road. Then she circled the Adventurer’s Guild in the 6th District to the right of the vertical boulevard which was called Victory Way.

“This is where we are,” she said before tapping the quill inside the circle for emphasis. “You want to head north into the Monument Circle and take Moonveil Road. The shop is called Tingling Whiskers.”

I couldn’t stop myself from raising a brow at the strange name. The foxkin clerk caught it and a tinge of pink bloomed on her cheeks.

“Yeah, the shop owner can be a bit… eccentric. But the adventurers who have used her services say that she’s the real deal,” Shalia said.

“Great! Thank you for your recommendation. I’ll definitely check it out,” I said a nod of gratitude.

“Here! Take the map with you.” She folded up the parchment before handing it to me. “First time visitors to the city can pick up this map at the gates. It’s free,” she added when I looked surprised at her offer.

“Ah, I see,” I said, taking the map before putting it in my storage. “Thank you very much for your help, Shalia. We’ll be on our way.”

“You’re very welcome, mister Lucas,” she responded with a formal bow.

A necklace slipped from the collar of her shirt when the clerk bent forward and caught my eyes. It had the same green circle with interlaced golden thread and a teardrop emerald in the center. My curiosity got the better of me then.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing to her necklace.

She blinked at me for a moment before reaching up to touch the symbol dangling from her neck. Her face lit up with recognition and a small smile curled her lips.

“Oh this?” she said, bringing the symbol forward as if to let me have a closer look. “This mark identifies me as the follower of the Savior.”

“The Savior?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.

“Yes.” She nodded quickly. “The monster attacks across Elathia is the sign of an impending calamity that will destroy everything we ever know and love. That’s why Rosien has sent the Savior to guide us through this difficult time. He’ll bring us salvation and save us from certain annihilation.”

It was my turn to blink after listening to her explanation. When I only stared at her in complete silence, she added with a frown, “I understand if you don’t believe me. Most adventurers think the Church of the Savior is a cult because of what they believe. Many even openly oppose its teaching.”

“N-No. No, It’s not that I don’t believe you. It was just a lot to take in,” I said with an awkward chuckle.

“The Church gives people like me, who can’t fight, hope in this trying time.”

I nodded, unsure of what to say. Recalling the faces of the people in Haeron after the spider attack, I could understand the hopelessness and desperation. Everyone needed an anchor, a place or a reason to keep them sane. Naturally, they would gravitate toward something that gave them hope for a better future.

“You can see it for yourself,” Shalia urged, looking at me with pleading eyes. “Before you judge us, just listen to what the Savior has to say. I’m sure you’ll come to understand us better.”

“S-Sure,” I said noncommittally.

“Please do. The Church is in the 5th District near the Eastern Gate. You can’t miss it,” the clerk insisted.

“Right. Thank you again.” I nodded before turning away from her.

“Be safe and well, mister Lucas.”

Amelia was grinning at me when I turned around. “What?” I asked with a raised brow as we strolled toward the exit.

“I didn’t know you were such a flirt,” she giggled, skipping up next to me.

“How is that flirting? I was just asking for information.”

“Oh come on! You were giving her all the manly snickering and the eyes. She even blushed,” she said, wiggling her crimson brows at me before hooking her arms around mine, then lowering her voice conspiratorially. “I’m not jealous, but the other girls in our party might not feel the same way.”

“What in the name of Rosien are you talking about? What’s manly snickering and the eyes?” I asked exasperatedly and reflexively glanced over my shoulder at our two other companions. “There’s no way Darla is going to be jealous. She doesn’t even want to talk to me,” I added in a hushed whisper.

The redhead gave me a level stare and shook her head. “You really don’t understand girls.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It’s alright, love. I’ll help you,” she said before patting my shoulder as if trying to console me.

Before I could press her to explain herself, she darted forward and hopped through the archway of the Guild. “Come on! Let’s go get Steel Heart appraised! I’m sure he’s dying to know… Well, whatever it is the appraiser can tell us,” she urged while waving for us to hurry up.

I shook my head at the sudden change in her antics, but her unpredictability was what made every moment I had spent with her interesting. “Fine. Fine. Let’s get going then.”

“Mmm…” Darla cut in before we could head down the walk way. A tinge of pink colored her cheeks when her violet eyes met mine before she looked away and focused her attention on Amelia and Brielle.

I fought down the urge to frown at her reaction and quietly waited for her to continue.

“I would like for us to part ways for now,” she said and sounded reluctant.

“Why? Is something wrong?” the Archer asked, looking confused and concerned before glancing at me. “If it’s because of Luke, we can definitely talk about it.”

I opened my mouth to protest but the Cleric beat me to it. “N-No! No, this isn’t about that…” she trailed off. She glanced my way and quickly looked away as her cheeks turned bright red.

After a brief moment of awkward silence, she explained, “I’d like to visit my Master first to report my findings and arrange an audience with her for you.”

Understanding immediately dawned on me. Roriella Goldentress was a sitting member of the United Assembly after all. Even if we were with her student, it would still be inappropriate for us to see her without prior notice. On top of that, the two of them might want to catch up on things in private first.

“Sure. Let’s meet up somewhere later,” the redhead said.

“Yes. Please wait for me at the inn called Roaring Hearth in the 5th District. I should be there in a few hours,” the Cleric said, then bowed.

She gave me a furtive glance as she stepped away from the group. Then she followed the walkway for a short while before crossing the road and disappearing into a small street.

A sly grin stretched across the redhead’s lips when she said, “See? She said it wasn’t you.”

“That’s not… what I heard,” I retorted with a raised brow.

“Oh Luke. You need to read between the lines! Trust me. She isn’t mad at you.”

“Where did you get that from? Nothing said ‘I hate you’ more than not talking to me for practically the entire trip here.”

She narrowed her eyes at me before letting out an exasperated sigh, then patted my shoulder. “It’s alright, love. You just have to trust a girl’s intuition on this sort of thing,” she said with a sagely nod.

“What does that even mean?” I blurted.

“Excuse me. If you don’t mind. I’d like to get myself appraised please,” Steel Heart cut in with frustration thick in his tone.

Right! Sorry.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE SWORD OF ELATHIA

We made our way down the walkway along Victory Way for half an hour before reaching the entrance to the Monument Circle. It was a massive circular park in the middle of the city with lush grass, expansive trees and colorful bushes of flowers.

If I had thought Emberfell was big, I was completely wrong. I could have walked across my hometown in thirty minutes at a steady pace but, according to the map, I had barely made it a quarter of this city in the same amount of time.

“This place is sooo bigggg!” Amelia voiced the same thought in my mind and I nodded in agreement.

“Yes, it is very big. I was so afraid of getting lost I didn’t dare to go anywhere when I was here last time,” Brielle chimed in before smiling sheepishly.

“Well, since we’re here together now, you don’t have to worry anymore. Let’s explore the city together if we have some time,” I said and casually reached up to stroke her raven hair between her green horns.

She leaned into my touch and hummed delightfully, “I’d like that.”

The Archer smirked up at me and nodded in approval. I smirked back while keeping my hand on the dragonkin’s head. Brielle had already expressed her desire to join my harem. So, there was no point in denying it anymore.

“We should get to the appraiser now. We’ll need some time to find the Roaring Hearth,” I suggested after underestimating the size of this city. Traveling to the Tingling Whiskers might take us longer than I had expected.

With that, we crossed the road that encircled the park. Once inside, I was surprised to see a mass of people occupying the area in numerous tents. Then it struck me that these were the refugees from the nearby towns and villages.

Just like Haeron, the monster attacks had upended many lives and forced people to flee their homes. If we hadn’t arrived to clear the spider dungeon, Narius and the others might have been forced to escape here or to Emberfell.

As we picked our way through the makeshift settlement, I noticed several of the refugees wore necklaces with the Savior symbol while many others embroidered the pattern on their clothes. It was unsurprising. For people who had lost everything, any kind of hope was a welcoming light.

“Please, sir! Please tell me what happened to my wife!” a man said from somewhere up ahead, sending my senses into high alert.

I glanced at the girls before they nodded. Without another word, I rushed forward at a quicker pace. After a short moment, we came to find a male wolfkin on his knees outside of a tent with four others who looked like adventurers from the armor they were wearing.

“Please… sir. What did you do to my wife?” the wolfkin asked in a sob.

“What the fuck are you talking about, fool? I don’t know your fucking wife,” one of the four said with a sneer.

From the light leather protective gear he was wearing and the daggers on either side of his hips, he was likely a Rogue. The large triangular ears atop his braided green hair also identified him as being from the same race as the refugee who was on his knees.

“Get away, asshole. You’re going to get our clothes dirty,” a human man said before walking up and kicking the wolfkin. He had short brown hair and a rangy build. The longbow slung across his chest identified him as an Archer.

The refugee tumbled on his side. Fortunately, the lush grass cushioned his impact on the ground. Still, that didn’t stop a choking wheeze from rushing out of him.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” Amelia bellowed and rushed forward to crouch protectively over the refugee.

The Rogue openly leered at her crouching form and even licked his lip. My jaw clenched at his reaction. I stepped in front of the adventurers, blocking their view of my redhead lover and staring them down.

At this point, I gave zero fucks to who or what rank they were. Just like in Emberfell, there were shitty adventurers everywhere. The three of us might have chosen this career out of pure desire to help others, but many others didn’t share the same sentiment.

“Please… Please, she went to the Church and never came back. Please…” the refugee sobbed weakly behind me.

The mention of the Church made the men uneasy, likely because the girls and I were around. Whatever these people had done, they clearly didn’t want outsiders to find out.

“We didn’t do shit to your wife, asshole. She could have gone anywhere after she left the Church,” the human Archer retorted.

“I thought you said you didn’t know who his wife was,” I said.

“Butt out, kid! If you know what’s good for ya,” the Rogue cut in and made to reach for his daggers.

I immediately reached into my Spatial Storage for Ironmantle as I lifted my left arm in front of me. The wolfkin would likely be faster than me with his smaller weapon, but I wasn’t going to stand around and let him stab me without a fight.

A large hand dropped on the Rogue’s shoulder, halting his movement. “That’s enough!” a voice boomed behind him before my gaze shifted to a towering tigerkin Knight, who stood at least seven foot tall.

“B-But this kid is the one getting in our way,” the wolfkin protested, then grimaced in pain when the hand on his shoulder clenched around his flesh. “Alright! Alright! I’ll stop!”

“Stop making a scene, Marco. The Savior will be furious,” a sultry voice said from behind the Knight before a lithe female catkin with short blond hair stepped up next to the wolfkin Rogue. Her light leather armor and daggers suggested she was also a Rogue.

The male’s face paled visibly at her words. “I-I’m not making a scene! I already stopped, didn’t I?” he sputtered.

“We’re leaving,” the tigerkin Knight ordered and turned on his heels without another word.

The human Archer didn’t spare us another glance before spinning around and walking away. Marco snarled at me as he walked backward a few steps before turning around to stalk off. The female Rogue eyed us with amusement for a moment, then followed after her companions.

“Are you alright?” Amelia asked the refugee once the adventurers had disappeared behind the tents. He looked haggard and malnourished, likely from long travel.

“My wife… Th-They took her. I’m sure of it,” the wolfkin sputtered as he looked up at her pleadingly.

“Can you tell us more? What happened?” I asked, crouching down next to the Archer before Brielle dropped to one knee next to me.

“I… I… We ran from our village in the east when a horde of monsters attacked us. My wife became a worshiper of the Savior after she listened to one of their sermons. She really believes they’re our salvation,” the man said in a shaky voice.

“You don’t feel the same way?” I asked.

The male shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut as if not knowing how to answer the question. “I don’t know… I’ve never been to the Church. She seemed motivated and determined to follow their teachings, so I let her be. We’ve been through a lot. I just want her to be happy. That’s why I didn’t stop her.”

Tears spilled down his leathery face and his body shook violently. “I should’ve said something! She went to the Church a week ago and didn’t come back. I should’ve stopped her!”

Grief played across his face and my heart wrenched at his pained expression. Even if I knew nothing about the Savior or his Church, the behavior of his followers had also made me question him and his teachings. Still, I couldn’t solely judge him by the people who followed him.

“Please! Please help bring my wife back. She’s the only family I have left. Please…” the refugee said, bowing his head to me as he grasped tightly on my arm.

My brows knitted as I glanced over at my companions who also had similar expressions on their faces. They clearly wanted to help him, but also didn’t have enough information to accuse the Church of abducting his wife.

“We’ll do everything in our power to help,” I said before reaching a hand to squeeze his shoulder.

“Please… All I want is to see my wife again.”

“We’ll look into it,” I promised, but hated the lack of commitment in my tone.

“Th-Thank you! Thank you, young man,” he said and bowed his head even lower.

Though the thought of leaving this man alone caused my chest to tighten, I had no other choice. We had things to do in Vinhels and couldn’t spend all our time with him. Still, I would do my best to keep my promise.

With that, the three of us headed north along the walkway that cut through the park until we came into the area where the actual Monument of Heroes was. I stared up in awe at the five towering statues that stood in a circle with their backs turned toward one another.

Each of them were in valiant fighting stances that exuded strength. Their faces were a mask of unrelenting determination and unshakable courage. A shiver of goosebumps ran down my back at the sight of them.

They were the heroes who had fought and sacrificed themselves to protect Elathia three hundred years ago. They were the pinnacle of bravery and selflessness.

“Why are you getting emotional? What’s going on?” Steel Heart asked.

I nearly scowled at him before realizing he couldn’t see what I was seeing. As imposing as these statues were, they didn’t possess any essence for him to detect. Not wanting him to feel left out, I projected the image of the Monument for him.

In front of me was Soren Rydon—the human Knight who had led the fight against the mad Wizard. He was standing tall in his full plate armor with his sword, Lexidus, raised high above his head in one hand.

To his right was an elven Cleric with long, flowing hair—Teriani Suncrest. The sculpture had made it seem as if her robe was billowing out behind her in the wind as she held her staff out in front of her.

Next to her was Wyvernta Silverclaw—the dragonkin Monk. Just like Brielle, she didn’t have much in terms of protective gear, but had powerful scales around her body to serve as armor. She stood with both arms raised in an intimidating fighting stance.

Rudira Moonborne was on her other side. From the stories, the male wolfkin Archer had been friends with Soren before they came to fight in this battle. He had his massive bow in one hand with an arrow nocked and drawn back in the other.

The last of their party was a dwarven Wizard by the name of Valmuir Crimsonbraid. Similar to Teriani, his thick robe also looked as if it had been blown by the wind. One of his hands was raised high over his head with a staff clenched tight between his fingers like he was about to cast a devastating spell.

Impressive, aren’t they? I asked when my sword didn’t respond for a long moment.

“The human… is his name So—Soren… Rydon?” he asked and his voice sounded as if he was choking up.

A wave of melancholy washed through me and stung my eyes with tears. “Wh-What was that?” I sputtered, blinking rapidly to keep from crying.

“Teri—Teriani… She’s here too… Rudira… Wyvernta… Valmuir… They are all here…”

The pain and sadness that slammed into me nearly made my knees buck. I managed to keep standing but was unable to keep the tears from spilling. By the time I realized it, my cheeks were wet with several droplets already dripping from my chin.

“Wh—Why are you crying?” Amelia asked in surprise from my right.

“N-No… This wasn’t…” I sniffled, wiping away the tears with my hands but couldn’t stop the ache in my heart. “This isn’t me. It’s Steel Heart.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. His emotions just hit me,” I said, likely looking as confused as she was. “Hold on.”

Are you alright, buddy? What’s going on? I asked my sword.

He didn’t respond for a long while until I was about to ask again. “I know them. No… I knew them. They were my… friends… my companions.”

My gaze darted back to the statue of Soren at his words. That was when I noticed it. Without thinking, I unsheathed Steel Heart and held him up in front of me. Then my eyes went wide when the realization struck me like a lightning strike.

“Rosien, god of creation! You’ve got to be kidding me,” I blurted and drew the attention of the girls.

“What’s wrong?” Brielle asked from my left, her voice laced with concern.

“No way!” Amelia gasped as she lifted a hand over her mouth, undoubtedly already seeing what I was doing.

The stone that had been carved into the hero’s sword only had a vague resemblance and none of the colors, but the similarities were still there. The shape of the blade, the fuller and the crossguard were close enough to Steel Heart that I could make the assumption.

“You’re the… Fuck. Is this for real? You’re Lexidus—the Sword of Elathia?” I said and didn’t believe a single word of it.

Too many things didn’t make sense. If he was truly the legendary sword, then should he have been with his rightful owner deep within the heart of Nythe Anore? How did he end up several hundred miles from Maelgroth and buried inside a boulder?

There was no way Soren would leave his sword behind when he had to face a powerful enemy like Elyon Silvershard and countless monster swarms within Nyth Anore. However, his words and the way he had reacted from seeing the statues of the heroes also showed that he truly knew them.

“How is that even possible?” Amelia asked the question that had been echoing in my head for the past several moments.

“I… don’t know,” I murmured, turning to look at my redhead lover who still had a confused look on her face.

Steel Heart had gone completely silent at this point. I would probably do the same if a revelation of this magnitude just fell on me. His previous owner wasn’t just a Knight. He was the Knight who had fought to save every life on this continent. He was one of the legendary heroes.

“I… err… I think…” I trailed off before shaking my head to focus my thoughts. I cleared my throat, then said, “We should get to the appraiser. Maybe that will clear things up.”

The Archer nodded. “Let’s do that.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PERSONAL QUEST

Steel Heart didn’t say a single word during the thirty minutes we spent finding the Tingling Whiskers. We followed the map through the Monument of Heroes into a small street. Well, small for Vinhels. The same street would have been considered a boulevard back home.

The shop was a small building squeezed between two larger ones. Its rustic design and exposed reddish brick walls cut a deep contrast from the smooth and white walls on either side. Not only that, the door and windows also curved at the top and had no design semblance with its neighbors in any way.

“Shalia wasn’t lying when she said the owner is eccentric,” Amelia murmured as she stared thoughtfully at the shop.

“It doesn’t matter as long as she’s as good as they say,” I said with a shrug.

“You’re right.” The Archer nodded.

“Let’s go inside,” I urged and reached up to knock on the door.

“Go away!” an elderly female voice came back from inside.

I blinked once, then several times more before turning to look at the girls. The confusion on their faces indicated that they had heard the same words I did.

“H-Hello?” I called out, uncertain if I should try knocking again.

“Hello, my ass! I said GO AWAY!” was the response.

“That’s not cool,” Amelia grumbled with a scowl.

To my surprise, Brielle pounded on the door and made it rattle violently before she shot back, “You’re being very rude! That’s not how you should treat other people!”

A growl rumbled through the barrier, followed by stomping footsteps. Then the door swung open to reveal a catkin with gray and orange hair. Her silver eyes glared up at us from behind tiny, round glasses that sat on the tip of her nose. She wore a loose, baggy robe that seemed to have been sewn together from several clothes.

“Which part of ‘GO AWAY’ don’t you understand? You fuckers are the ones being rude!” she screamed at us

The dragonkin didn’t back down. She braced both hands on her hips and stared down at the older woman with equal fierceness. “We’re here as customers. If you want us to leave then you'll have to tell us why!”

The elderly catkin looked surprised at the Monk’s demand. Well, not just her. Amelia and I were speechless as well. Never in a million years would I have thought the meek girl I had met a little over a month ago would be capable of such an outburst.

“I’m not in the mood!” the older woman blurted. “Now, go away! I’m busy.”

She moved to slam the door in our faces, but the dragonkin surprised us once more by stepping forward and holding the door open with one hand. She was clearly stronger than the shop owner, so the struggle was completely one-sided.

“What are you doing? Let go!” the catkin complained but couldn’t close the door no matter how hard she tried. Still, she didn’t give up.

“Stop! Everyone, please calm down!” I stepped between Brielle and the older woman, putting myself in the doorway.

“Calm down? You’re telling me to calm down? Tell your woman that, fool!”

That comment was enough to make the dragonkin back off. I could imagine the blush on her cheeks even if I didn’t turn around to look at her. Still, I didn’t give the catkin a chance to close the door.

“Please. We really need your help. I’ve heard from the Guild that you’re the best appraiser in this city. That’s why we’re here,” I said, trying a new angle and hoping the praise would soften her mood.

Luckily, it did. The elderly catkin ceased her struggle and eyed me with a raised brow instead. “They said that at the Guild?”

I flashed her the most genuine smile I could muster before I said, “Of course! You’re the first person they recommended to me when I asked for an appraiser.”

“Is that so?” she chuckled at my response, then stepped back and allowed me to push the door wide.

Two rows of shelves on the right wall were filled with relics, gemstones and strange trinkets. Glass cases with valuable antiques and monster skulls lined the other side of the foyer, leaving only a narrow path in the center. A faint scent of sandalwood wafted around me as I carefully followed the catkin inside.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to walk far before entering a square room with smooth straw mats and a small fire pit in the center. The elderly catkin took a seat on the cushion at the other side of the pit, then took a puff from an incredibly long wooden pipe.

She blew out a white smoke that had a floral and sweet scent before looking up at me with a scowl. “What are you doing? Sit down!”

“Right,” I sputtered.

“She’s eccentric, alright,” Amelia whispered as the three of us sat cross-legged on the floor, mirroring her on the opposite side of the fire pit.

“The name is Morgan Moontail. What do you need from me?” the catkin asked, then took another deep inhale from her pipe.

“Yes! I’m Lucas. These are Amelia and Brielle,” I said, gesturing to the girls.

“Yeah. Yeah. I don’t care. What do you want?” Morgan waved her hand dismissively, coaxing a growl from the dragonkin to my left.

I was also tempted to leave at this point, but drew in a deep breath to calm myself. Even if her eccentricity was getting on my nerves, Shalia had assured us that she was the real deal. Well, the adventurers she had talked to did, but that was beside the point.

Considering there weren’t many true magical item appraisers across Elathia, we might not find another one any time soon. I had also promised Steel Heart that we would find out about him as much as possible and I intended to keep my word.

“I’ve a magical sword that I would like to have appraised,” I said, keeping the annoyance at her antics from my voice.

One of her gray eyebrows rose at my statement. “How do you know it’s a magical sword? You don’t look like an attuned one.”

My jaw ticked at that but I schooled my features to keep from glaring at her. “My dad is a Wizard. He’d felt some kind of magic from the sword. He… I mean, it also can use skills.”

Her head tilted to one side at the last part. “Skills? How is that special? There are plenty of imbued items everywhere.”

I pressed my lips together to stifle a groan of frustration, then breathed deeply. “This one is different,” I started as I contemplated if I should tell her about Steel Heart being the Sword of Elathia. “This one is—”

“Whatever! If you really want to part ways with your money, then who am I to stop you,” the shop owner cut me off before a roguish smirk curled her lips. “The fee is ten thousand vinhs, and I only take payment upfront.”

“Are you crazy?” Amelia blurted and smacked the mat. “I've had enough of this bullshit! We’ll go find another appraiser. Let’s go, Luke.”

“Yes! Let’s go,” Brielle agreed and stood with the other girl.

I sighed, but felt the same way as my companions. There was only so much I could put up with as well.

“That’s too bad. I was going to tell you about my special offer. I guess that’s a no go then?” Morgan mused before taking another puff from her pipe as I was pushing up to stand.

“What now?” the Archer asked, crossing her arms under her ample breasts, which caused them to squish together enticingly.

I forced my gaze from instinctively darting to her alluring cleavage and croaked out, “What special offer?”

“Well, since you people are adventurers, I thought I’ll give you a twenty five percent discount if you do a job for me. A Personal Quest. Was that what you called it in the old days?” the elderly catkin said, blowing out the sweet-scented smoke.

“Nope!” Amelia said and spun on her heels, then stalked off with Brielle close behind.

“Fifty percent!” Morgan offered.

That was enough to halt the redhead and the dragonkin. She slowly turned around and crossed her arms under her breasts once more. I wasn’t fast enough to stop myself this time and took in the glorious sight of her mounds for a solid two seconds before tearing my eyes away.

“No. You’ll appraise the weapon for free if we do this Personal Quest for you,” she said firmly.

“Seventy-five percent and that’s as far as I can go,” the old woman countered.

“No! It’s free or nothing,” Amelia shot back as she looked down the tip of her nose at the other woman.

The appraiser ground her teeth as she glared up at the Archer for several moments. Then she bit out, “Fine!”

The three of us returned to sitting on the mats once more. Morgan fumed as she bit her pipe with a snarl while my redhead lover had a triumphant smirk plastered on her face. I should probably have told her to stop smiling, but the elderly catkin had brought it upon herself with the way she had treated us.

Still, for some odd reason, an uneasiness weighed down on my shoulders even when we won the haggling. I pushed the worry from my mind since we hadn’t agreed upon any details of the quest and could back out if it was something ridiculous. At least, that was what I intended to do.

“What is this Personal Quest you’re talking about?” I asked.

The appraiser took a deep draw on her pipe, held it for a long while before letting the smoke out in one slow exhale. Her gaze was distant as if she was trying to compose the words in her head. When her eyes shifted to meet mine, they were filled with determination.

“It’s not going to be an easy quest. Let me tell you first,” she said and didn’t continue for several moments like she was gauging our reactions.

I didn’t know what to expect, but if she was willing to pay us in a service worth ten thousand vinhs, then it would be the highest payout we had ever received from a quest. It would definitely not be easy.

“Stop beating around the bush and just tell us!” Amelia said when the silence grew slightly uncomfortable.

“What a hot-headed brat,” Morgan sighed, then continued before the Archer could retort. “I need you to find someone.”

“Okay… That doesn’t sound difficult to me,” I said tentatively, waiting for the catch.

“Oh, it’s a shit load of difficult. Trust me.”

“Why? What happened to this person you’re looking for?” Amelia cut in.

The older woman leaned back and took a quick puff from her pipe as her tail swept leisurely behind her. “Have you heard of the Church of the Savior?”

“Have we heard about them? We nearly got in a fight with their followers just now,” the redhead scoffed.

Morgan raised a gray brow. “Did you, now? What did you do?”

“We didn’t do anything! They were beating up a refugee in the park, so we stopped them.”

The catkin nodded, seemingly in approval. She turned to knock the ashes from her pipe, then put it down on the tray next to her cushion.

“Why does the Church of the Savior have anything to do with your quest?” I asked as I slowly pieced things together.

The wolfkin refugee was adamant that his wife had been taken by the people of the Church. If the appraiser was looking for someone in association with that place as well, then the person must have also gone missing.

“Did they also abduct your friend?” Amelia beat me to the question.

Morgan had a grim look on her face when she nodded. “He’s an old adventurer friend of mine. A Lancer. He was investigating the Church after people were being reported missing. A week ago, he disappeared.”

“Could he have gone on a quest somewhere?” I asked.

Leaving home for weeks, if not months, wasn’t uncommon in adventuring. My dad and Sammus used to leave Emberfell for weeks on quests before my mom and Mary got pregnant with Amelia and I.

“No!” the catkin said, shaking her head vehemently. “He’d been coming by every few days to report his findings. He’d have mentioned something if he was leaving on a quest.”

I nodded. “So, you think the Church took him.”

The pained expression that streaked across her face told me abduction was the least of her worries. From the way those shitty adventurers had acted, things could have gotten far worse if we hadn’t intervened.

Morgan stared into the fire inside the pit between us without saying a word for several moments. Then she said in a soft whisper as if she had already resigned herself to the outcome, “The old fool might already be dead, sticking his nose in the wrong places. I… I just… I just want to know what happened.”

“We’ll do it! We’ll find him for you!” Brielle blurted from my left, drawing surprise gazes from everyone.

I chuckled at the determined look on her face. She had changed so much since the first time I had met her. Within just a month of joining the Mystic Seekers, she had become an incredible fighter and a reliable companion.

“Yup! We’ll do it. I was planning to look into them anyway, so why not make it official,” I said with a shrug.

“We’re going to kick their asses and find your friend for sure!” Amelia added with a broad grin.

The elderly catkin blinked at us for a few moments before she snickered, “You three are… a bunch of crazy fools or something? Just going out and helping people like that without asking questions.”

“We’re just doing what’s right. That’s just the way we are,” I said and flashed her a warm smile.

To my surprise, Morgan bowed to us. She placed both hands on the mat before lowering her head to touch them as if in deference. Streaks of tears wet her cheeks when she sat back up as a smile stretched across her lips.

“Thank you, young ones,” she said, wiping the wetness away with the sleeves of her colorful robe.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE LUMINOUS SAINT

We headed to the Roaring Hearth after spending a bit more time with the Appraiser to gather more information about the Church of the Savior and her friend. Even if we wanted to help, there was much we didn’t know about the task we had taken up.

Jericho Sinclair, the elderly catkin’s friend, was a Rank 6 human Lancer who was in his late forties. According to her, the man had the heart and noble ideals but not the skills or the prowess to advance further. He had been in the current Rank for over a decade and seemed to have hit his ceiling.

The Lancer had been looking into the Church’s activities over the past few months. He had blended in as a follower of the Savior and sat in many of their sermons. What he had heard and seen seemed to have disturbed him deeply.

“They were fear mongering and brainwashing people in there,” Morgan had relayed the words of her friend to us.

Jericho had made his move two weeks ago by sneaking into the Church after the service. He hadn’t been able to find out much. There was nothing out of the ordinary and no evidence of them doing anything evil.

Then, a little over a week ago, he had made progress. He overheard a conversation between a few adventurers about ritual sacrifices. They were the people in the inner circle of the Church. However, they were gone when he tried to confront them about it.

He was adamant about getting to the bottom of it even when Morgan had urged him to report the matter to the authorities. He insisted on finding solid evidence of their wrongdoing first, and that was when he disappeared.

The Appraiser had reported his disappearance to the city guards but they hadn’t done anything. With the monster attacks and hundreds of refugees entering Vinhels everyday, they also had their hands full and didn’t have the manpower to search for the missing people.

Morgan had gone up to the Church herself and demanded answers. They simply denied all allegations and refused to let her inside. She caused quite a scene because of it and their security kicked her out.

We finally arrived at the Roaring Hearth after nearly an hour of asking for directions and a bit of sightseeing. The inn wasn’t the easiest to locate for the practically first-time visitors like us, being located deep within the 5th District.

Darla was already waiting for us in the tavern, nursing a drink at a corner table. We joined her before she informed us that her Master would like to meet with us before we could have an audience with the United Assembly.

“I suggest we head there now to avoid any further delay,” the Cleric said.

“Sure,” I agreed before the other girls nodded.

With that, we quickly checked into our rooms at the inn, then headed out once more. This time, however, Darla took us down small streets and alleys, which cut through the 5th and 4th District instead of returning to the circle around the Monument of Heroes.

“Do you know anything about the missing people?” I asked the catkin as we strolled down a walkway in the 4th District.

Her violet eyes widened slightly as if surprised that I talked to her. Then she quickly looked away with a frown. The reaction was enough to make me regret asking… no, just talking to her in general.

I nearly told her to forget it, but she spoke up first in a soft voice, “Y-Yes… I’ve… I have.”

“Why aren't the city guards doing anything about it?” Amelia asked with a tinge of annoyance in her tone.

The Cleric was quiet for a long time as we walked before she said, “They tried… but couldn’t find anything.”

“So, they don’t think the Church of the Savior has anything to do with it?” the Archer shot back.

Darla looked uneasy at the question as her raven brows immediately squeezed together. She even looked over her shoulder into the alley we had just come through when there was no one else around.

“W-We better not talk about them out here. The Church has many sympathizers in this city and is very powerful,” she said in a hushed tone.

I blinked at her. “What do you mean powerful?”

She shook her head before giving me a pointed look. “Let’s get to my Master’s office first.”

With her suggestion, we picked up our pace and were quiet for the rest of the way there. After another fifteen minutes of weaving through the districts, we came out onto the main boulevard circling the Monument on the east side of the United Assembly.

Four white spires rose high into the sky around a massive central glass dome. Its walls were constructed with ivory marble that seemed to glow in the sunlight. Just like the city itself, the architecture was a stunning marvel of modern grandeur.

From the map, the United Assembly occupied a third of District 3. I didn’t grasp the enormity of its size until I was standing in its wide walkway, flanked by expansive and carefully tended gardens. If the Southern Gate had awed me, this building had me completely captivated.

Two guards were stationed at the entrance, which was a towering archway wide and tall enough to drive a wagon through. Just like the rest of the buildings, it was also made with white stone that was seamlessly smooth and polished to a shine.

They let us through without inspection once Darla showed them her credential. Then my jaw dropped practically to the floor as I gazed into the vast atrium that stretched toward the glass dome above.

Sunlight poured down to make the ivory interior glow with an almost ethereal sheen. The mesmerizing sight was quickly contrasted by an elegant network of countless staircases connecting the five levels of the building in a dizzying maze of intricate pathways.

Darla led us up the central staircase before turning right on the landing to the east wing. Then we turned left and followed the long corridor past several intersections. At what seemed like the hundredth one, we took a right and headed up another set of stairs.

I had little doubt that we would have been lost if the catkin wasn’t here to guide us through the building. We could probably wander through this place for days and wouldn’t even find an exit.

“How do you know where to go? I’m already lost and I’m following you,” Amelia said after we turned down another long corridor on… the third floor. Maybe?

Darla looked back at us with a small sheepish smile. “You just know after getting lost in here a few times.”

“Only a few times?” the redhead asked, sounding incredulous.

“This place feels even more complicated than the spider dungeon,” I mused.

“Maybe they should make an Exploration Scroll for this building,” Brielle joked.

I turned to voice my agreement with the dragonkin, but the Cleric cut me off first. “We’re here.”

My gaze shifted to Darla and the large double door she was standing in front of. Just like the entrance to the other rooms we had passed, this door was also made from sturdy-looking mahogany wood with intricate designs on it.

The catkin knocked three times before she said, “Master, I’ve brought the Mystic Seekers.”

“Come in,” a gentle voice answered.

With permission granted, the catkin twisted the golden knob and pushed one side of the door open before stepping inside. She held it wide and gestured for us to enter.

The room beyond was considerably large, but still smaller than I had expected. For her station as one of the nine Assembly members, I had expected her office to have several chambers with servants tending to her needs at all times.

Instead, it was just a single room with neatly stacked shelves along the left wall and a large fireplace on the other side. An elegant four-piece sofa set in light brown leather was positioned next to the dormant hearth.

Roriella Goldentress, or the Luminous Saint as she was known during her adventuring days, sat behind her large dark wood table with stacks of parchments and piles of books on it. Behind her were tall windows that filled the width of the room with white curtains drawn over them to soften the harsh afternoon sunlight pouring in.

My dad’s former companion wore her long blond hair in a loose braid. While her white Cleric robe also had golden trimmings like her student’s, it also had patterns of leaves and swirling wind embroidered in green treads of various shades on the sleeves.

The triangular ears atop her head twitched gently as she scanned the document one last time before putting it down. Then she reached for the quill and dipped it in the bottle of black ink on her table. Her delicate fingers danced with a flourish as she signed her name at the bottom of the parchment.

Her turquoise gaze shifted up to meet mine, then moved to Amelia before crossing over to Brielle. The black slits in her eyes dilated slightly before a small smile lifted one corner of her lips as she laced her fingers atop the table.

“Darla had filled me in on everything that happened at Emberfell, and I must say I am impressed with what all of you have accomplished at such a young age. It is good to see that my old friends have raised their children to be strong and capable adventurers,” she said with an approving nod.

“Thank you, ma’am. We definitely couldn’t have done it without Darla’s help,” I said, heat rising to my cheeks from her praise.

Roriella shot her student a smirk which caused the catkin to suddenly look at her feet. Amelia jabbed an elbow in my side to draw my attention before giving me a sly look. I raised a brow at her but she stepped forward without saying anything.

“Thank you for granting us an audience, ma’am,” the Archer started with a polite bow before continuing, “I don’t mean to be rude, but there’s an urgent matter we need to discuss.”

“Straight to the point, just like your father,” the former Paragon Cleric said with a chuckle. “But you are right, of course. There is a matter of grave urgency we should discuss and that is the reason I have asked Darla to bring you here.”

“Do you mean the rapid rise in monster attacks across Elathia, ma’am?” I asked.

I had seen first hand what one of those attacks did to a town. The fact that countless people had been forced from their homes and fled here also showed how dire the situation was. If nothing was done, things would certainly get worse.

Roriella shook her head solemnly. “That… is a much bigger problem even the Valiant Resonance in their prime could not have dealt with by themselves, let alone a party of young adventurers like yourselves.”

Heat rose to my cheeks at her words, but she continued before I could say anything. “I did not mean it as an insult. What all of you have accomplished so far is nothing short of extraordinary. The monster attacks are just too numerous for a single party of adventurers to deal with.”

I nodded. “Right. I understand.”

“The matter I would like to discuss with you all today is in regard to the Church of the Savior,” the retired Cleric said before leaning back in her chair. “Darla has informed me that you have already learned about them at the Guild.”

“Not just at the Guild,” Amelia interjected, which caused Roriella to raise one golden eyebrow.

With that, I recounted our encounter with the group of shitty adventurers at the refugee camp, and about the wolfkin’s missing wife. Then we continued onto Morgan’s Personal Quest and how her friend, Jericho, had been investigating the Church before disappearing a week ago.

The Assembly woman nodded along without saying anything until we were done with our story. Then she let out a long sigh as she pinched the bridge of her nose.

“I am sorry that was your first experience in the Grand Capital. I wish we could have met in more pleasant circumstances,” she said with a sympathetic smile.

Then she continued after a brief pause. “The Church has been growing more and more influential over the past six months as the monster attacks increase. At first, its followers were desperate refugees and frightened civilians.”

“They’re the most vulnerable in this type of situation,” I said.

“You’re right. But fear and uncertainty does not only prey on the weak. With enough time, it can destroy morale and lead even steadfast adventurers astray. The allure of a miracle and salvation tastes the sweetest in the face of complete hopelessness and total annihilation.”

“Shalia… the clerk at the Guild said something about the Savior being salvation to all of Elathia,” Amelia said through a sneer of disgust, her eyes blazing with anger.

“Yes. That is what they have been doing. The Assembly… No, all of us failed to see the threat and chaos such a method would bring until it was too late. With substantial support from the city guards and adventurers, the Church has gained too much power and influence within the city.”

The revelation struck me then. “That’s why they never found any evidence of wrongdoing when Morgan brought the matter to the authorities. Both the city guards and the adventurers were helping to cover things up.”

Roriella nodded grimly. “As I have said, we reacted too late. Now, even some of the Assembly members are involved with the Church. All of our investigations have returned no result because of it.”

“Are you saying even the most powerful people in Elathia can’t stop the Church from abducting people? That’s absurd!” Amelia blurted and quickly clapped both hands over her mouth, trying too late to stifle her outburst.

Instead of getting angry, however, the Assemblywoman smiled sadly. “Things were so much simpler when I was adventuring with your parents. We traveled the lands and defeated fearsome monsters, then celebrated our hard fought victories. If I had known how much headache this job would bring, I would have reconsidered taking it.”

“There’s nothing we can do to stop them?” I asked, feeling the fist of dread clenching around my heart.

“Unfortunately, not. At least, not officially,” she said before a sly smirk curled her lips. “Our investigations yielded no result because the chain of command had stopped it from happening. Which is why, I believe it is past time we go outside formal protocols.”

“I like the sound of that,” the Archer said with a wry grin as the meaning of Roriella’s words sank in.

I looked to Brielle to see her reaction first before making any decision. We had set out on this journey to save Rollen. Though investigating the Church of the Savior or even taking them down would save many lives, our main objective to reach the dragonkin’s village as soon as we could still hadn’t changed.

Her green eyes met mine and a contrast of emotions played across her face. Just like Amelia and I, she also couldn’t stand by and watch innocent people get hurt. Especially when we could do something about it. She clearly wanted to help but was worried about her people as well.

Then an idea popped into my mind. “I would really like to help you, ma’am, but our reason for coming to Vinhels wasn’t to help clean up its mess,” I said before grimacing at the harsh sound of it.

Again, Roriella didn’t get angry at my words even when Darla’s eyes bulged with shock. The older catkin merely smirked in amusement.

“I see Liam gifted you with his cunning mind,” she mused before leaning forward. “I’m fully aware of the reason you are here, Lucas, and that is also the reason I will persuade the Assembly to aid your cause.”

“You will?” Brielle blurted from my left, her tone hopeful.

The Assemblywoman nodded. “It will not be easy. As I have said, some of our members are involved with the Church. They are too blinded by fear and will never agree to split our forces to stop the abominations that have been spilling out from the Dead Land.”

“And you believe they’ll change their minds if we expose the Savior for being a fraud?” I asked.

Roriella sighed. “Unfortunately, I cannot guarantee it. But, without the Church influencing them, they will see reason again and think more clearly. Hopefully, that will make them easier to persuade.”

“Frankly, that doesn’t sound very promising, ma’am,” I said flatly and caused Darla’s violet eyes to widen again.

Growing up with two legendary adventurers might have been the reason I wasn’t intimidated by Roriella’s presence. Not that she wasn’t intimidating, but my dad and Sammus had preferred me to speak my mind, so I assumed their old friend would also want the same thing.

“It is not,” the Assemblywoman sighed, then slumped in her chair. “But it is the best I can offer.”

She steepled her fingers together as silence fell around us. “Susacre Valley is also my home, so believe me when I say I have been doing everything in my power to aid them. Unfortunately, I do not have the authority to mobilize our forces alone. The majority of the Assembly has to vote for it.”

With that, I turned to Brielle and squeezed her shoulder. “What do you think? Do you want to help them? It’ll set us back a few more days. I’m here for you no matter what you decide, so no pressure.”

Her raven brows pulled together at my question. She glanced from me to Roriella, then back again. “I want to help them. It’s the right thing to do,” she eventually said.

“Thank you,” the Assemblywoman said before tipping her chin in gratitude. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHURCH OF THE SAVIOR

A small crowd was gathering in front of the large, white building with a triangular roof and a round mosaic window above its wide entrance. People were slowly filing inside while several others talked with robed figures nearby.

Though most of the attendees looked like refugees, there were also several adventurers in the mix. Unsurprising since some of the clerks at the Guild were also followers of the Savior. They were likely here after being urged by those clerks to sit in on one of the sermons.

The Church of the Savior was surprisingly close to the Roaring Hearth where the girls and I stayed. After our conversation with Roriella, we had returned to the inn and came up with the plan to infiltrate the Church and learn more about them.

However, all four of us couldn’t just stroll up and join in the sermon. That would certainly raise suspicion. So, we agreed on just having me and Brielle go while Amelia and Darla waited at the inn for further instructions.

Even if I wasn’t as strong as the Monk in hand-to-hand combat I could hold my own well enough in case things went awry. Amelia and Darla wouldn’t do well in a fight without their weapons, which was why our plan had come to this.

My redhead lover had protested vehemently before eventually seeing reason and begrudgingly accepted it. We would blend in with the crowd as people who were interested in the teaching of the Savior, so we were unlikely to get in trouble tonight.

“Are you nervous?” I asked before turning to Brielle on my right.

Her emerald gaze darted left and right for a moment, then shifted to meet me as she smiled sheepishly. “Very much. I’ve… I’ve never done anything like this before,” she said in a shaky tone.

“I know. Me too. It’s nerve wracking for sure,” I chuckled and lifted my shaking hand for her to see.

The dragonkin laced her fingers through mine and they were cold. “But I know I’ll be alright because…” she started before a tinge of pink bloomed on her tan cheeks. “I’ll be alright because you—you’re here with me.”

“That’s my line,” I said with a gentle smile as she gave me a quizzical look. “I’ll be fine because I’ve the best bodyguard in all of Elathia with me.”

She blinked at me. “I-I am the bodyguard?”

I nodded, then spread my arms. “I’m a Knight without my sword and shield. I’m pretty much a civilian right now. If anyone attacks us, I’m pretty much helpless.”

“I doubt that,” she retorted, narrowing her eyes at me. “You’re strong even without your sword or shield.”

Leaving Steel Heart behind had been a difficult decision for me, but I also didn’t have a choice. There was no way the followers would allow me to carry a two and a half foot long sword into their Church.

“That’s because I’ve a good teacher. I’ve learned a lot from your teaching,” I said with a smirk, coaxing a blush to return on her cheeks.

Amelia had suggested, as a joke, that all of us should learn to fight without our weapons during our trip to Vinhels. Because of that, Brielle had spent an hour every day for the past month teaching us basic self defense techniques. Aside from being a good skill to have, it was also a great way to exercise.

“We’ll be alright. We’re just joining in a sermon. How bad can it be?” I said.

“You’re right. There’s nothing to worry about,” she agreed.

I glanced around as we were nearing the entrance. That was when I realized one of the robed figures near the door was Shalia. Her eyes went wide at the sight of me and Brielle before a warm smile stretched across her lips.

“You came,” the catkin said and we stepped aside to avoid blocking other people from entering.

“I… just got curious about this Savior after what you said today,” I said, scratching my cheek with a sheepish smile.

She touched my arm, then nodded in understanding. “There’s nothing to be nervous about. The Savior will show you the way. You just have to open your mind and heart to his teaching.”

That sounded like a sales pitch of a cult if I had ever heard one, but I bit back the urge to say just that.

“Open my mind and heart, huh? That sounds easy enough,” I said.

With a smile, Shalia reached out both hands toward us and opened her palms. In them were two necklaces with the emblem of the Church of the Savior.

“They are for you,” she said and gave us a wide-eyed smile that made me shiver with uneasiness.

I picked it up with an awkward nod. “Thanks.”

“Thank you,” Brielle said as she did the same. Just like me, she didn’t put it on.

An uncomfortable moment of silence passed as we stood there not knowing what else to do or say. Then, Shalia said, “You have to put them on before entering the Church.”

I glanced over to the dragonkin who was looking to me for a decision. Without any other choice, I just shrugged. “Sure.”

A strange calmness washed over me as soon as I slipped the necklace over my head. My lips slowly curled upward into a smile and everything suddenly felt right. Perfect as it should be.

But a nagging sensation in the back of my mind fought to break the serenity of the moment. I frowned in annoyance as it tried to tell me something… something important.

The turmoil in my mind was quickly interrupted when Shalia said, “Please have a seat. The sermon will start soon.”

“Yes. That’s a good idea,” I said dreamily just as Brielle nodded in agreement.

Two rows of pews lined either side of the central aisle that led toward the altar on the other side of the great hall. A massive chandelier, hanging from the vaulted ceiling, and magical torches along the walls illuminated the space in a soft yellow glow.

People filed into their seats as the dragonkin and I found ours near the back. A twinge of regret clenched my heart because we had wasted time talking to Shalia and missed the opportunity to sit in the front where we could be closer to the Savior.

My brows twitched at the thought. Not from anger but confusion. The nagging sensation returned and a stab of pain pierced my temple. I gripped the side of my head, wincing. A groan rumbled through my gritted teeth as I doubled over in agony.

“L... Lucas… Hey! Are… alright?” a voice echoed in my head before the haze dissipated slowly.

What? Wh—Who is this? I asked, squeezing my eyes shut as the pain became unbearable.

“Come on! I know I’ve been quiet for a bit, but do you really have to go that far?”

The haze faded some more and the pain eased. Steel Heart?

“Of course it’s me! I thought I was the only one in your head. Are you telling me there’s someone else?”

N-No, that’s not… Fuck! What just happened? I shook my head to clear it before looking around.

Everyone in the hall, including Brielle, were sitting with a straight posture and looking forward at the altar with an unsettlingly blank expression on their faces. That must have been the effect of the necklace.

Several people stood along the walls. From their weapon and armor, they were likely guards to keep everyone in line. With a clear mind, the discrepancy of this place became unmissable to me.

Glancing around discreetly, I cautiously reached for the circular emblem dangling from Brielle’s neck. Then I realized it was resting atop the modest swell of her breasts. I halted as my pulse quickened at the thought of touching her there.

Still, I couldn’t just leave her under the influence of whatever magic the emblem was imbued with. With an inward apology, I swiftly grabbed the necklace and yanked it free with a snap.

The dragonkin jerked forward from the force, then her raven brows squeezed into a grimace. The strap had dug into her skin when I pulled it off her and left a red mark on the back of her neck. She reached up to rub it, but I held her wrist before she could.

“Don’t move,” I whispered, and she glanced at me with a questioning look. “The necklace is imbued with some kind of magic. Maybe a charm spell to keep everyone compliant. So, keep acting like you’re still under the spell.”

Brielle obediently followed my order without question, but couldn’t keep from glancing around at the guards. “How did you know the necklace was imbued with a charm spell?” she asked.

“I didn’t,” I said in a hushed tone. “My mental connection to Steel Heart might have disrupted the magic somehow. That was probably why I didn’t completely fall under its effect.”

Before she could respond, a tall man in pitch-black robe strolled onto the altar. Only his mouth was visible beneath the deep shadow of his hood. His skin was pasty white and his lips were dark purple.

Those were definitely not the skin color a healthy person should have. Brielle and I shared a quick glance before wordlessly agreeing that a lot of things were off with this place.

More and more, the Church felt like a cult. The Savior and his goons fear mongered people into coming and use the charm spell to keep them here against their will. There was no way I would let them get away with it.

“Children of Elathia,” the Savior spoke and spread his arms wide as if welcoming everyone into his embrace. “You come before me today bearing grief, scars, and fear. I feel them. You have been chased out of your homes, traveled many treacherous miles, then left to fend for yourselves—neglected by those who have vowed to save you.”

He pressed a hand to his chest over his heart. “I know your pain, my children. The government abandoned you. The heroes failed to save you. That is why you have come before me today. I am your savior, your light in this unending darkness, your salvation.”

I frowned, tuning out from his unfounded claims and rambling speech. Still, I could see how someone who had lost everything and was desperate for some semblance of stability would fall for his confident words.

No wonder Jericho had found the Savior’s speech unsettling. The baseless accusations that stoked distrust in the Assembly and adventurers would sound incredibly stupid to a person with a clear mind.

I blinked at the thought. Morgan hadn’t mentioned anything about the charm spell. It was crucial information that the Lancer should have told her. He could even use it as evidence for their wrongdoing. Using magic to induct people into their cult was definitely a crime.

The only reason the Appraiser didn’t know about it would likely mean that the Church had only started imbuing their necklace with the charm spell recently. Maybe right after Jericho nearly exposed them. That was also likely why they had armed guards around the premises.

“Where are you?” Steel Heart asked, drawing me away from my thoughts.

I’m at the Church of the Savior, I sent back before quickly asking, How are we able to talk from this far away?

He was quiet for a few moments before giving me an impression of a shrug. “I don’t really know. Our bond probably got stronger... I guess.”

Interesting, I mused.

Silence fell between us as the sermon droned on in the background. The Savior’s voice drifted across the spacious hall, but I barely heard a single word he said. They weren’t inspiring or meaningful anyway.

How are you doing, buddy? I asked, recalling the immense wave of sadness and pain that swept over me at the Monument of Heroes.

Steel Heart didn’t reply right away. He was quiet for a long moment. “I’m alright. The shock of seeing my old friends again was pretty overwhelming,” he said with a sigh.

Did any of your memories come back after seeing them?

“They did. But in bits and pieces. I’m still parsing through and making sense of them. A few are just strange,” he said.

Strange? How? I asked.

“Mmm… It’s difficult to explain,” he said before uncertainty pressed onto my mind. “Let me just figure this out first. I’ll tell you about it later.”

Movements at the edge of my vision drew my attention to a rangy figure along the wall. The Rogue from the refugee camp, Marco, was making his way toward an exit with the female Rogue close behind. He flashed her a lascivious grin as he opened the door before the two of them disappeared inside.

“I shall guide you toward salvation, my children,” the Savior bellowed, forcing my attention back to him. He stretched out both hands as if blessing the attendees  before continuing, “Believe in my divine power and you shall be saved from the unending darkness that will befall our beloved land.”

The gathered people cheered. Several even broke down and cried. Others stared at him in reverie. After a moment, he turned on his heels and headed for the exit the Rogues had used.

Once he was gone, a group of people in dark green robes strolled up along the sides of the pews with a bucket in their hands. It was common for churches to ask for donations at the end of a sermon.

However, I couldn’t see the refugees having more than a few vinhs to give. They were already struggling and asking them to donate what little they had was just downright cruel.

Brielle tugged on my hand and drew my attention toward the right side of the hall. A group of adventurers and refugees in attendance were guided through the same door that the Savior had used.

My thoughts quickly shifted to the ritual sacrifice Jericho had overheard and my shoulders tensed with trepidation. Those people were being guided to a slaughter. I wanted to rush after them, but there was no way I could fight all the guards. Worse yet, I might get the innocent people in attendance hurt as well.

“Are they taking those people away for that ‘ritual sacrifice’?” Brielle asked, glancing at me with a worried look.

“Your guess is as good as mine. They seem to be taking only people who look strong though, so we may get picked too,” I said before squeezing her hand assuringly.

The attendees stood and we followed. Those that weren’t picked in the front pews filed out into the central aisle and exited the Church through the main entrance. More people were chosen and guided to the side door as we waited.

My heart raced as the robed figures came closer. As I glanced over at the side door, the two Rogues from earlier pushed their ways back into the hall. The grin on their faces left little to guess what they had been doing.

His dark gaze drifted across the crowd before meeting mine. His eyes immediately widened with recognition. I quickly looked away, but it was too late. Fuck! With a growl, I grabbed Brielle’s hand.

“We need to leave. Now!” I said before towing her behind me.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

SECRET PASSAGE

Brielle and I bolted for the exit as fast as we could, pushing our way through the flow of shuffling bodies. They kept the Rogue from having a clear view of us. Still, his voice bellowed across the hall, trying to alert the guards.

They tried to close the front door but the leaving attendees were blocking it. The charm effect made them docile and slow to react. As we neared, a few of the guards drew their blades, but they couldn’t attack us without hurting the spellbound followers.

Gritting my teeth, I squeezed the dragonkin’s hand and forced my way forward. We were going with the flow of people while the guards were fighting it. We had the advantage. With that in mind, I activated Invigorate and used my enhanced strength to shove my way forward.

A flash of silver appeared on the edge of my vision and I jerked back, missing the downward slicing blade by mere inches. The attendee next to me wasn’t as lucky. The sharp steel cut into his arm and drew blood—lots of blood.

The man cried out in agony, clutching at the ghastly wound on his arm as blood poured between his fingers. From the look of how deep the cut had gone, my head would have likely come off if I hadn’t avoided the slash in time. A cold shiver ran down my spine, but I didn’t allow the momentary fear to stop me.

I punched the assailant with all my might. My fist smashed into his face with my enhanced strength behind it. He flew backward, tumbling into the shuffling crowd before crashing on a pew.

Even with this much commotion, none of the attendees, except for the injured man, reacted. They continued to shuffle toward the exit. The sight was eerie as fuck.

Another guard came for us, or at least he tried. He shoved his way through the crowd but was making slow progress even when he shouted for them to get out of the way.

“Stay close to me!” I ordered before I tightened my grip on Brielle’s hand and forced my way forward with renewed effort.

I didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of me, but my determination to protect the dragonkin outweighed the safety of the strangers around me. Gritting my teeth while apologizing inwardly, I rammed into the shuffling crowd with my shoulder, pushing and shoving them out of the way.

Another guard tried to slash at me but a woman stumbled in his way first. I used the opportunity to dive forward with all my might. Bodies scattered sideways as I cleared a path for us.

Cool night air kissed my face a few seconds later and I breathed deeply. My hand still clasped tightly on Brielle’s as I quickly looked back to make sure she wasn’t hurt. A pair of shimmering green eyes stared back at me and I grinned.

“Get them!” A voice bellowed from within the Church, jolting me into action.

Several guards were climbing over the writhing mess of bodies I had knocked down. The attendees looked confused and tried to stand, causing the armed men to trip and fall over them. The charm spell might have been broken after they got hurt, which would definitely work in our favor.

A shriek cracked across the night air as the man who had been cut screamed. Standing shakily, his eyes were wild with pain and panic. Blood coated his arm and dripped from his fingertips. His mouth moved, but I was too far away to hear the words.

I grimaced at his agonizing cry, but I couldn’t do anything for him at the moment. Not with just the two of us. We needed to regroup with the others first and plan our next move. Hopefully, the man would be alright. Hopefully, they wouldn’t kill him.

With that in mind, I gritted my teeth and headed for the Roaring Hearth. The pained look on Brielle’s face told me she also felt the same way. We had no choice but to leave these people behind, but not for long. I would personally tear this fucking Church down myself, even if I had to do it with my bare hands.

We ran with all our might, darting through alleys and sidewalks without looking back. The fallen people had blocked the front door and stalled the guards, giving us plenty of head start. By the time they waded through the mess of bodies, we were long gone.

“Fuck! That was close!” I gasped, slowing to a stop in front of the inn with the dragonkin right next to me. “Are you alright?”

She nodded before pressing in close to me. “Those people… We’re going to save them, right?” she asked, looking up at me with pleading eyes.

I tipped my chin firmly. “We will. I’m going to expose the Savior and burn that damn church down if it’s the last thing I do.”

Her raven brows knitted at my words, determination flared in her gaze. “I will help you. We can’t let them get away with this.”

“You’re right,” I agreed, smiling, before glancing to the second floor of the Roaring Hearth where Amelia and Darla were waiting. “Let’s meet up with the others and plan our next move.”

We pushed through the door to my room a few minutes later and found Darla sitting on the bed with Amelia. Both of them had pensive looks on their faces. The redhead was also clutching Steel Heart in her arms as if he was a good luck charm that would keep Brielle and I safe if she prayed hard enough. Both of them shot up when they saw us.

“You’re back!” Amelia blurted, rushing to me before I gave her a hug with one arm. My other hand was still holding onto Brielle’s hand.

Darla took a few steps closer but stopped short, then frowned. Her expression was torn between annoyance and relief. “How did it go?” she asked and moved a little closer as if unsure of what she wanted to do.

“Something is definitely going on in that church,” I said, grimacing as the haunting scream of the man echoed in my ears.

I went over everything with the girls from the necklace that had been imbued with charm spell to people being led through the side door. When I reached the part about planning to follow them in there, Amelia punched me in the shoulder as hard as she could.

“Hey! That hurts. What for?” I complained, rubbing my arm where her fist had landed.

“For trying to do something so reckless.” The redhead glared at me. “How were you going to handle all of them with just the two of you? Do you know how worried I’ve been, waiting here and not able to do anything about it?”

Tears glistened in her amber eyes as the corners of her lips turned downward. I pulled her into a tight hug. “I know. I just wanted to save them. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

Her arms wrapped around my back and squeezed me tight. “Don’t do that. I won’t know what to do if I lose you,” she sobbed into my shoulder.

“I know. I’m sorry,” I said, reaching a hand up to stroke her hair.

I knew how she felt. We had been together since we were kids and saw one another every day for the past nine years. My world had shattered when I thought the troll had crushed her with the boulder. She must have the same fear of losing me just like I had of her back then.

We held each other for several moments until Darla cleared her throat loudly. Even with that, Amelia was reluctant to let go. She eventually did. Her eyes were red when she sat back as she wiped at her wet cheeks with her hands.

“We need… umm… a plan if we are to save those people,” the catkin said with a slightly shaky voice.

I nodded before the four of us planned our next move.

We left the Roaring Hearth three hours later—slightly before midnight. Leaving this late into the night wasn’t ideal, but it was a necessity. There had been people in the Church until just a few moments ago.

Steel Heart had promptly kept track of activities in the Church since the building was within range of his essence detection. Because of that, we were able to hole up in the inn and avoid running into the search parties they sent out.

“Alright. Steel Heart confirmed it’s all clear,” I said in a hushed tone as we stood in front of the Church.

No light came from inside and there weren’t any people nearby. The search parties had also given up around an hour ago. They had returned here and dispersed soon after.

“How are we getting in there?” Amelia asked from beside me. “Are we just going to break down the door?”

I pursed my lips in consideration for a moment. I wasn’t really concerned about damaging their property. If it were up to me, I would literally burn this place down with my own hand right here and now.

But we were on a secret mission, so making too much noise and drawing the attention of the city guards might not be the best idea. We needed a more discreet way of entering.

“We don’t need to be that dramatic. It is unlocked,” Darla said matter-of-factly as she pulled the double door open for emphasis.

I blinked at the entrance for a moment before shrugging with an awkward chuckle. “I guess people here are more trusting than I thought?”

“Not really. People in this city are very religious, so even thieves don’t dare to steal from churches. Plus, there’re plenty of wealthy merchants and nobles who would make much more rewarding targets,” she explained.

I stared at her with a slack jaw. Not because of the information she had given me, but the fact that she had just spoken to me at length about  something. The Cleric had barely talked to me since we left Emberfell, so this… outburst? was pretty unexpected.

“Thank you…” I said after a few seconds.

As if realizing what she had done, a blush crept up her neck and cheeks. She quickly looked away from me and muttered, “L-Let’s go.”

We filed into the great hall and closed the door behind us. The contrast was beyond jarring once I turned around. The space had been bright and welcoming when I was here with Brielle earlier. Now, filled with darkness, the moonlight that shone through the green-tinted glass window with the Savior’s emblem gave off an ominous, sickly feel as it glowed on the floor.

“This way,” I said before leading the girls toward the side door.

Pushing through, we came into a long, dimly lit corridor with eight doors on the opposite side. A building of this size having more than a few rooms was to be expected, but it also meant we would have to search all of them for clues.

“We should spread out. That’ll speed up the search,” I said, turning to the girls before remembering what the two Rogues might have done in one of the rooms. “Also, one of them may be a bit… messy.”

Amelia lifted a brow before forcing an explanation from me. Without a choice, I told her about what I had assumed happened behind one of the closed doors. Instead of looking grossed out like our two other companions, however, she actually had a glint of intrigue in her eyes.

I narrowed my eyes at her and she just shrugged and said, “Fine. Maybe somewhere else then. This place is just too creepy anyway.”

Brielle and Darla looked confused at her words but thankfully didn’t ask her to clarify.

“Let’s hurry. We don’t know if anyone will show up,” I urged before we split up.

The first room I went into was a janitorial closet. The shelf on one side of the tiny room was filled with cleaning supplies with buckets, mops, and brushes neatly stored on the floor. Making sure I wouldn’t miss anything, I even stepped inside and felt around the wall for any gaps just in case there was a secret passage.

Once I was done, I moved onto my second room. This one was just a small empty room covered in cobwebs and dust. There was no sign of anyone using it in a very long time.

The girls were also done with their inspections when I exited my second room. With the four of us split up, the search had only taken us a few minutes.

“That’s not possible. They came in here. Where could they’ve gone?” I grumbled, bracing both hands on my hips in frustration.

“I saw it too,” the dragonkin confirmed.

As we stood in the corridor, considering our options, Steel Heart warned, “Incoming! There are eight people approaching this place.”

My eyes went wide at his words. “People are coming. We’ve got to hide!” I hissed as the sound of the front door opening and closing echoed in the hall.

I quickly led the girls into the unused room. If no one had entered that place long enough for it to collect a thick layer of dust and countless spreads of cobwebs, the newcomers would likely not go in there.

Can you monitor them for me? I asked before my sword responded with an impression of a nod.

The empty room was rather small when I had come in and, with the four of us inside, it became a cramped fit. Darla was pushed flat against the far wall, followed by Amelia, with Brielle pressed up against me.

Our only source of illumination was the thin shaft of moonlight coming in from a small cutout in the wall above the catkin’s head. The stuffy air combined with our body heat made for a suffocating experience as we waited.

With my back against the door, Brielle was pressed up against my chest which caused her pert breasts to squish against my… fucking armor. Now was certainly not the time but I wouldn’t have minded not wearing any protective gear just for a few minutes.

Her emerald eyes sparkled when they met mine and I couldn’t stop myself from taking in every detail of her beautiful face. Unlike Amelia and her fiery personality, the dragonkin had a softer, more innocent appeal.

If my redhead lover had been a roaring fire, the dragonkin was a cooling stream. The two couldn’t have been more different while also sharing many of the same traits. They were both compassionate and kind and weren’t afraid to do what was right.

My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the sensation of grinding on my crotch. Even if I failed to notice it earlier, my other, more receptive part, didn’t and quickly reacted to the sensation.

“Br-Brielle… What are you… doing?” I hissed through gritted teeth, trying everything in my failing power to stop the stiffening.

“I-I… ah… I didn’t… i-it’s Amelia… who… mmm—” the Monk sputtered, her face turning from pink to red in a single heartbeat.

When my gaze found the Archer, she was grinning mischievously behind the other girl. “Wh-What are you doing?” I grunted.

“Killing time. It’s so stuffy in here and I’m bored,” she said with a pout.

“Right now? Are you crazy?”

She smirked but thankfully stopped making Brielle’s hips gyrate against me. I let out a sigh but my relief was short-lived. She wrapped both arms around the dragonkin’s taut stomach from behind and traced her fingers along her tan skin and the soft outline of her muscles.

“We have nothing to do right now, so we might as well entertain ourselves, right?” She grinned wickedly.

Then she gave the other girl a kiss on her shoulder before moving her lips closer to her neck with the second and third, all the while teasing the Monk’s flesh with her fingers.

“Mmmm… A-Ame—lia…” Brielle moaned, but the cramped space kept her from resisting.

I would have to be a dead man to not have any reaction. The sight of two stunningly beautiful girls teasing one another, even if it was one-sided in this case, physically forced blood from my brain. My cock was growing rapidly in my pants and, from the dragonkin’s widening eyes, she felt it.

Amelia trailed kisses up her neck and Brielle shuddered, her moan coming out a bit louder. The vibration of her body rolled through me just before the sweet, heady scent of the two girls hit me. My hands twitched at my side as I fought the urge to wrap my arms around the dragonkin and pulled her against me.

My control was slipping when Steel Heart blurted, “What are you people doing? They’re coming!”

The door outside slammed open before the sound of several footsteps came into the corridor. Murmurs of conversation followed but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. They moved further away from us, likely down to the other end of the passage, then another door opened and shut.

Thankfully, Amelia had stopped her assault on Brielle. Though the dragonkin was still red-face and breathing heavily, she had stopped moaning and shivering against me. Still, having her toned body pressed so close to me did nothing to help the stiffening between my legs.

Wh-Where are they now? I asked, trying to distract myself from how wonderful Brielle’s body and smell made my heart hammer.

“It looks like they’re in the room at the far end. They’re just standing…” Steel Heart trailed off before a wave of excitement washed over me. “Oh shit! That’s it!”

What’s going on? Talk to me.

“Mmm… I think there’s a secret passage in the last room. That or all of them can walk through walls.”

My heart raced as I relayed the message to the girls. Amelia and Brielle smiled at the revelation while Darla was quiet. She looked away when our gazes met as her ears twitched incessantly atop her black hair.

We left the empty room once Steel Heart confirmed that everyone had left and no one else was coming into the Church. Slipping inside the last room, I found it was some kind of study.

Bookshelves lined the right wall from floor to ceiling with an armchair sat in front of it. A large ornate, mahogany table and a tall back chair were the centerpiece of the spacious room. To our left was a large fireplace which, according to my sword, seemed to have been where the secret passage was.

“There must be some kind of switch to open the door,” I mused as I examined the fireplace. “Let’s look around.”

The girls nodded and split up. Amelia went to search the ornate table while Brielle and Darla inspected the book shelves. I slid my hands along the stone framing of the fireplace, looking for any strange gap or protrusion.

After a minute of sliding my fingers through every edge and corner, I came up with nothing. Then, a rumble shook the ground and I startled backward. A moment later, the stone plate behind the fireplace slid to one side as the sound of grating stone echoed through the room.

“A secret passage!” Amelia blurted before turning toward the bookshelves. “Great job, Darla!” she said with a thumb-up.

“Nicely done!” I agreed and, like before, she immediately looked away when our eyes met. I brushed her reaction aside. Now wasn’t the time to think about that. Staring into the darkness beyond the fireplace, I said, “Let’s go!”


CHAPTER TWENTY

THE ADVENTURERS

We entered a cramped and humid tunnel before following it for quite some time. Fortunately, the path had no split and magical torches were lit along the path to provide adequate illumination.

After what felt like an hour or so, we emerged into a dense forest. Steel Heart believed we were somewhere to the east of Vinhels, judging from the several essence signatures he could detect to our west. Then he picked up more essences northward, which undoubtedly belonged to the people of the Church.

We followed after them through the forest. Fortunately, our only obstacle was darkness since my sword didn’t detect any monsters nearby. That was a bit odd, but I would take it if we could get the captives faster.

“Stop,” Amelia called out in a hushed tone after several minutes of hiking and seized my shoulder. “There are multiple traps ahead.”

I didn’t question her. She was by far the most skilled tracker amongst all of us. Her senses had been extraordinarily keen ever since we were still in training. With the enhancement of Sense, the things she could pick up from a brief glance were literally uncanny.

Amelia had likely been using her skill since we entered the Church. Even if we could rely on Steel Heart to detect essence, he couldn’t see the world like we did and had no way of locating trap door switches or a literal trap.

“Where?” I whispered as she signaled for us to crouch.

She pointed toward a space between two trees a foot from the ground and I squinted. I couldn’t see anything but tall grass and thick bushes in the darkness before a faint glint of moonlight reflected off an extremely thin wire caught my eyes.

“Shit! You can see that with Sense?” I nearly forgot myself and blurted before catching myself and pitched my voice low.

“There are more,” she said, then directed my gaze to four more traps that were spread out amongst the other trees at a similar height.

I blinked. Even with her pointing all of them out, I still had a hard time seeing the wires. After that, she pointed to a pit trap in an area with less undergrowth that seemed easier to traverse.

“How do you know there’s a pit there?” Brielle asked quietly, her tone curious.

“That spot has less covering of dry leaves and the soil is slightly uneven,” the Archer pointed out before adding, “There are also a couple of broken branches hanging oddly from the bush on the right.”

The dragonkin blinked and stared at the location of the trap for several moments before turning to the redhead with astonishment on her face. “You’re right! It’s so obvious now that you’ve pointed them out. You’re amazing!”

Amelia beamed. “Thanks.”

“What do we do? Dismantle them?” I asked.

She shook her head after a moment of thought. “I don’t have the skill to do that safely. Besides, whoever set them up could have rigged it to alert them if they’ve been tampered with.”

I nodded in agreement. Even though she was an incredible tracker, she only had training in setting up simple traps to catch small animals. Wire traps were tricky and could have been made to do more than just launching arrows or capturing intruders.

“We go around then,” I suggested and she tipped her chin.

“The detour will slow us down, but it’s probably safer that way,” she said.

With that, we trudged westward along the perimeter of the traps with Amelia constantly using Sense to locate traps hidden in the dark. I let her lead the way so I wouldn’t accidentally stumble into anything that would put all of us in danger.

The longer path took us through denser parts of the forest and cost us a lot of time. I had to cut down thick undergrowth and overgrown bushes that were blocking our way on several occasions.

Eventually, we found an area with low concentration of traps and slowly picked our way through. The detour had taken us quite a distance from our destination, but we managed to find our way back with Steel Heart guiding us toward the concentration of essences.

We finally snuck past the traps in the area after some time before finding ourselves nearing the edge of the forest. Still, we moved forward with caution.

“There are four people about sixty yards ahead,” Steel Heart warned, prompting me to halt our advance.

Surveillance? Adventurers? I asked as the girls crouched around me, using the tall grass as cover.

“Looks like it. Their essences are strong, so probably not civilians or city guards.”

I quickly relayed the message to my companions, and a grim expression fell over their faces. An expression I had also felt in my chest since we were about to fight the type of enemies we had never encountered before.

We had fought countless monsters over the past few weeks but never once had we battled fellow adventurers. Well, at least not the competent ones. The shitty fools I beat up to save Brielle hardly counted as real adventurers. They weren’t much stronger than Threat-Level 1 monsters.

These were trained fighters. People with combat experience. They could think and formulate plans just like us and might even be stronger than us. We had no idea what Rank or Class they were, so strategizing was going to be difficult.

“Our best bet is to hit them first. Even if we don’t know their capabilities, a surprise attack will definitely do some damage,” Amelia suggested and I completely agreed.

“Let’s get closer so you can have a clearer shot,” I said before she nodded.

With that, we snuck forward until we were within forty yards of the adventurers. From this range, Amelia would never miss a still target. Adding her Bull’s Eye into the mix and she would likely hit even a moving object from here.

Soundlessly, the Archer drew an arrow from the quiver at her hip and nocked it. Then I pointed out the general directions of our enemies from the information Steel Heart gave me. Her enhanced eyesight easily spotted them.

Using the tree as cover, she slowly stood, pulled back the bowstring and took aim. Her breathing slowed, then she let out a steady exhale before her fingers released the string and it snapped with a twang.

The arrow bent from the propelling force of the release before shooting forward in a blur. A heartbeat later, three more projectiles flashed into existence next to it, then soared toward the four adventurers at the same time.

Cries of pain and yelps of surprise were all the confirmation we received that the arrows had found their marks. However, we couldn’t tell if they had taken out any of the adventurers or merely injured them.

“Dammit!” Amelia grunted, clearly seeing the things that the rest of us couldn’t.

Steel Heart filled in that information for me. At least partially. “All of them were hit, but only one of them was killed,” he said.

Are the rest injured? I asked.

“The frantic pulsing of their essences says at least two of them were hurt. I don’t know how badly.”

“Did you get them all?” Brielle asked the question before I could.

“No. I think I’ve only taken out one of them. Two are probably injured. The last one just shrugged it off like it was nothing,” Amelia said with annoyance in her tone.

Before I could ask more questions, a war cry echoed through the forest before the sound of footfalls rushed toward us. I immediately stepped in front of the Archer with Ironmantle up and Steel Heart ready at my side.

The one charging at us was a male tigerkin with a hulking body. I immediately recognized him as the person who had forced the shitty Rogue to leave at the refugee camp.

I wasn’t a small human by any means but he looked like he would tower over me. From his steel full plate armor and muscular build, he was undoubtedly a tanker Knight. A large heater shield was in his left hand while an axe was clutched in his right.

Even with Invigorate, I wasn’t certain I could best him in a contest of strength, and I had no intention of finding out. Still, I activated the skill along with Surge at the same time. If I couldn’t take him head-on, then I would overwhelm him with my speed.

“Essence is gathering in his weapon!” Steel Heart warned.

“He’s going to use a skill. Spread out!” I ordered and hoped my companions obeyed.

They scattered just as the tigerkin Knight was upon me. His axe glowed with a power that looked similar to Obliterate and cold dread skittered down my back. However, with the girls out of harm’s way, I was free to evade the attack without worry.

With my increased speed, I darted sideways just a split second before his weapon landed. It collided with the ground with a deafening crash that blew the earth around the impact spot into the air, leaving a two foot wide crater behind.

An arrow whistled past me for his eye, but he twisted his torso slightly to deflect it with his pauldron. Brielle fell from the air with a kick to his unprotected head. Her foot connected, whipping his face to one side and staggering him.

She followed up with a body blow, but he blocked it with his shield before shoving forward to make her stumble. His axe swung low toward her, but I was there to intercept. My blade crashed with his weapon, causing sparks to flare before both of us shuffled back a few steps.

“Watch out, Darla!” Amelia cried out, snapping my attention toward the Cleric.

An arrow soared through the air, curving around the tree that was blocking its flight toward her. The catkin realized too late and couldn’t move out of the way or protect herself as the projectile closed in on her.

Time seemed to slow as I watched in horror, helpless to stop the impending disaster. Our lack of experience fighting intelligent enemies had made us forget how important a Cleric was to the party.

Darla had turned the tide of battle for us multiple times ever since the siege at Emberfell. Her Divine Shield had allowed me to counterattack the monster without getting hurt and her Heal had saved Sammus from grievous injuries that might have taken his life. Any competent opponents would target her first.

Her violet eyes went wide when she saw the arrow, but it was too late. Her lithe body jerked sideways. But not from being skewered by the pointed tip. Brielle had tackled her to the ground just before the projectile made contact.

Relief washed over me, but my reprieve was short-lived. “Incoming! Watch out!” Steel Heart warned as the tigerkin Knight came for me.

His massive axe arced high over his head, coming down toward me. I scrambled to defend as the moment of distraction cost me precious seconds to reorient myself.

The two round ears above his head of blonde hair twitched before he halted his strike and leaped backward. The disappearance of his hulking body revealed Amelia standing thirty feet away. Her eyes went wide when she saw me before a gasp escaped her lips.

She had just released her arrow. It was aimed at the Knight’s back. With him gone, it came straight for me. To make matters worse, the projectile split into four and flew right at my face.

“Luke!” she cried, horror playing across her face.

Getting shot and killed by my lover was definitely not something I wished to experience even once in my life. Fortunately, her arrows took a few heartbeats longer to reach me than the tigerkin’s axe would have. That gave me just enough time to raise my shield.

Ironmantle was sturdy enough to deflect all of the arrows, which allowed me to escape unscathed. “I’m sorry!” Amelia called out once she realized I wasn’t hurt.

I didn’t respond and quickly spun around to face the tigerkin, my heart still pounding. He didn’t charge at me, but merely eyed me with a feral grin on his lips.

“You’re strong, Knight. Join us. Swear an oath to serve the Savior and he’ll grant you the strength to overcome the unending darkness,” he said.

“What? First, you tried to make my girlfriend kill me. Now, you want me to join you? Fuck off, dipshit!” I spat.

As the heat of battle cooled slightly, I finally noticed black veins pulsing along his neck where his clothes and armor didn’t conceal. Not only that, there was a strange discoloration in his brown eyes. Flecks of green ringed his irises with an eerie glow.

“If you don’t join us, then you’ll die,” the Knight said as if it was a fact.

I flashed him a confident smirk. “We’ll have to see about that, won’t we?”

Twenty yards behind the tigerkin, the two surviving adventurers were rushing to join him. One of them was the human Archer while the other was the female catkin Rogue from the refugee camp. They were both injured by Amelia’s arrows.

The Archer had a broken shaft protruding from his left leg and the Rogue was holding her stomach with blood dripping between her fingers. They also had the same pulsing black veins on their bodies and flecks of green in their eyes.

Brielle and Darla joined me almost at the same time as Amelia. The Monk stood close to the Cleric, undoubtedly trying to guard her from future surprise attacks. That was enough to ease my mind slightly.

“That bitch fucking killed Marco! I’m going to kill her!” the catkin screamed, pointing an accusatory finger at Amelia.

“He died because he was weak,” the tigerkin said dismissively, causing her to glare daggers at him. “But I agree with you that they must die,” he added and her glare quickly turned into a wicked smile.

Still, beads of sweat were trickling down her paling face. She was clearly hurt. Even in the dim light of the moon, her clothing around the arrow shaft were visibly drenched. She was losing a lot of blood.

“Your friends are badly wounded and you can’t defeat us by yourself. Let us through and this fight won’t have to end in bloodshed,” I offered, genuinely wanting to avoid killing fellow adventurers if I didn’t have to.

The tigerkin smirked and my hope for a peaceful surrender was immediately dashed. “I am the mighty Zedak! The Savior has granted me power beyond anything you could have imagined. I’ll take all of you even if I’ve to do it alone.”

“Why are you doing this? You’re adventurers! You’re supposed to help the people, not kidnap and use them for ritual sacrifice, or whatever it is!” Amelia lashed out as anger and disbelief rage in her eyes.

Zedak wasn’t fazed by her accusation and merely scoffed, “Their essences will be used to serve a greater purpose. Just like them, your death will make us stronger.”

“Is he talking about killing you and absorbing your essence… like with the monsters?” Steel Heart asked with a heavy tinge of disgust in his tone.

That’s exactly what it sounds like, I agreed.

Not many talked about it, or even wanted to acknowledge it, but the fact of the world was that every being on Elathia had essence flowing through them. Because of that, killing a living thing, be it people, monsters, insects, or plants, would grant some amount of essence.

Taking the life of a person without a proper cause had been deemed a crime punishable by death, of course. There were people specialized in hunting down those criminals and bringing them to justice. Though the law deterred most from committing such a hideous act, murder still happened every now and again for one reason or another.

“That’s just wrong! Have you people lost your fucking mind?” the redhead Archer protested.

The tigerkin Knight looked at her with pity in his eyes, then he shook his head as if she was the mad one. “We’re the chosen ones who will bring hope and prosperity to the new world once the old guards are done with. The Savior will save us from the impending calamity.”

“What is he babbling about?” my sword asked.

I don’t fucking know.

“This is getting us nowhere. We need to save the captives from whatever they’re going to do with them. We’ve to end this now!” I said and the girls agreed with curt nods.

“Then come meet your demise, adventurers!” Zedak roared.

An arrow flew out from behind the Knight even before he finished speaking. The human Archer had used his companion’s hulking frame to block his movements. Just like before, the projectile curved around in a wide arc toward Darla. The damn prick was determined, I would give him that.

I moved at the twang of the bowstring on pure instinct. The fear of seeing the catkin getting hurt or killed was still fresh in my mind. However, Brielle was faster and acted swiftly. She stepped into the path of the arrow before swatting it aside with her gauntlet.

The arrow broke and clattered harmlessly on the ground. My relief, however, quickly turned to panic when Zedak launched forward with his axe raised high. The shift in my stance to block the attack on Darla had left me open to the tigerkin.

A solid shield of golden light coalesced to block the strike, deflecting it a few inches from my head. His weapon sank deep into the ground as the Divine Shield cracked with the sound of shattered glass.

I activated Invigorate and Surge once more while spinning around with a slash toward the Knight’s exposed neck. However, just like with Amelia’s arrow, he shifted his torso and guarded his jugular with his pauldron, then dislodged his axe and lurched backward.

To my right, Amelia launched Multi Shot at our enemies. Two of her projectiles flew straight for the Archer while the other two went for the Rogue. She clearly had read the battle and took the best course of action. Those two were already injured, so they were easier to take down first.

The human’s eyes widened and, even if he saw the attack coming, his wounded leg didn’t allow him to move out of the way. However, Zedak stepped in front of him and the arrows bounced off his full plate armor instead of burying deep in the Archer’s chest.

“What the?” Amelia blurted, and I followed her gaze to find the Rogue had disappeared.

“Her essence disappeared. Be careful!” Steel Heart warned.

Time seemed to slow down as a rush of panic ran through me. Several things happened at once and I didn’t have time to react.

The tigerkin Knight was lowering his stance for a lunge at Amelia. My redhead lover was scrambling to reach for another arrow while the Archer already had his drawn and nocked. With his skill allowing him to alter the trajectory of his projectile, he could be aiming at any one of us.

Then there was the missing Rogue. She had used her skill to hide and would undoubtedly appear very soon to launch her attack in time with her companions. The problem was guessing who she would be targeting.

There were likely only two targets. It was either Darla or Amelia. One could keep us in fighting shape while the other could deal serious damage from a distance. Both of them were important to our party.

Still, I didn’t have a choice but to rush for my childhood friend since the Knight was charging at her. She literally had no chance of fending off his attack by herself. I would have to completely trust Darla’s safety to Brielle.

Zedak raised his axe over his head at the same time I closed in on them. As my mind reeled for a way for both of us to escape with our lives, the worst possible thing happened.

Shadows swirled behind Amelia before the catkin Rogue appeared midair with daggers raised and ready to stab down. Her slit pupils were dilated and her face was scrunched up with pure hatred.

If we weren’t already fucked before, we were now!

I moved on pure desperation and intense desire to save Amelia. My enhanced speed allowed me to reach her barely a second before the strikes landed. With my shoulder, I shoved her out of the way as the axe and daggers arced down.

Somehow, I wasn’t panicking, even when I was being attacked from two directions. My mind was strangely clear as I ran through several possibilities in a split second. Steel Heart’s skill, Focus was in effect and had kept me calm. I suddenly realized in that brief moment.

Twisting by body sideways, I raised Steel Heart toward the oncoming axe while lifting my heater shield at the daggers. Sparks flared as my blade met the axe first. I wouldn’t have the strength to block the strike even with Invigorate when the tigerkin had his full weight behind it, of course.

I let the momentum of my spin carry me through, tilting my sword just slightly to guide the axe away from my head. As the axe’s trajectory shifted, I activated Bash as the Rogue’s daggers came down.

My increased strength and bonus damage from the shield skill slammed into her weapons with a deafening crash. The blades immediately shattered along with her hands. The catkin shrieked in pain as she spun midair from impact before an arrow plunged through her neck, cutting off her cry of agony.

Zedak roared in anger. However, before he could act, Brielle surged past him toward the human Archer. The Knight spun to follow but he was too late. The Monk was already upon the adventurer with her fist drawn back in preparation for a strike.

he scrambled backward, but his injured leg kept him from moving more than half a step. Her fist rammed into his side with a sickening crunch of bones as his body jerked sideways. He gasped, his eyes bulging before her second attack split his skull.

“Bastards!” the tigerkin bellowed, whirling around and raising his axe to strike her in anger.

His attack never came down. With a swift lunge enhanced by Surge, I was behind him in the next heartbeat. Steel Heart flew forward in a flash of blue and white before plunging into his back just below his armor. Blood splattered on the grass and earth beneath him when my blade burst out his front.

Zedak staggered, his hulking form trembling with effort to keep standing. He turned to glare down at me, the glowing green flecks in his brown eyes fading. The muscles of his jaw twitched as if he was trying to say something but didn’t have the strength to utter it.

With a pained cry, I pushed Steel Heart sideways, forcing his sharp edge across the tigerkin’s waist before exiting his body with a spray of red. A deep gurgling growl escaped his lips as he crumpled to his knees.

He held on to his axe as if still intending to fight even with his insides gushed out from the fatal wound. His rage-filled gaze never left me until the last moment when he collapsed face first to the ground.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE MONASTERY

I stumbled backward as the grotesque stench of blood slammed into me. This one hit me differently from the countless monsters I had slain. What hit me wasn’t the blood and gore. It was the realization that I had killed a person. The realization that I had taken a life.

From the haunted look on Amelia and Brielle, they were going through the same emotion as me. This was different from taking down monsters. Even in self-defense, the guilt and dread still squeezed my heart until I was gasping for breath.

“Hey! Calm down! There was nothing you could have done. They were trying to kill you all,” Steel Heart reasoned in my head.

“I know. I fucking know! B-But… I…” I wheezed as I stumbled away from the dead Knight.

“It was either you and the girls or them. You chose to protect the people you care about and took down your enemies. There is nothing wrong with that,” he said with a calm, soothing tone.

He was right, of course. Zedak had literally announced he would kill all of us for our essences. From the lack of hesitation in their strikes, they had certainly gotten used to killing. There was no way we could have left this fight without bloodshed. It was a kill or be killed situation.

Even knowing our adventure would lead to this at some point, the experience was still much harder to get over than I had expected. But, I… we couldn’t keep wallowing in our guilt.

Zedak had already made his intention known to us. He and the other adventurers were going to kill people and harvest their essence, so they could get stronger.

The idea of sacrificing innocent lives for rapid growth and strength was grotesque and ludicrous. Even if they truly believed a calamity was coming and needed more power to survive it, that way of thinking was just wrong!

“I’m good,” I said softly, then with a firmer tone, “I’m fine.”

“Alright. Just take it easy. These things take time to get over,” Steel Heart said.

How do you know that?

“Know what?”

Know that these things take time to get over. You said it like you’ve killed someone before.

He went quiet for a long while before confusion washed over me. “I… I don’t know. It just felt like… It just felt… that way.”

Thank you, buddy, I said after a moment, not wanting to press him for an answer when he seemed distraught.

“Are you alright?” I asked, reaching a hand for Amelia to grab.

The fact that she hadn’t gotten up from the ground since she had put an arrow through the Rogue’s neck was enough indication that she wasn’t alright. She grabbed my hand after glancing at the dead catkin and wincing. I pulled her up before examining her for any injuries.

“I’m okay. Thanks, Luke,” she said but her tone lacked her characteristic cheeriness.

I pulled her into a tight embrace and rubbed her back as I whispered into her ear, “We’ll be alright. We trained for this. Just give it time.”

She was quiet for a few moments before sniffling, then hugged me tightly. “You’re right.”

My attention turned to Brielle who was standing over the human Archer with a haunted expression on her face. Her fists were clenched tight and shaking. Every inch of her was tense.

I released Amelia and she looked up before following my gaze toward the Monk. “Go to her. I’ll be fine,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.

With a nod, I approached the dragonkin. “Hey, how are you feeling?” I asked as I reached up to place a hand on her trembling shoulder.

She jerked away with a start, her emerald eyes wild with horror. For a long moment, she stared at me as if she didn’t recognize who I was.

“Hey,” I soothed and gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s me. It’s okay. Everything is alright. You can relax now.”

A single tear spilled from her eye and rolled down her cheek as she continued to stare at me with terror in her gaze. Her dark brows twitched into a deep frown before her face scrunched up in sorrow. I stepped toward her in concern, but she darted forward and wrapped her arms around me first.

“I… I… I killed him… I killed…” she cried and I hugged her back as tight as I could.

“I know. I know,” I said, stroking the back of her head with her face buried in my chest. Her tears were flowing. Each shuddering inhale sent a quake through her. She felt so small and vulnerable. “Shhh… It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I killed a… person. I-I… I can still feel it… hear his bones break. I couldn’t… I had to… H—He was going to kill us,” she sputtered, her fingers clawing against my back as if trying to pull me even closer.

“It’s alright. You did it to protect Darla. To protect all of us. It’s not your fault.”

Brielle took a lot longer to calm down than Amelia, but I didn’t let her go until her trembling stopped. By the time she stepped back, her eyes were puffy and her face along with my breastplate were wet with tears and other less clear fluids.

She blinked up at me several times before glancing down at the mess she had left on my armor. Her cheeks bloomed bright red as she blurted, “I-I’m sorry! I’m very sorry, Lucas.”

“It’s alright. Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled.

“I’ll… I’ll clean it up. I’m sorry.”

“I said, it’s fine. I can take care of it afterward.”

“Mmmhmm. Luke likes to clean his armor in the bath. You can help him take care of it later,” Amelia said with a sly smirk as she stepped up to stand next to me.

If I thought the dragonkin’s cheeks couldn’t grow any redder, I was wrong. She looked as if she was steaming from the inside out at the Archer’s suggestion.

“I—I… err…” Brielle sputtered, her gaze darting between me and my breastplate.

“Don’t listen to her! I can do it myself,” I said, scowling at my redhead lover and she snickered back.

“N-No! I-It’s the mess that I made, so… so I’ll clean it!” the Monk said the last part with conviction.

I opened my mouth to protest, but thought better of it. We were running out of time and shouldn’t be standing around arguing about who would clean my armor or how we would do it.

Amelia’s teasing was deliberate and had already worked as intended. The change of subject took our mind off the guilt of killing fellow adventurers. The improved mood was what we needed to press forward.

“How are you doing, Darla?” I asked, turning to the Cleric who had remained a few feet away.

Her violet eyes widened at my question as if she hadn’t expected to receive any attention from me. Her dark eyebrows furrowed and she bit her lower lip before looking away.

There was something like hurt or longing in her expression when she said, “I… I’m fine. Brielle protected me.”

Though she hadn’t killed anyone, she had been targeted twice and could have died by the hands of a fellow adventurer if the dragonkin wasn’t there to save her. That kind of traumatizing experience must affect her on some level even if she denied it because she was still angry at me with the towel incident.

I sighed before closing the short distance between us. “I’m glad to see you’re unharmed. You’re a crucial part of our party and we should have been more prepared to protect you. I’m sorry, and I promise to do a better job next time.”

She blinked up at me, her cheeks flushing even more and her mouth working wordlessly for several seconds. “I—No, it’s not… like that. It’s not what you think,” she sputtered.

“What I think?” I asked, confused.

Darla opened her mouth, closed it, then opened again but a horrific scream cut her off before she could reply to my question. Our heads immediately whipped in the direction of the cry. A cold dread slithered down my back and everything was forgotten.

“Are we too late?” Amelia blurted with wide eyes.

“We've got to go!” I said and the girls affirmed with a ‘Right’ in unison.

We broke off into a full sprint towards the edge of the forest. I didn’t bother to draw the dead adventurers into my Spatial Storage. From what they had done, it felt dirty to carry their bodies with me. The city guards or whoever could come pick them up later.

The trees opened into a large clearing with a cliff wall at the far end. At the base of it, a crumbling stone building stood. It looked like a monastery or temple of some sort.

Only half of its triangular roof remained with countless cracks and chips running up and down its walls. The structure looked old, ancient even, and on the verge of collapsing, but was held together by thick vines that crawled along its stony exterior.

Those green tendrils instantly reminded me of the bloodfang and the vine-like tentacles on its back. The memory elicited an involuntary shudder from me before I shook it off. We could be in much deeper trouble if there was a flower bud here.

I have a bad feeling about this place, I said to my sword as dread turned my skin cold.

“You’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you,” Steel Heart said, and my jaw twitched in reflex. “There is a large essence that has a similar signature to the one on the bloodfang, but there is also a smaller one nearby.”

What do you mean by a smaller one?

“Exactly that,” he said with a curious expression that indicated he also didn’t know what it was. “It’s the same essence signature but smaller.”

“Dammit!” I growled in frustration. Things had just gotten from bad to worse.

“What is it?” Amelia asked, coming up to my side with an arrow nocked.

“There’s a flower bud in that building,” I said, nodding toward the monastery.

She was quiet for a few moments before her amber eyes widened with realization. “Th—That’s bad. Shit! Can we even handle it by ourselves?”

“We have to. There’s no time.”

Brielle stepped up to flank me on the other side with a worried look on her face. Our last encounter with the flower bud had nearly gotten all of us killed. If not for Sammus wearing down the bloodfang, I highly doubted we could have come out of the battle with our lives.

Still, there was no time to call for reinforcements. We had to face the Savior or whatever it was in there now and hope our growth over the past month would be enough to get us through this mess.

“We’ll have to give it all we’ve got. I know we can do it!” I said firmly.

“My thought exactly,” Amelia agreed before bumping her shoulder against mine.

Brielle nodded, her brows squeezing together with determination. “Yes! We must save those people!”

With that, I turned around to face Darla. “It’s going to be even more dangerous in there. Make sure you stay close.”

She looked surprised at my concern for a moment before tipping her chin in affirmation. “I-I… I’ll do my best as well,” she said before drawing the mace from her storage as if to emphasize her point.

The image of her bashing the nightweaver to a pulp and scaring the other spiders away from attacking us in our last dungeon run instantly flashed through my mind. I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “I’ve no doubt about that.”

Redness bloomed on her cheeks like she knew what was on my mind before she ducked her head. “J-Just worry about fighting them. I’ll be fine.”

I nodded and turned my attention to Steel Heart. There should be more adventurers working with the Savior. Can you detect them?

He was quiet for a moment before saying, “There’s a small gathering of four essences in the center of the building where the two flower buds are, and a larger group far to the side. Maybe they’re in a room? But something feels off.”

What do you mean?

“Their essence flows are erratic. Like they’re frightened.”

Isn’t it normal for captives to be frightened? How is that strange?

“No, not them. Those people are calm like a cool spring. Not that I should know what a cool spring feels like, but it just sounds appropriate,” he said with a chuckle.

Seriously? Now isn’t the time for jokes!

“R-Right! Sorry,” he said before sending me an abashed impression. “It’s the people gathered around the flower buds. They’re panicking.”

My brows furrowed. Steel Heart had detected ten people entering the secret passage, which meant two of them were missing. My initial thought was they had concealed their essences and were hiding to ambush us. However, that was unlikely since they shouldn’t have known we were here yet.

We had taken down their surveillance team deep in the forest without triggering any of their traps. On top of that, the sound of the fight shouldn’t have been loud enough for anyone to hear this far away.

Are they fighting amongst themselves?

“Plausible.”

Why? Aren’t they working together?

“I’m as clueless as you are, my boy. I can see essences, not read their minds.”

Heat bloomed on my cheeks at his retort. R-Right.

“There’s a chance that they’re fighting amongst themselves. Steel Heart said that the adventurers seem to be panicking,” I informed my companions.

That drew confused looks from the girls before Amelia asked, “What about the captives? Are they safe?”

I nodded. “They seem to still be under the charm spell and held in a room.”

“Two more essences just disappeared!” Steel Heart alerted. “Now, the smaller flower bud essence is growing stronger.”

“It’s absorbing the essences of the adventurers it killed!” I blurted as realization dawned on me.

We immediately rushed toward the monastery before halting at the tall double door that was its entrance. The wood surface was worn and cracked in several places from the rough treatment of weather and time but remained sturdy.

I activated Invigorate and shoved at it with a grunt. My boots skidded across packed earth as I exerted more force. The girls came up around me as the hinges creaked.

Amelia had her recurve bow drawn and ready to shoot. Brielle was holding her position to my left. Darla was behind us with her free hand held forward to cast a spell at a moment's notice.

“What are you doing!? Don’t—” a male voice shrieked from the inside, coaxing me to redouble my effort.

Another scream of pain tore through the air as the double door parted with a grating of wood on stone. From the difficulty and heaviness, the front entrance seemed to not have been used in a very long time.

It dawned on me then that the adventurers must have another way to enter the building. If I hadn’t been in such a hurry to get inside, Amelia could have found their tracks and followed it. Too late for that now.

My shadow cast a long shape on the stone floor as silvery moonlight shone inside. Long, broken pews covered in dust and cobwebs lined the cavernous hall beyond. A sharp tang of blood pierced through the stale air and made me wince.

I drew Steel Heart swiftly as I searched the vast space for the adventurers. Tightness clenched my chest when my gaze fell upon a tall figure in a dark robe, standing beneath a mosaic of colored glass windows on the other side of the hall.

Four bodies lay on the floor around his feet with the fifth hanging from a thick shadowy tendril that had punched through his chest. The horrific sight sent a cold shiver down my spine, but it wasn’t what caused my hands to tremble.

“Rosien, god of creation. What is going on?” I murmured.

Even if I knew it was there, I still wasn’t prepared for what I saw. There, atop the broken platform that raised a foot from the ground, was the flower bud with white light pulsing behind its petals like slow heartbeats. Instead of the back of a creature, however, it protruded from the ground on a thick, green stem.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE SAVIOR

The Savior turned from the dead adventurer dangling from his shadowy tendril to regard us. His features were shrouded within the darkness of his hood, but the green glow in one of his eyes was clearly visible even from nearly seventy feet away.

An icy chill rolled down my back when our gaze met and I couldn’t stop the tremble that ran through me. This man, or whatever he had become, was incredibly powerful. I could feel it in my bones. The deadly aura pouring out of him was enough to make me rethink fighting him.

Still, I was here to rescue the captives. There was no way I would abandon them to save myself. From the look of determination on my companion’s faces, they were thinking the same way. The fear and trepidation were there as well but, just like me, they had fought it down.

“Why did you kill them? Aren’t they your followers?” I asked, stalling for time to come up with a plan.

If my encounters with the troll and the bloodfang were any indications, cutting the stem of the flower bud would kill it. That would at least cut the Savior off from whatever power he was receiving from it, and hopefully make him easier to deal with.

“Followers?” the Savior asked as if the word made no sense to him. “I suppose you can call them that.”

He released his magic and the adventurer’s body dropped to the stone floor with a sickening thud. His cloaked body shuddered for a brief moment and a soft groan rumbled from him as if the essence he absorbed from the kill gave him pleasure.

“They were mere pawns that had outlived their usefulness,” he mused, nonchalantly looking down at the corpse.

“You sick fuck!” Amelia growled before her bowstring snapped with a twang.

An arrow soared through the air, then split into four. Without turning to acknowledge the attack, a wall of darkness shot up from the floor and blocked all of the projectiles. The essence arrows dispersed upon impact while the physical one shattered on the obsidian surface before clattering on the ground.

The shadowy barrier dissipated a short moment later to reveal the Savior still standing calmly in the same location. He turned to fully face us with one eye glowing an eerie green. His gaze was cold and emotionless.

“Your attacks cannot harm me,” he said, then spread his arms wide as if inviting us to do so. “I’ve transcended beyond mortal capability. I am a god!”

“I want to say he’s out of his mind, but his essence level is alarming,” Steel Heart said with worry in his tone.

How?

“Mmm… He wasn’t this strong when I detected him earlier. His essence just spiked like crazy after killing the other adventurers.”

You don’t think we can defeat him?

“Well…” he started and went quiet for a moment as if choosing his words carefully. “His essence was around your level earlier. Now, he’s at the same level as the bloodfang. You can still beat him. The odds are just not very high.”

That’s comforting, I grumbled inwardly.

“Hey! Don’t beat the messenger. I was only telling you what I saw.”

You’re right. Sorry.

With the information, I turned my attention away from Steel Heart. “His essence level is on par with the bloodfang, so this is going to be a difficult fight.”

“Offer your lives to me and I shall make your death painless," the Savior offered, but I ignored him.

“Are you having another crazy plan?” Amelia asked with a scowl.

I pressed my lips into a thin line. “I wish I had one. Right now, all I can think of is cutting down the flower bud. That should cut him off from whatever power it’s feeding him.”

“Should I use Essence Explosion?” Brielle asked from my left.

“No,” I said, turning to her. “We still don’t know what he’s capable of. Let’s hold off on using it for now.”

Even if the Monk had learned to deactivate her skill and essentially negated Essence Burnout, it would still consume a lot of her essence rapidly. Our enemy this time was more intelligent and likely had some kind of regeneration. It was definitely a wiser choice to not show our hands too soon.

“We’ll attack him together while Amelia and Darla provide support. It’s four against one. Even if he’s more powerful than us, we should be able to wear him down with continuous attacks,” I said.

“Got it!” the girls responded in unison.

With that, I activated Invigorate and Surge at the same time. My muscles grew taut as strength filled me while my body became lighter with my enhanced speed.

“Let’s go!” I signaled before shooting forward.

Brielle followed suit, rushing up beside me. I would have preferred to flank the Savior from both sides, but the long rows of pews had narrowed down our path of attack to only the central aisle.

“You’re making things difficult, fools,” the Savior said but unflinchingly remained where he had been with his arms spread out.

Several shadowy spikes stabbed upward from the floor once we were within ten yards of him. My increased strength allowed me to bat them aside with Ironmantle, and they cracked upon impact like shattered ceramics. However, the sheer number of them jarred my forward momentum, holding me back.

The Monk didn’t have the same problem. She weaved gracefully between the dark lances and closed the distance between her and the Savior quickly. Her fist drew back once she came within her range of attack.

She was too fast for him. There was no way he could evade her strike from that close. Her spiked knuckles rammed into him with the enhanced power of Iron Fist but, instead of crunching bones, the sound of shattered ceramics rang out as he flew backward. No, he glided back, carried by his shadow.

His one green eye seemed to glow ominously, sending an icy dread down my back. Reacting out of pure instinct, I grabbed the dragonkin’s shoulder and pulled her back before she could dart in for a follow-up strike.

A lance of darkness shot out from beneath him and missed her face by mere inches. It would have stabbed right on target if I hadn’t intervened.

“Th-Thank you,” Brielle said with a slight flush on her cheeks.

“He’s much smarter than the bloodfang. We can’t fight like we do  with the monsters,” I said and she nodded.

“What should we do?” she asked.

If the Savior’s essence was around my level before, he likely had four spells from his promotion to Rank 4. He had already shown three—the spike, the shield and the floaty thing. There was undoubtedly another spell he hadn’t used yet.

However, just like the bloodfang, he would likely have another spell that was granted to him by the flower bud. It could be the vine magic that was used to restrain Sammus and Amelia, or something entirely different. I had no way of knowing.

I lowered my voice so only she could hear. “He should still have at least two more spells in his arsenal. Let’s make him show his hands first before we launch a full-on assault,” I suggested.

As I said that, four arrows whistled past me toward the flower bud that protruded from beneath the altar. Apparently, Amelia had no intention of feeling things out and preferred to end it right away. Not a bad plan if I was being honest.

Unfortunately, the attack never reached its target. A wall of darkness flew up from the floor to block it. Instead of bouncing off like last time, however, a fiery explosion rumbled across the vast hall as heat blasted over me.

I reflexively stepped in front of Brielle with my shield raised just before debris pelted us. Gray smoke lingered in the air around the altar for several moments before fading to reveal an intact shadow wall.

The Savior was blown sideways onto the stone floor. He coughed and sputtered as he climbed to his feet. He swayed, causing the hood to fall backward and exposed his face.

“What in the name of Rosien is that?” Amelia asked with alarm.

“I don’t… know,” I responded, staring in confusion at the Savior.

The reason I couldn’t see his other eye wasn’t because it was hidden. He only had one eye. On the right side of his face, he had a white flower bud protruding from his eye socket. It also had the slow pulsing light within, just like its larger counterpart.

His face was gaunt and pale, looking almost like a skull with a thin layer of skin stretched taut over it. The slicked-back white hair also added to his sickly look. Still, he had acted anything but feeble. Though that could have been the flower bud influence.

“Insolent fools! You will pay for this,” the Savior growled and spread out both hands. Dark energy crackled and rapidly grew in his palms as the green glow in his eye flared.

“Essence is gathering around him! Something big is coming!” Steel Heart warned.

“Stay behind me! Darla put up a Divine Shield!” I ordered and the girls promptly obeyed.

The Savior clapped his hands together. A shockwave of dark energy shot out from him in all directions. The colored glass windows shattered, the old pews splintered, and the already cracked stone walls cracked even further, causing the remaining half of the roof to shift and rain debris.

I lifted Ironmantle with both hands as a golden shield of light coalesced in front of me. I didn’t even have time to brace for impact when the spell hit us. The Cleric’s magic burst apart instantly, but I planted my feet and held on.

The crashing force threw me back and the world spun. Feminine screams rang out around me as I tumbled head over heels over and over until my back smashed into the stone floor. Air rushed from my lungs and my vision blurred for several moments.

“Lucas! Are you alright, my boy? Answer me!” Steel Heart called out, worries tinging his voice.

“Fu… Fuck…” I groaned, rolling onto my side before shaking the haze from my mind. “Ev-Everyone okay?”

“Y-Yes…” Brielle was the first to respond from my left.

“Nghh! Haah!” Amelia hissed from somewhere further down the aisle.

My heart wrenched at the pained sound she made. I scrambled onto my hands and knees to find her laying amongst the splintered remains of the pews. A shard of wood protruded from the right side of her taut stomach and blood was leaking from the wound.

“Amelia!” I cried, rushing to her side.

“I’m alright! I’m—Nnh! I’m alright!” she said through gasps and labored pants as tears flowed down her flushed cheeks.

I reached inside the pouch at my waist and pulled out the Healing Potion within. Biting the cork between my teeth I pulled the stopper off.

“You can’t!” Darla stopped me before I could give the potion to the Archer.

“Why not?” I shot back, then grimaced at the intensity in my tone.

Her dark brows furrowed at my reaction, but she didn’t shrink back. The Cleric dropped to her knees on the other side of Amelia before using her hands to feel around the protruding stake. The redhead immediately grunted and convulsed in agony from her touch.

“What are you doing?” I growled, but a sharp glare from her stopped me from shoving her back.

“I need to know how deep the shard went in. We must remove it first before healing her or the wound won’t close,” she explained.

A bottomless pit opened in my stomach at the thought of causing my childhood friend more pain. Still, I didn’t have another choice. More blood squirted around the stake and sweat broke across her face. We didn’t have much time.

“He’s coming!” Brielle called, snapping my attention toward the other side of the aisle.

All the windows had shattered and the pews were blown back to pile near the edge of the cavernous hall. The Savior walked toward us with a slow, casual gait. A cruel sneer on his lips and a ball of dark energy swirling in his hand.

“Leave her to me. GO!” the Cleric ordered.

I glanced from Amelia to the Savior, then to Darla. “Fuck! Take care of her for me please.”

With that, I searched for Steel Heart before finding him amongst the broken debris a few feet away. There wasn’t a single scratch on him even after being thrown about by the earlier attack.

The same, however, couldn’t be said of Ironmantel. The heater shield had been split in half and lay broken on the floor. Its larger size and durability were likely the reason I had survived. It had taken the brunt of the magic and lessened the damage of the spell.

Amelia’s cold hand grasped mine, coaxing my attention to her. “Go… I’ll be alright,” she said in a soft whisper.

My jaw clenched at the sight of her paling face, but there was nothing I could do by staying at her side. If we didn’t take down the Savior, we and all the captives would die. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

Nodding firmly, I squeezed her hand and drew away with considerable effort. My fingers closed around Steel Heart before I reached inside his Spatial Storage to retrieve my buckler.

Ready for round two? I asked, stalking up to stand side-by-side with Brielle.

“I was born ready!” he responded and I chuckled.

“How are you holding up?” I asked and glanced at the dragonkin to examine her for any injuries.

Her long black hair was a mess and a few bloody scratches marred her tan skin. Dust and tiny splinters clung to her flesh and clothes, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. Her posture also showed she hadn’t suffered from any unseen injuries.

“I’m alright,” she said with furrowed brows as her gaze was fixed on our approaching enemy.

I didn’t need to read her thoughts. The implication was clear in her expression. The Savior was by far the most powerful enemy we had ever faced. He might even be too strong for us at our current level.

Still, the fact that she didn’t back down and stood firm with me meant she also knew we couldn’t allow him to win. With the appearance of the flower bud, more was at stake than just our lives and the captives’. We needed to defeat him and destroy the bud at all cost or Vinhels might fall.

“Let’s attack him from both sides since he was kind enough to clear the hall for us,” I suggested.

The pews had been blown to shreds and removed the constriction that forced us to attack from a single direction. We could use the wide open space to our advantage, and hopefully, turn the fight in our favor.

A gentle glow enveloped the Monk as she nodded in agreement. It was Darla’s Protection spell. The cooldown time was five minutes, so she could only pick one of us to cast it on. I was glad she had chosen Brielle because she needed it more since I already had my armor and shield to protect me.

With that, I reactivated Invigorate and Surge before darting off to the right. My Essence Well had become larger with my growth over the past few weeks, allowing me to use more skills.

The dragonkin took the cue and circled around on the other side of the Savior. We arrived in a pincer attack at nearly the same time. My blade swung low for his legs while Brielle’s fist flew high for his face.

Our strikes missed completely when the Savior lurched backwards on his shadow platform. We didn’t stop. I twisted around and slashed upward as the Monk shifted her weight before stepping in close with her arm drawn back.

However, she had to leap sideways when lances of darkness shot at her from within his cloak. The sharp blades missed punching through her, but drew thin streaks of blood along her abdomen. If not for Protection, she might have taken more damage.

“Keep going!” Brielle bellowed as she dove in fearlessly, and I followed close behind.

Steel Heart cut a blue and white arc through the air while the Monk threw a barrage of punches and kicks. Our attacks were synchronized and alternated between high and low, keeping the Savior on the defensive.

Though he was able to keep up with us, we didn’t allow him an opening to counterattack. Our continuous strikes would also keep him from using the burst attack from earlier. Another one of those and we might not be able to recover.

Eventually, his condescending smirk turned into a sneer as we drove him back further and further. He was clearly flustered at this point. A sheen of sweat coated his forehead as our attacks drew closer and closer to landing.

“What’s wrong? Can’t keep up?” I taunted between pants after my blade struck his dark shield barely a few inches from his neck.

“Insolent fools! I won’t fall to the likes—” the Savior growled through gritted teeth as he glared at me. That shift in attention cost him dearly.

Brielle weaved past his shadow lances which had forced her back several times before. Their pointed tips drew a gash across her toned midriff and a cut on her shoulder as she did, but the trade-off was worth it. She dug low into his side with her fist drawn back.

Just like me, she seemed to have seen through his spells after the long sequence of exchanges. He had an incredibly short cooldown time for each of them, which was likely the enhancement of the flower bud. However, there was still a cooldown.

Our synergy had allowed us to slowly increase the speed of our strikes. Each of our attacks landed just a split second sooner than the last. There was nothing the Savior could have done even if he had noticed the slight change that eventually culminated in his defeat.

Even if he was stronger than us individually, he was alone.

With a deafening battle cry, the Monk punched with all her might as he scrambled to back away, his sunken eye bulging with panic and fear. Her fist connected with his sternum before a crunch of bones reverberated across the cavernous hall.

His robed body flew backward several feet like a thrown ragdoll. He crashed into the stone floor with a thud, pinwheeling once, then twice, before slamming into the altar just below the flower bud.

Though I couldn’t see his chest, I was certain it was caved in with a fist-sized crater. There was no way he would get up from having his sternum shattered. A regular person would have been dead and, hopefully, that was the case for him as well.

However, I couldn’t be certain without checking on him up close. The flower bud had kept the bloodfang alive even after Sammus seemingly bashed half of its head in. If it was able to keep him alive, he would certainly heal up if given enough time.

“Let’s finish this,” I said, stepping up next to Brielle as she was unstopping her Healing Potion.

She nodded. “Let’s do it!”

A single step was all I could take before the ground rumbled. Dust and debris from the crumbling roof fell around us as I wrapped an arm around the Monk to hold her steady.

“What now?” I growled before turning to the dragonkin and adding, “Drink your Healing Potion!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

ELYON SILVERSHARD

A crack split the floor under the altar before spreading outward in all directions. Brielle and I shuffled back as the stone tiles came loose and the ground rumbled violently.

“Essence is gathering in the bud! It’s about to do something. Now is a good time to cut it down if you ask me,” Steel Heart urged, and I completely agreed.

No shit!

Without wasting another second, I drew upon my sword’s power and unleashed a Radiant Slash at the pulsing flower bud. Energy flashed across the translucent blade as it arced upward, forming a brilliant crescent of light that soared forward.

I held my breath as the Radiant Slash flew straight for the long, thick stem that protruded above the altar. The blade of light had cut through everything I had launched it at, be it a massive troll or a fearsome spider with steel-like carapace. There was nothing in the way that could stop it.

My heart raced with hope of ending the fight at this very moment. But, sometimes, hope could be a fickle thing—easily quashed. A wall of shadow… No, walls of shadow shot up from the floor several yards in front of the flower bud to form countless layers of barrier.

The Radiant Slash clashed into them, slicing through one after another. I watched in horror as the blade of light dimmed, then dissipated after destroying over twenty shadow walls and came within a foot of the thick, green stem.

“How in Rosien’s name is that possible?” I gasped, remembering the destruction the skill had caused to the forest after cutting down the troll.

“Well… looks like it is possible,” Steel Heart said. “I suggest you find another way to cut that thing down.”

Dammit! You’re not helping.

“Hey, I’m just a sword. I let you shoot light from my blade. What more do you want from me?”

Before I could respond, a massive crack shot up the far wall toward the ceiling. An ominous creak from above followed as debris continued to rain upon us. A pit opened in my stomach when a large piece of the old roof broke off and plummeted toward me and Brielle.

“Look out!” I cried, grabbing the dragonkin’s hand and tugging her along as I ran toward safety.

Luckily, she didn’t hesitate or resist my pull. We dashed across the rumbling ground without looking back. Our hands clenched around one another as my heart pounded like galloping hooves in my ears.

“Jump!” a bright, familiar voice called out and I didn’t question it.

Leaping forward with all our might, Brielle and I launched ourselves toward where Amelia and Darla were huddling on the floor. This time, there was no ravine for me to tumble down, but hard stone tiles.

A loud crash boomed behind me as I was airborne. Splinters and rocks pelted my body, carried by a violet gust. A blinding cloud of dust followed in the next heartbeat and enveloped me for a brief moment before I broke through with my momentum.

Unlike the Monk who gracefully tucked herself into a roll, I crashed into the ground with a grunt. My armor absorbed most of the impact as I skidded forward on the steel surface of my breastplate before stopping a few feet from the Archer and Cleric.

Scrambling into a crouch in front of the girls, I asked, “Is everyone alright!?”

“I’m all good now, thanks to Darla,” Amelia said, drawing my attention to the patch of dried blood on her now unblemished belly.

“That’s incredible, Darla,” I said, turning to the catkin with a big grin on my face. “Thank you for taking care of her!”

A deep blush bloomed on her cheeks as her violet eyes widened in surprise. “I-It’s… It’s my job as the Cleric. Do-Don’t worry about it,” she sputtered before looking away. Somehow, that didn’t feel as dismissive as the countless other ones before.

“I’m glad for the reunion, but it’s still too early to celebrate, my boy!” Steel Heart warned.

Right! What’s happening with the flower bud?

“More essence is pouring into the smaller one but that’s all I can tell.”

“That can’t be good,” I murmured, glancing into the billowing dust but couldn’t see anything beyond it.

“What happened?” Amelia asked as she gathered her recurve bow and stood.

I followed but didn’t say anything for a moment. “I don’t know. But it’s definitely not over.”

“How was the flower bud able to use the shadow walls when the Savior was… dead,” Brielle asked with a grimace as her voice shook at the last word.

She clearly hadn’t gotten over the human Archer she had killed. Having to take another life must have weighed heavily on her conscience. Her trembling hands were the indication of that. However, now wasn’t the time to hesitate.

“Don’t dwell on it. There was no other way. It was either him or us,” I said.

Her emerald eyes shifted to me and a spark of determination flared in her gaze. The haunting torment eased from her expression after a short moment. I knew the pain she was suffering and I would make sure we got through it together.

“Yes! You’re right,” she said with a firm nod.

The gray cloud cleared to reveal the Savior standing amidst the rubble. His black robe was covered in dust and splinters as he swayed from side to side. His short white hair was a mess with red stains coating his chin. He had likely coughed out blood after the Monk had caved in his sternum.

Seeing him on his feet was shocking but it wasn’t the thing that sent a cold dread down my spine. The flower bud in his right eye had bloomed. Its five white petals opened wide to expose the several writhing green tendrils within. In the center of the flower was a brownish-green orb that looked like an eyeball.

“It bloomed! What does that mean?” Amelia blurted, pointing at the Savior’s left eye with a disgusted look. “It’s so gross.”

“Tell me about it,” I grunted and shuddered at the thought of having some kind of plant growing out of my face.

“Don’t let your guard down! His essence is spiking. He’s even stronger than before,” Steel Heart said with urgency in his tone.

“He’s even more dangerous now. Be careful!” I conveyed the message from my sword before the girls fell into position around me. “Our best bet is still to destroy the big flower bud. It must be the source of his power!”

“Got it!” my companions confirmed almost in unison.

I had no idea how much power the flower bud could share with the Savior. While the bloodfang had gained unlimited essence, it had only received a slight improvement in regeneration. Was the flower in his right eye what allowed him to have a stronger connection with it? Could it even resurrect him?

My confusion only increased when the Savior spoke in a raspy, grating voice. “Not… good… Not enough…”

“What’s wrong with him?” Amelia asked as she cautiously drew her bow back.

“This… body… would not… last,” the Savior continued to ramble.

Without waiting for my response, the Archer released her arrow at the swaying man. The attack flew true and would have struck him in the forehead if a wall of shadow hadn’t blocked it first.

His sickly green eye darted up to meet us and seemed to widen with recognition but, from nearly fifty feet away, it was difficult to tell for certain. A snarl pulled back his lips to expose bloody teeth as a growl rumbled out of him.

“So… the hero… has returned… to impede me… once more…” he said before staggering forward a step. “But… you’re… not… him. You’re still… weak. I shall… destroy you here… and now.”

“You’re not the Savior! Who are you?” I asked, certain that he wasn’t the man I had fought earlier from the abrupt changes in demeanor.

The Savior was already dead as I had expected. Whatever was controlling his body must be the same thing that had controlled the bloodfang during the attack on Emberfell. The connection with the flower bud was clear.

“Who am I? So… the world… had called… me… by many names…. But not one… I… had given… to myself,” the man said with an eerie chuckle. “But… you might… know… me by… Elyon Silvershard.”

“That mad Wizard?” I blurted, incredulous.

He stared at me with a haunting smile on his face for a long moment before he said in a much clearer voice, “So, the world hasn’t… forgotten about me.”

“Th-That’s not possible! You’re out of your mind if you think I’ll believe such nonsense!” Amelia shouted from beside me.

The self-proclaimed mad Wizard of legend gave us a pitying look before he shrugged. “It matters not… what you believe. For you shall… die here.”

“Over my dead body, asshole!” I retorted and quickly realized how inappropriate that sounded. Still, I shrugged it off and fell into a fighting stance.

How much essence do you have left? I asked but didn’t get a response from my sword immediately. Hey! Steel Heart! You hear me?

Another moment of silence followed before he said, “Huh? Did you say something?”

What skill can you use? I said, ignoring the obviously strange behavior from him.

“Oh that! Sorry. Mmm… I only have enough left for one Surge right now. It’ll take at least ten minutes for another Radiant Slash.”

Got it! I acknowledged with a clenched jaw.

We definitely wouldn’t last ten minutes. The enemy in front of us was undoubtedly several times more powerful than the Savior had been. The fact that he could erect over twenty shadow walls in succession to stop the Radiant Slash was indication enough.

I had heard of enhancement skills or enchanted gear that could shorten the cooldown time but not to this extent. Casting a spell or skill back-to-back was literally unheard of. Not only would doing so consume a massive amount of mana, it also put a heavy strain on the mind.

However, if he was truly Elyon Silvershard, the feat might have been possible. From the old stories and folktales about him, the elf was known as the most powerful Wizard in all of history—literally the greatest who had ever lived.

His millennium-long life had allowed him to acquire knowledge and wisdom far beyond any being of the other races could. Because of that, the heroes who had fought to take him down had to sacrifice their lives to do so. Still, we couldn’t just run away and leave the captives here.

Before we could form any strategy to fight the Wizard, he spread his arms out and his green eye flared. Six green tentacles shot out from the sleeves of his robes at the ground… No, not the ground. At the corpses of adventurers the Savior had killed.

“What is he doing?” Amelia asked, her face scrunching up in disgust.

“I don’t know, but we probably shouldn’t wait to find out!” I said before surging forward as I activated Invigorate.

Brielle was beside me in the next moment. When we were closing in on our enemy, an arrow whistled past us. The Monk and I immediately broke off the side, preemptively avoiding the shadow wall that would inevitably shoot up to block the projectile.

It didn’t come. The mad Wizard merely stood there and took the attack in the chest. The arrow punched through his frail body to embed itself in the altar behind him. Blood, black as ink, squirted from the hole in his torso and  splattered on the ground.

He stumbled back a step, looking displeased at the wound. I didn’t care to find out the reason he didn’t defend himself. I would rather take his head, then find out later if I could.

Steel Heart arced through the air as I closed in on him from the right while the dragonkin swung her fist at him from the left. Our attacks didn’t connect. A wall of shadow burst from the ground to block Brielle’s attack, but I had already partially prepared for that outcome. No surprise there.

The thing that completely shocked me was the long blade that blocked my strike. One of the dead adventurers, a hulking human, had risen and defended the Wizard. His lack of protective gear and the massive sword in his hands identified him as a Berserker.

But he wasn’t the only one who had returned from death. The other five corpses staggered to their feet just a moment later. The sight of their milky gray eyes sent an icy shiver down my back.

A spear stabbed at me from the side, forcing me to leap backward. Then a sharp twang followed and I reflexively lifted my buckler to protect my face and chest. The arrow struck my shield and bounced off harmlessly.

I quickly retreated several feet before Brielle appeared at my side with a hand clutching over a cut on her stomach. She looked as shocked as I was, unable to comprehend the sight of six dead adventurers shuffling to stand in front of the mad Wizard.

“Is that… necromancy? Isn’t it forbidden magic?” Amelia asked when she joined us.

“If he’s really who he said he is, I don’t think he cares,” I said without taking my eyes off the enemies in front of us.

Aside from the Berserker, I had also been attacked by a Lancer and an Archer. The three others that had fought Brielle were a Knight and the two Rogues. Things had turned from worse to even more worse. We were so fucked!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

HARD FOUGHT

The six undead loomed in front of us, swaying slowly on their feet. Their milky eyes stared blankly forward and their jaws hung slack. Black blood trickled from their open mouth as they moaned hauntingly like they were in terrible agony.

Looking at them, I couldn’t help but grimace. Even if I detested their choices and thought they were the worst kind of people, I still didn’t think their corpses should be desecrated like this. Death should have been enough punishment for their crimes. It should have been the end of everything.

Still, pitying them wouldn’t change anything. Our situation was still far worse than I could have ever imagined. I had no idea how strong these adventurers were or what skills they had when they were alive.

Just as my mind was reeling to find a viable tactic, the undead catkin Archer shrieked. Her milky eyes bulged and her body convulsed as a golden light enveloped her whole body. Blisters appeared on sickly, gray skin before black blood spilled from her eyes and every other orifice on her face.

The haunting cry abruptly cut off in the next moment. She went limp, then collapsed with smoke billowing from her body as if she had been severely burned.

“What just happened?” Amelia asked, clearly surprised.

“I… I thought it might work,” Darla said softly from behind me. “I wasn’t sure but necromancy is dark elemental magic, which is weak against light elemental magic. So, I thought casting Heal on the undead might kill them.”

“Darla! You’re a genius!” the Archer praised.

Hope instantly kindled in my chest at the chance of victory. Though the two-minute cooldown would keep us from taking all of them out quickly, it could be an ace up our sleeves. That was until I noticed the dark rings under the catkin’s eyes.

Realization struck me then. Darla might not have used a lot of her spells during our fight in the forest and against the Savior, but quickly healing Amelia from her ghastly injury had likely taken a lot out of her.

“Amelia’s right! You’re a genius Darla,” I said with an approving nod before adding, “But don’t overdo it. You’ve already used a lot of mana, so try to conserve your energy for now.”

“Y-Yes,” she said with a slight tinge of pink on her cheeks.

Impending demise from the undead adventurers and a mad Wizard who had just returned to life aside, I was glad she didn’t seem to be mad at me anymore. Now, I just needed to find a way out of this situation with all of us alive, so I could properly clear things up with her.

Any useful information you can give me, buddy? I asked, not sure what to expect.

“Do you want a good news or two bad news first?” Steel Heart asked in return.

What’s the good news?

“Good news is the essence in the Savior’s body is weakening. I think Brielle had probably killed him before his body was taken over. So, eventually, the body will be too ‘dead’ to be occupied.”

So, the Savior is also being animated like the other adventurers?

“Something like that, but the flower in his right eye allows for a stronger control.”

That’s good to know. Thanks, I said before adding, And I assume the bad news is the catch.

“The essence is weakening rapidly but the overwhelming volume of it will hold the body together for some time. At least ten minutes from my rough estimates,” my sword said grimly.

Great! Anything else?

“I said ‘two’, didn’t I? There is one more. The essence levels of the undead adventurers aren’t very strong but don’t underestimate them. I suspect they can still use skills and may have better coordination with one mind controlling them. Be very careful.”

I grimaced at his words. Fighting against Zedak with two injured adventurers had already given us quite a bit of trouble. Against five undead that could coordinate better was going to make this fight much tougher than I would like.

A primal roar echoed across the shattered hall of the monastery as heavy footfalls stampeded toward us. The Berserker was leading the charge with his massive sword held in both hands. The Lancer and Knight were close behind him.

“Behind you!” Steel Heart shouted in my head as I was fixated on the three adventurers rushing toward us.

I whirled around with a racing heart, realizing the two Rogues were missing. Dark shapes appeared behind Amelia and Darla with daggers glinting in their hands. I raised my sword, but would never make it in time.

Having experienced it once before, my redhead Archer had already anticipated the preemptive strikes and was on the move. She had likely activated Sense and was on the lookout for them for some time now.

She tackled the Cleric to the ground before the sharp blade could find her neck. With a quick turn, she rolled into a crouch while drawing her dagger in one smooth motion and plunged it into the Rogue’s stomach as I severed the head of the other.

The headless adventurer collapsed to the ground. However, the one with a stomach wound didn’t. The undead thrust its dagger toward Amelia’s face, but the blade struck a golden shield of light before deflecting harmlessly. I whipped Steel Heart around and cleaved the head off the second Rogue in the next heartbeat.

“Cutting off the head will sever their connection to essence! That’s their weakness!” my sword said as I surmised as much but didn’t have time to confirm with him.

The Monk was holding off the other three adventurers by herself. She was doing her best to weave between their attacks and that was all she could do. With three against one, there wasn’t any opening for her to counterattack.

I immediately rushed to her aid. However, Amelia was a step ahead of me. Her arrow soared toward the human Lancer who was preparing to thrust his spear at the dragonkin. She had just ducked beneath the foxkin Knight’s cross slash, which had caused her back to become exposed.

Unlike a person who was alive, however, the undead couldn’t think and didn’t fear pain or death. Instead of reacting to the projectile by evading or blocking, he just took the arrow in the neck as his spear launched forward.

Brielle saw the attack at the last moment and did her best to avoid it, but she wasn’t fast enough. The sharp spear tip sliced a deep gash in her side as she twisted out of the way, causing her to cry out in pain.

She stumbled and the wolfkin Berserker immediately pounced. His hulking body loomed over her, his massive sword soaring high above his head. Her emerald eyes were wide with fright, staring up at the emotionless face of her enemy.

The blade came down in a blur, but I was there. Assuming I wouldn’t have the strength to fully block his attack with one hand even when Invigorate was enhancing my strength. I tilted my shield just enough to deflect the blow instead, forcing his weapon to shift slightly off its trajectory.

His sword shattered the stone tiles when it smashed down on the floor like a fallen boulder. Debris pelted me, but I ignored it as I sliced Steel Heart upward in a blue and white arc for his exposed neck. To my immense shock, my blade bounced off his dark skin as if I had struck the dreadweaver’s steel-like carapace.

“What the shit?” I blurted in confusion.

“Calm down! He turned his skin to steel with essence. It must have been one of his skills,” my sword interjected.

I would have flashed him an impression of a sheepish grin if the foxkin Knight wasn’t already upon me. His rapier jabbed at my face, forcing me to jerk out of the way and compromising my balance.

His arm drew back quickly as he stepped forward to launch a follow-up strike. His slim blade flew forward, then split into five. I scrambled away, instinctively lifting my shield arm to protect my head.

His rapier stabbed into my buckler and pauldron before one of the pointed tips slipped through and plunged into my shoulder between the gap in my armor. I grunted in pain, but managed to lash out with a kick to his chest, halting his advance as I tumbled backward.

Air rushed from my lungs when I crashed onto the stone floor. My vision blurred from the impact. A shape appeared over me and I forced myself to roll sideways even when I couldn’t see who or what it was.

A thunk of steel hitting stone rang out behind me just a heartbeat later, causing my heart to race with panic. If I hadn’t reacted instinctively, my head might have already been split in half. The thought sent a cold shiver down my spine.

My eyesight returned as I pushed into a crouch, just in time to see Brielle slamming her fist into the Berserker’s face. The sharp clank that followed didn’t sound like her gauntlet had struck flesh. Fuck! His head didn’t even move from taking the strike.

The Lancer lunged at her with a thrust of his spear as she landed. She was aware of the attack this time and caught the shaft with her tail before guiding the pointed head into the Berserker’s back. The steel tip punched through, confirming that the skill that turned his skin as hard as steel only lasted momentarily.

I was awe-struck by the use of her tail, but only had a second to appreciate her ingenuity. The foxkin Knight leaped over the Berserker’s massive sword with his weapon wound back to strike. Pain shot through me when I reflexively tried to lift my shield, leaving me defenseless.

“Fuck!” I snarled, twisting my body to block with Steel Heart instead.

Fortunately, I wasn’t fighting alone. Four arrows struck the Knight midair, forcefully changing the trajectory of his jump and his blade missed me by a large margin. Two of the projectiles punched through his leather chestplate, one in his neck and the last buried in his left eye.

A living person would have dropped dead at this point, but he merely stumbled on his landing. He turned to attack again but a golden light enveloped him before he could even move a step.

His whole body went into a violent spasm before countless blisters appeared on his skin. Black blood gushed from his milky eyes, nose, ears and mouth at the same time. He crashed to the ground in the next moment and didn’t move again.

Brielle landed next to me, then dropped to one knee with a grimace as beads of sweat trickled down her paling face. Her black pants were slick with blood pouring from the deep gash in her side.

The remaining two undead were struggling to break apart and gave us a brief reprieve to recover. The spear had stabbed through the Berserker and protruded from his abdomen. It seemed to be lodged on something that kept it from being easily withdrawn.

“Drink this!” Amelia cried, handing an uncorked Healing Potion to the dragonkin.

The Monk drained the bottle quickly before she said through gasps, “Thank you!”

Her wound mended a heartbeat later. She rushed forward to engage our enemies and bought me time to heal up. Knowing my injury would prevent me from using my free hand, the Archer rummaged in my waist pouch and withdrew the vial of Healing Potion for me.

She unstopped it, then tipped the glass rim to my mouth. I gulped everything down quickly before warmth washed over me, easing away the pain in the next second.

“Thanks, love,” I said before darting off to help Brielle.

The dragonkin was twisting away from the lance thrust and likely would have leaped back to avoid the Berserker’s slash. At the sound of my footsteps, however, she stood her ground and launched her counterattack instead.

Holding Steel Heart in both hands, I stepped in front of her and caught the downward swing of the hulking undead’s massive blade. Even with Invigorate, the strain on my arms was almost too much. My muscles and bones screamed in protest from the exertion.

A burst of heat from behind me indicated that the Monk had unleashed her Essence Explosion. She planned to end the fight right now, and I agreed whole-heartedly. Dragging this fight out would only put us in more disadvantage.

The Lancer appeared from behind the Berserker in the next moment with his spear drawn back, ready to strike. However, Brielle moved in a blur of red and billowing steam and was in front of him before he could unleash whatever he had planned.

Her fist flew into his side with a thunderous crack and his entire body jolted sideways, bending unnaturally. Another hit slammed into his chest, shattering his sternum and throwing him back a few feet. He didn’t go down even as black blood gushed from his mouth and nose.

Brielle had expected the outcome and rushed in to finish him off. She ducked beneath the sweeping strike of his weapon, then landed another hit on his abdomen. He might not feel pain but the punch still caused him to double over.

Then the spike knuckles of Beast Breaker slammed upward under his chin as he lurched forward. His head exploded in a spray of gore before his whole body was thrown backward and smashed on the stone floor with a splat.

“Incoming!” Steel Heart warned, drawing my attention back to the Berserker.

The undead was winding up for another swing of his massive two-handed sword. I immediately braced myself for the slash and lifted my weapon in both hands to meet it. However, the attack never came.

His large body jerked sideways from four arrows, stabbing into his muscled chest, neck and head. He didn’t go down, of course. The towering adventurer only stumbled a step before pulling his arms back for another strike.

Still, he was the only one of the undead left, and we outnumbered him four-to-one. Another barrage of arrows came at him, but they bounced off his reinforced body this time.

Despite knowing I couldn’t cut him while his skill was active, I stood my ground. Steel Heart flashed blue and white as he flew in an arc upward into the Berserker’s side. The translucent blade didn’t bite into his flesh but the power behind the strike jarred him, forcing him back half a step.

He whipped his massive sword around at me. I reflexively weaved under the deadly swing and avoided losing my head by mere inches. He brought the weapon up in an overhead stroke as his blade glowed with energy.

“He’s using a skill! Be careful!” Steel Heart screamed in my head.

I can see that! I shot back.

Brielle struck him from behind but the clang of metal indicated that his body enhancement was still in effect. However, black blood gushed from his mouth as her punch left a dent in his steel-like flesh. Her enhanced strength was likely destructive enough to rupture his insides even if his skin was hardened.

If he wasn’t an undead, he would have likely collapsed by now. As things stood, however, nothing could stop him from launching his attack. With Amelia and Darla behind me, I also couldn’t evade the strike without knowing what his skill would do.

“Fucking shit!” I grunted and prayed to Rosien for whatever blessing he would grant me at this very moment.

A yellow glow permeated my body as a tingle ran across my skin. For a heartbeat, I really thought the god of creation had blessed me before realization dawned. The Cleric had cast Protection on me.

Divine Shield appeared in front of me next as if to confirm my assumption. I didn’t know how much they would help, but I was grateful for any reinforcement I could get. My only fear was that the catkin might go into a Burnout after pushing herself too much.

The Berserker swung down at me with a deafening roar. I gritted my teeth and swung Steel Heart upward to meet him. My sword had been incredibly resilient despite his fragile appearance, so I bet that he would have the durability to withstand that attack. I might even disrupt his skill and cancel it by meeting the blade midway.

Our weapons clashed with a burst of brilliant light. The sound of Darla’s shield cracking was drowned out by the thunderous explosion of energy. The pressure of the impact threatened to flatten me against the ground, but I let out a war cry as I pushed back with everything I had.

My muscles strained and the bones in my arms rattled as if they would snap from their joints. Still, I fought back. Invigorate allowed me to hold up against the mountainous weight that was pressing down on me.

Something broke. Shattered to pieces.

Blinded by the light, I feared Steel Heart was the one breaking, shattering. Then a glint of blue flashed through my blurry vision, and I knew he was still whole.

Without seeing clearly, I spun and brought my blade around in a sideways slash. Steel Heart met the Berserker’s neck and didn’t bounce off this time. It sank deep into his flesh before slicing through with ease, severing his head from his shoulders.

The headless undead teetered on his feet for a heartbeat before collapsing to his knees. His immense weight caused the ground to tremble from the impact.

“Watch out!” Steel Heart warned just before a lance of shadow burst out from the Berserker’s chest.

The projectile came straight for my heart and would have punched through it if not for my sword’s warning. I shifted my weight to one side just in time to avoid the fatal blow. Still, the lance stabbed through my right chest and lodged there.

Pain flared and my vision blurred. Blood gushed up my throat before iron coated my tongue. Strength left my limbs, causing me to collapse on my knees. Several cries of panic echoed around me but I couldn’t understand any of them.

“Lucas! Stay with me! Lucas!” Steel Heart cried out, but I didn’t even have the strength to respond.

Through the darkness that was clouding my sight, the mad Wizard was on his knees with a hand outstretched in my direction. A dark sneer stretched his lips, streaked with black blood.

“What a pity… Alas… I have no… choice… but to… use it,” he croaked the words just before Brielle blew his head to pieces, flower and all.

An arrow streaked across the hall before an explosion on the flower bud followed in the next second. Fire engulfed it as the petals shrivelled and charred. The lance of shadow in my chest dissipated and blood burst from the gaping hole it left behind.

My last thought was to withdraw the Healing Potion from my Spatial Storage. The vial appeared in my free hand but my fingers didn’t have the strength to hold it. The potion slipped, then rolled away.

Arms wrapped around me from behind as a faint scent of rosemary enveloped me. Someone was pressing up against my back, but my mind was too sluggish to make sense of things.

Warmth washed over me at the same moment that everything went black.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

FIRST TIME

Darkness surrounded me just like the time I lost consciousness after taking down the bloodfang. I couldn’t see, hear, or feel anything—not even the sound of my own breathing or heartbeat. The world around me was dauntingly still. Somehow, I felt strangely calm within this stillness.

I floated there, certain I wasn’t dead. Just like last time, I was merely waiting to wake up in a memory of the Knight who had wielded Steel Heart. The thought of glimpsing into a moment of his life and learning more about him actually excited me.

He was surely someone strong and noble, who fought to protect the weak. There was no way his elven lover would look at him with so much love and adoration if he was someone wicked and cruel. The way her eyes sparkled when they met his just showed how much she respected and admired him.

A point of light appeared in front of me before expanding and glowing brighter until it was all I could see. Everything went white for several moments, then vanished in a blink as if it was never there.

When my vision focused once more, I reflexively wanted to look around, but the Knight kept his head bowed so all I could see were the ivory marble floor and the feet of someone standing in front of him.

The person was wearing a white robe with golden embroideries of runic patterns along the hem. Though his garment obscured all of his legs, the tips of his shoes were uncovered.

The footwear looked ceremonial with pointed toes. It seemed to be made from some kind of woven materials with interlacing white and gold threads that looked both soft and sturdy.

Then the person spoke. However, like last time, I could hear the conversation but not the words. The sensation was still as daunting as I remembered.

That caused the Knight to look up and allowed me to see more of the surroundings. I was in some kind of a grand cathedral of white and gold. Its walls and tall columns of polished alabaster stones shimmered with opalescent radiance from the sunlight that poured down from the glass dome above.

But what drew my attention most wasn't the majestic grandeur of my surroundings, it was the man standing in front of the Knight. Two pointed ears peeked out from the long flowing river of his white hair. His hazel eyes were filled with a sense of pride and reverence for the man kneeling before him.

The lines that etched deep along his pale face told of his age—a man in his late sixties if he were a human. For an elf, he could have been eight or nine hundred years old if folktales and old stories about being able to live for one thousand years were to be believed.

Then I noticed the item in his hands. Both of his palms were facing up with either end of a sword resting on them as if he was offering it to the Knight. The blade had a golden hilt engraved with intricate patterns and a slightly curved crossguard that held a white gem in the center.

The weapon was sheathed within a royal blue scabbard with delicate golden engraving on its chape and locket. Without the need to draw it, I already knew with absolute certainty that the blade within would be translucent blue with a white fuller, engraved with ancient runes.

However, before I could make sense of things, a flood of emotions overwhelmed me—excitement, anxiety, honor, trepidation, happiness, doubt. His conflicted feelings jarred me from my reveries of the grand moment. More came over me. Sadness… love… longing… and even fear.

I was still trying to make sense of it when his gaze shifted to the side. Amongst the gathered crowd the elf woman with long, golden hair and mesmerizing blue eyes was there.

She still wore the same white Cleric robe with golden trim like last time. Her fingers were laced tight in front of her chest. Though a bright smile was drawn across her beautiful lips and her eyes gleamed with pride, there was a tinge of sorrow there as well.

Beside her were… the heroes. I would have gaped at the sight of them standing there alive. Seeing them in person, I could say for certain that the statues in the Monument of Heroes didn’t do them justice at all. They were so much more imposing.

Wait! That means the elf woman is Teriani Suncrest? The Knight… Shit! He’s Soren Rydon? The realization slapped me across the face and made me feel incredibly stupid for not making the connection sooner.

All the overwhelming emotions suddenly made sense to me. This was the moment Soren Rydon received Lexidus—days before he led the alliance into Nythe Anore and fought Elyon Silvershard in the final battle where they sacrificed their lives to save Elathia.

Even if they didn’t know it yet, they were about to fight an enemy that had the power to annihilate them all. Deep down, they likely knew they might not survive this battle. That was why they were so conflicted.

They yearned for one another, longed to just run away and live a happy life but nowhere was safe if Elyon won. If they abandoned the people of Elathia, then there wouldn’t be a tomorrow. Their happiness would not last.

With his resolve rekindled, Soren turned back to the elderly elf. He bowed his head once more, but instead of a turmoil of emotions, he was determined and resolute. He inhaled deeply before looking up and reaching to accept the offered sword with both hands.

I blinked once, then twice, and tears slid from my eyes. A wooden ceiling came into view once my vision cleared. I was in my room at the Roaring Hearth, laying in my bed. It was bigger than my bed in Emberfell because Amelia was adamant that we got a room for a traveling couple.

That had come with a larger bed and bathtub, which I definitely appreciated. My redhead lover was ecstatic for them as well and wanted nothing more than to try out various things with me.

We would have likely spent all our time during the stay in Vinhels doing just that if we hadn’t learned about the Church. I was certain of it. Too many things had happened and kept us from enjoying ourselves. But, knowing Amelia, we would find the time soon enough.

I smiled at the thought before reaching out to Steel Heart. Hey! Are you there, buddy?

He didn’t respond for a long while, so I waited patiently. “Hey…” he finally said with a voice that was drained of energy.

How are you feeling?

He was quiet for a time before he responded. “I’m not sure. That… was a lot to take in.”

So, that was the first time you met him, met Soren Rydon? I asked, steering the conversation to a lighter mood.

“I think so. I still don’t remember anything. It was weird… unsettling even, seeing all that.”

Look on the bright side! You’re literally one of the heroes who saved Elathia from annihilation. You should be proud! I said.

“I… suppose…” he said uncertainly. Then he added with more energy a moment later, “No, you’re right! I fucking saved Elathia! I should be very very proud of myself.”

Exactly! I agreed. Amelia, Brielle, Darla, and I, along with everyone else on this continent wouldn’t be here today without you, buddy.

“Yes! That’s right! I shouldn’t be sulking. My memories will eventually come back. I can make sense of things when that happens!”

That’s right! I said before sitting up in bed and wiping my cheeks with my hand, then realized I didn’t feel any pain.

I blinked, then touched the right side of my chest where the mad Wizard had stabbed me with his shadow lance. There was no bandage and my skin was smooth beneath the thin fabric of my shirt.

Thinking back, I couldn’t stop a shiver of dread from slithering down my spine. If he had joined the fight, we would have been dead. With the six undead overwhelming us, his powerful magic could have easily destroyed us.

Fortunately for us, controlling the corpses seemed to have been the limit of his power while using the Savior’s body. That was probably why he didn’t defend himself against Amelia’s arrow while he was casting his necromancy spell.

How long was I out? I asked, remembering the sensation of hands grabbing me and the faint scent of rosemary before I lost consciousness.

“You slept for a full day, my boy. The others have been very worried,” Steel Heart said, his voice regaining its jovial energy.

Did Darla heal me?

“She tried, but she only had enough mana for one Heal and the hole in your chest needed at least two or three. She nearly went into a Mana Burnout from trying to force it. Good thing, she didn’t because she was also the one who noticed that you were healing on your own. Well, kind of.”

What are you talking about? There’s no way I can heal on my own.

Steel Heart flashed me an impression of a smug grin before he said, “It was me! I was the one who saved your ass. Again!”

What are you talking about? You don’t have Heal, I retorted, certain he was talking out of his nonexistent ass.

“Who needs Heal when you have Regeneration!” he shot back along with the same smug grin.

I glanced around before finding Steel Heart laying on the table on the far side of the room. Regeneration? You regained another skill?

“Two actually,” he corrected, then continued with his explanation. “When Brielle took out the Savior, I got Regeneration back. Then, Amelia burned down the flower bud and I regained Critical Strike.”

“Th-That’s incredible,” I murmured aloud, forgetting myself.

“Of course! Aren’t I just incredible and awesome?” he said.

Fine. You’re great, I said flatly, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Now, do you want to know what my skills can do?” he asked, sounding giddy like a child boasting about his new toy.

I can kind of guess what Regeneration does, but what’s Critical Strike?

“Oh, come on. Don’t spoil my fun,” he grumbled.

Alright. Fine! What can both of them do?

“That’s better,” he said with a delighted chuckle. “Regeneration is a passive skill that slightly heightens your regenerative capability. It was what kept you alive until Darla recovered enough mana to cast Heal on you the second time.”

I tilted my head to one side. Wait! I thought you said ‘who needs Heal when you have Regeneration?’. So, what’s with keeping me alive until Darla could cast Heal on me a second time?

He went quiet for several moments before he said with an impression of a dismissive wave, “Same difference. Don’t read too much into the details, my boy. It doesn't matter how many times she heals you as long as you’re alive, isn't it?”

If you say so, I said, shaking my head.

“Moving on! Critical Strike is an active skill that will increase your chance of dealing a critical hit in your next attack to one hundred percent. Great, isn’t it?”

No shit! I agreed as I thought of all the possible ways I could use Critical Strike alongside Bash, Radiant Slash, and Obliterate.

A soft knock came at the door before we could continue our conversation. I had expected to see Amelia poking her head in, but to my surprise, Brielle was the one who looked in. Her emerald eyes went wide at the sight of me sitting up on the bed.

“Lucas! You’re awake!” she blurted before rushing inside, slamming the door shut excitedly behind her.

“Hey,” I returned with a wave.

“How are you feeling? Are you in pain anywhere?” she asked, walking over to the bed and climbing atop it.

She knelt beside me, then placed a hand over my forehead to test my temperature for a fever. Her lily scent filled every breath I took and made me conscious of the closeness between us.

The dragonkin was wearing her white bandeau and flowing black pants like she always had. However, she wasn’t wearing Beast Breaker, leaving all of her arms bare from the shoulders down.

Her sun-kissed skin and green scales seemed to glow in the sunlight that came in from the window beside my bed. My eyes instinctively traced the delicate lines of muscles along her toned midriff, admiring the incredible strength beneath her lithe feminine form.

“Good. Looks like you don’t have a fever,” she said with an approving nod before sitting back on her haunches.

“I’m feeling great actually. Thanks to Darla, I don’t even think there’s a scar,” I said and lifted my shirt for her to see.

There was a circle of slightly reddened flesh on the right side of my chest where the shadow lance had struck me, but the skin wasn’t tender. When I looked up at Brielle, she was staring unblinking at my chest. Then her gaze slid down to my toned abs and she gulped audibly.

“Brielle?” I called, seeing the familiar glint in her eyes.

“Y-Yes?” she sputtered, meeting my eyes with a start.

“I know that look,” I said as I dropped the hem of my shirt.

“Wh-What look? I… I don’t—” Her cheeks flushed bright red even as she denied it before I cut her off.

“The look Amelia gives me when she wants… sex.”

If I thought her face couldn’t turn any redder, I was wrong. The redness crept all the way to the tip of her pointed ears. Steam might even come off her skin if I pushed further… and I couldn’t help but do it just for her adorable reaction.

“Did she put you up to this?” I pressed, and she squirmed.

“I… I… Sh-She didn’t…” she trailed at my pointed stare. Her shoulders slumped before she shook her head and met my eyes. “Amelia didn’t tell me to do anything. I promise. I told her that I want to take care of you, and she agreed.”

I could clearly imagine the sly smirk on my redhead lover’s face. She had been pushing for Brielle to join my harem since before we left Emberfell. Of course, she would agree to let her spend as much alone time with me as possible.

“Thank you,” I said, reaching up to cup her cheek in one hand and feeling the heat of her skin on my palm. I lifted my other arm and flexed my bicep for her to see. “As you can see, I’m fit as a fiddle.”

She snickered, then put a hand over mine and nuzzled against my touch. She sighed softly as we stayed that way for a few moments. When her eyes lifted up to me, redness returned to her cheeks and her lips quivered.

“S-So… do you think we can… mmm… t-try again?” she asked softly.

“Of course,” I said, chuckling. “We can take it slow if—”

Brielle leaned in and kissed me passionately before I could finish. She took my jaw in her hands to keep our lips locked as she moved to straddle my lap. I returned her passion with my own. Our tongues quested to meet one another in a dance of carnal need.

Her hands moved down to slip under my shirt, and I reached up for her bandeau. Our kiss broke for a moment when we pushed the garments over our heads and tossed them aside.

I pulled her against my chest, squishing her pert breasts against me. Her nipples were hard as pebbles against my skin. I explored the smooth curves of her back with light fingers while she worked to untie the drawstring that kept my pants in place.

She managed to free my cock after a few fumbles before breaking our kiss once more. With strength that caught me by surprise, she pushed me onto my back. She sat atop me, her slit pupils dilating as she raked her fingernails across my muscled chest. I groaned, shuddering from the faint sting on my skin.

The green scales along her arms and waist shifted and moved tantalizingly with her motions. Her breasts heaved with shuddering breaths, making her modest mounds jiggle slightly. Her dusky rose-colored nipples gleamed enticingly, coaxing me to lick my lips at the sight of them.

“O—Ohh shit! What?” I gasped as something wrapped around my shaft and slid up and down slowly. It wasn’t her hands because they were still on my chest.

“Do you like it?” she asked with a snicker.

“I-Is that your—your tail? Fuck! That’s incredible,” I said, my muscles tensing with pleasure.

Not wanting to be the only one feeling good, I reached up for her breasts and tested their firmness. I massaged them gently  before rolling her pebbled tips with my thumbs, coaxing a moan out of her.

“I trained it… ahh… after th-that night…” she said, biting her lips as her hips gyrated against my abs. The wet heat between her legs glided across my skin as she did. “Amelia to—ohhh! She told me to surprise you with it.”

“I-I’ll have to thank her properly later,” I grunted.

She leaned forward and kissed me once more. Our tongues teased one another for a moment before she pulled away just an inch and begged, “Please, Lucas. I… I want you inside me.”

I didn’t need any more invitation and reached down to work her pants off. She helped me, pushing the waistband down over her firm ass, then kicked it off her legs while laying atop me. All the while, her tail continued to massage my length in a slow rhythm that kept me achingly hard.

The dragonkin pushed away once more before looking down at me with the hunger that might even rival Amelia. Still, behind those gleaming eyes, there was also a tinge of apprehension.

“Do you really want to do this?” I asked even when I was on the verge of losing control.

She nodded firmly. “I want this. I want you, Lucas. I am not afraid anymore.”

I nodded, and her tail released my cock before she shifted back and positioned my crown against her dripping entrance. She sank down slowly, impaling herself on my length. I let her take control and move at the pace she was comfortable with.

Her brows twitched into a deep frown as she lowered further and enveloped me in her delicious heat. Her breathing stuttered when my bulbous tip slipped inside and her fingers dug into my chest. She stayed that way for several moments, adjusting to my size, and I waited.

“It’s okay. Take your time,” I urged, stroking one hand on her smooth thigh while the other caressed her toned midriff.

Brielle nodded before inhaling deeply through her mouth. “I’m alright,” she said, meeting my eyes.

Then she continued. With a bit of effort, she pushed down and took all of me inside her in a few moments. She was tight, almost too tight. I groaned, feeling her slick walls wrap snugly around me.

“Ohhh Lucas… You’re so big. I can feel it,” she moaned, shivering atop me.

“Are you okay?” I asked, my hands brushing soothingly over her heated flesh.

“Y-Yes… I’m okay. Mmm… It feels wonderful,” she confessed before flashing me a sheepish grin. “No wonder Amelia likes it so much.”

I chuckled at that. “She is something, alright.”

“I want to feel more, Lucas. Please… Can I move?” she asked in a sultry tone that sent a primal urge through me.

Still, I would let her dictate the pace. This was her first time, and I didn't want to hurt her. I nodded, and she slowly rocked her hips back and forth in a sensual rhythm.

She started with a small gyrating motion before rolling harder once she was more comfortable. After that, she picked up her pace and started lifting herself upward, so she could fuck herself in earnest.

“Ohhhh… Yes! Mmm Lucas…” she moaned, her supple body rising and falling atop me faster and faster.

My hands slid to hold her waist before I drove up into her, meeting her downward thrusts with my own. The wet sound of our colliding flesh echoed across the bedroom, mingling with her enthralling noises of pleasure.

Her breasts bounced enticingly, and I reached up to grope one side, then teased the stiff tip with my fingers. Her reaction was immediate and it drove me wild.

She squeezed around me when I pinched her nipple, and her pace faltered from the pain. But, instead of pulling back, she pressed into my touch as if asking for more. I obliged, tugging on her hard peak until she grunted.

“Lucas! Ahhh—It feels so good! More! Please give me more!” she cried, regaining her momentum and fucking me in earnest once more.

Her breathing came in short, ragged gasps after a few more moments, and I knew she was close. A sheen of sweat had slickened her tan skin and clear beads rolled down her writhing body in mesmerizing trails. The faint lines of muscles on her abdomen grew more pronounced as her climax quickly approached.

“Ohh Lucas! I’m cumming! I’m going to—” Her words cut off into a high-pitched scream as every inch of her convulsed in violent spasms.

I didn’t relent and drove into her several more times before her milking walls pushed me over the edge. “Bri—Brielle! Fuuuuck!” I growled and slammed inside her one last time.

My release was intense and my muscles seized up as I pumped everything into her womb. Jet after jet of my seed filled her. My vision flashed white for a moment when ecstasy and euphoria flooded my system.

Brielle collapsed on my chest, going limp as if she had gone into an Essence Burnout. She drew in one deep breath after another while shuddering from the aftershock of her orgasm. I wrapped both arms around her, gently stroking her spine with my fingertips.

“Are you alright?” I asked after our breathing returned to normal.

She nodded, her tail sweeping leisurely against my legs. “I’m good. A little sore… down there, but I’m okay,” she said and I could feel her cheeks heated against my skin.

“I-It’s my first time…” she continued before I could say anything. “M-My first time having an o-orgasm… a-and I like it very much.” Now, she was searing my chest with her face.

I blinked down at her, but she didn’t look up. With a chuckle, I stroked her head as I said, “I’m glad to hear that. Amelia is going to be so proud of you.”

The dragonkin snickered in response before she tipped her head back to look at me. She bit her lower lip and said, “C-Can we stay like this for a bit longer? I can’t feel my legs.”

“Of course! We can stay this way as long as you want,” I said, enjoying the press of her soft body against mine.

With that, she snuggled up against the crook of my neck. The positioning was slightly tricky with her horns but we managed somehow.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

MEMENTO

The streets were still packed with people and refugees coming into Vinhels as we left the Roaring Hearth in the afternoon. The dragonkin and I ended up going at it two more times before we fell asleep in each other’s arms.

As much as I wanted to stay in bed with Brielle, I also didn’t want to keep Morgan waiting for much longer. Over a day had passed since we defeated the Savior, or the mad Wizard, Elyon Silvershard, the flower bud or whatever the thing that had controlled his body had been. So, the Appraiser was likely eager to hear from us.

That was also why we decided to not visit the Adventurer’s Guild and update our Plates of Record yet even when everyone was dying to know if we had gained a Rank. The girls even waited for me to regain consciousness first. Still, it didn’t matter when we did it, the result would remain the same.

“What do you mean the Church is closed!?” a male voice shouted indignantly, drawing my attention to the large building with a triangular roof in the distance.

The circular tinted-windows in the shape of a wheel woven loosely in golden thread with a teardrop emerald in the center was prominent above its entrance. A large crowd gathered around the structure. Most wore a mask of disbelief and shock while several were angrily demanding answers.

People in black robes, the workers of the Church of the Savior, were trying to calm them down with desperate looks on their faces. They likely didn’t know what had happened to their Savior or the sinister things behind the scene. But the truth would come out soon enough.

Darla had reported the matter to her Master while I was unconscious. The Assemblywoman had promptly taken the matter off our hands to deal with it more directly herself. She had also arranged an audience with the United Assembly for us as she had promised.

“Everything is going to be alright,” I said with a tight smile as I glanced around at the girls.

“I think so. We took care of the mastermind. Now, no one is going to exploit these people anymore,” Amelia agreed and bumped her shoulder against mine.

“I agree. We’ve done all we can,” Darla said from my left with Brielle between us.

“You’re right,” I agreed before leaning over to look at her directly. “Thank you again for saving my life. I’d have really been dead if not for you.”

She immediately looked down at her feet with a deep flush on her cheeks, then sputtered, “Th-That’s m-my job. Don’t worry about it.”

I opened my mouth to say more, but when she was looking away, it seemed as if the conversation was over. The moment stretched out awkwardly until Brielle hooked an arm around mine and tugged me forward, coaxing me to start walking once more.

The heat of her body immediately reminded me of our intimacy from hours ago. The memory made my heart pound with lecherous thoughts and pumped my blood away from my brain.

“What are you thinking?” the redhead Archer teased from my right, nuzzling her ample breasts against my arm.

“N-Nothing. I just… I just think the weather is so nice. M-Maybe it’s a good idea to explore the city today,” I said before clearing my throat.

“The weather, huh?” she drawled.

“I’d like that too. It’ll be so much fun!” the dragonkin perked up from my left, hugging my arm even tighter.

Though her enthusiastic response to my obvious deflection saved me from having to answer Amelia’s question, it didn’t help my stiffening problem at all. On the contrary, the press of her supple flesh had made things worse. I also had no good reason to pry myself off without drawing their attention to other things.

Morgan’s shop felt like it was on the other side of the continent as I was forced to walk with a slight hunch. We eventually made it, and I was finally relieved of my blissful agony. The older catkin answered the door quickly this time once I knocked and called out to her.

Her eyes were wild as she looked up at me, then to my three companions, before realization dawned on her. There were only the four of us and no one else.

“So… he’s dead?” she said quietly, her ears drooping atop her head and her tail hung limply behind her.

I nodded with a pained grimace. “I’m sorry.”

She was quiet for a long while. Then she sucked in a deep breath before waving for us to come inside. We didn’t say anything and followed her in. She took a seat on the cushion just like the last time we had been here while we sat in a semi-circle on the other side of the small fire pit.

Her long pipe dangled from her fingers as she asked, “How did he die? Do you know?”

“We were too late. Jericho… He’d been dead for several days by the time we got to him,” Amelia said with her head bowed and her voice shook.

She was the one who discovered the old Knight’s body while I was unconscious in the monastery. The Archer and the Monk had gone to free the captives once they were certain that I was no longer in immediate danger.

The Archer had also disarmed the traps to clear a path for everyone to head back safely while they waited for Darla to recover her mana. A couple of adventurers had stayed behind to help carry me back after the second Heal.

“But from the way his fingers curled, he was definitely holding a sword. I’m sure he died fighting them,” Briella added, tears welling in her eyes.

“That sounds like a way that fool would go,” Morgan chuckled, a single tear rolled down her cheek before she wiped it away. “Stubborn idiot.”

Amelia withdrew the plain gold ring from the pouch at her waist and handed it to the elderly catkin. “I took this from his… him. It hung around his neck like a charm.”

The older catkin stared at the ring in her hand, then visibly trembled. Tears spilled down her face in long streaks now. “You… fucking fool…” she murmured, reaching for it with a shaking hand.

Her bony fingers clenched around the golden ring until her knuckles were white. She held it tight against her chest as she wept uncontrollably. Her other hand came up to clutch it, letting her pipe thud softly on the mat.

I bowed my head and couldn’t stop my own tears from flowing. I didn’t know who Jericho was, but I knew he was someone I would have respected. He had tried to do what was right, to protect the weak, to expose the predators like the Savior and his minions.

He was a hero—a true adventurer.

“It was the first item he had asked me to appraise for him,” Morgan finally said, wiping the tears away with her sleeve. A smile cracked across her lips as she sniffled. “That fool was so fixated on it being a magical item that he looked completely heart broken when I told him it was a plain old ring.”

I snickered at the story and the girls echoed it. “Why did he keep it then?”

The appraiser shrugged, shaking her head slightly. “We were both just starting out when he brought this stupid ring to me. It was the first item he picked up in a dungeon, and it was the first item I appraised. I guess he probably believed it would bring him luck if he kept it close. Superstitious nonsense if you ask me.”

I stared at the golden ring in her hand for a long while before I shook my head. “I don’t think he kept it because it was the first item he picked up in a dungeon,” I said wistfully.

Morgan blinked at me and tilted her head to one side. “Why do you think that?”

“You said it was the first item you ever appraised for him, right?”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything.

A smile lifted one corner of my mouth as I said, “I think he kept it as a good luck charm because you had been the one who appraised it for him.”

Her eyes went wide before she looked down at the ring and her hand shook. “That fool… That sentimental fool…” she murmured as more tears poured down her cheeks.

We waited a good minute before the older catkin was able to compose herself. Her eyes were red and swollen at this point, so I was going to let her rest. However, she insisted on paying our agreed fee right away. With that, I had no other choice but to let her perform the appraisal on Steel Heart.

“This is… a very unique looking sword,” the older catkin said, examining Steel Heart that lay in front of her with critical eyes. If she knew he was actually the Sword of Elathia, she didn’t show it. “Where did you get it?”

“I… actually found him in a boulder,” I said, scratching my cheek.

“In a boulder?” She raised a gray eyebrow at me.

I contemplated if I should tell her for a moment. I might have only known her for a short time, but she seemed like a genuinely good person. If she wasn’t, then I doubted someone as noble and righteous as Jericho would have been friends with her for nearly thirty years.

With that in mind, I shrugged and told her everything about the time I discovered Steel Heart. My encounter with the troll with the flower bud on its back. How I heard him calling out and lured the monster to break the rock for me. The incredible skills that he held and, of course, the fact that he could talk.

She stared at me slack-jawed for many long moments. Then she lifted her pipe to take a very deep pull, her fingers trembling. Her critical gaze scanning back and forth on the translucent blue blade and white fuller as she did.

“Do you know what this blade is?” she eventually asked, her voice cracking.

I nodded solemnly. “I think… I have an idea.”

Her piercing gaze shifted to meet mine. “What would you do if it… he is what you think he is?” she asked, familiarizing herself with his pronoun.

“Nothing,” I answered without hesitation. “Steel Heart is my friend. Nothing will change whether he is the Sword of Elathia or Lexidus or whatever. We’ll continue on our journey to save Rollen whatever the outcome.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “And you’re not afraid I’ll tell the Assembly or try to sell off the information?”

Amelia stiffened at her threat, but I just shook my head. “No, I’m not. I believe you’re a better person than that. If you were the type to do things for fame or money, you wouldn’t have asked us to investigate the Church.”

The older woman was quiet for a long minute. Silence fell around us before my companions shifted uncomfortably but I held her gaze. Then she burst out laughing, smacking her thigh as she did.

“You have good eyes, kid. The same eyes as that old fool,” she said snickering before taking another pull on her pipe. “Everything I learn here, today, I’ll take them to my grave. That’s my promise to you,” she added solemnly.

“Thank you,” I said, bowing my head and the girls followed.

“Alright! Let’s start. We don’t have all day,” Morgan said and straightened her back.

Are you ready, buddy? I asked Steel Heart as my gaze shifted to him.

“As much as I can ever be, I suppose,” he said with a chuckle before a wave of trepidation swept over me.

You’ll be alright. It’ll be over soon enough. I soothed.

The appraiser placed her hands above him. She exhaled slowly and let her shoulders relax. A faint glow bloomed in her downward facing palms as she concentrated. The air hummed faintly of static energy that made the hair on my arms stand on ends.

Her gray eyebrows twitched after a few moments as her fingers trembled in the air. A pang of worry slithered up my spine at her reaction, but I didn’t dare say anything—afraid that I might break her concentration.

A droplet of sweat trickled down the side of her face a minute in, but she didn’t stop. The faint glow in her hands grew brighter, and her jaw ticked as if she was fighting against something that required immense exertion.

Then her eyes flew open. Her whole body convulsed with a loud gasp. She drew in breath after breath, her eyes wild with a mix of shock and panic. Then she slumped and braced one elbow on her thigh while her breathing slowly stabilized.

“What happened? Are you alright?” I blurted, getting onto one knee.

Morgan held up a hand to stop me before taking another deep inhale. She sat back, then exhaled calmly and gulped as if there was a lump in her throat. “I’m good. It’s alright,” she finally said.

“Is that… normal?” Amelia asked with a quizzical look on her face.

“Sometimes,” the older woman said with a shrug. “When an item is powerful or has a very long history, it takes more mana to appraise.”

“So what did you find out?” I asked impatiently.

She grimaced at my question, then shook her head slightly. “Not much. Well, more like nothing at all.”

I didn’t press and let her take a pull from her pipe before she explained, “If this one is truly the Sword of Elathia, then he has at least three hundred years of history. Unfortunately, even I can’t look back that far into the past. And because he had been stuck in the rock, there was nothing but darkness around him even when I parsed through one hundred years of memories.”

A wave of disappointment washed over me as Steel Heart said, “That’s too bad.”

“Still,” the appraiser added before tracing a finger across the design along his fuller. “This one is certainly made by elves. These runes and the translucent steel are definitely not something dwarves would make. Their smithing skills were also rather lacking three hundred years ago.”

“So, you think he is the Sword?” I asked.

She gave me a wry smile as she shook her head. “I can’t confirm or deny it. That’s my professional assessment. But, between you and me, his long history and design would suggest that is the case.”

“The elves can make swords that can talk?” Brielle asked innocently.

“Not that I heard of,” Morgan said. “This is the first for me as well. I’ve never heard or appraised any magical item that could communicate with its wielder. It may have something to do with the strange cube in his storage.”

“Do you know what it is?” I asked excitedly.

She shook her head with a grimace. “Sorry, kid. It has some kind of barrier that prevents me from looking inside.”

I bowed my head in disappointment. In the end, we weren’t any closer to finding out more about Steel Heart.

“Before you all think I’m a sham,” Morgan started and drew from her pipe. “I, at least, found out that your sword has four more skills to regain, though I can’t tell you what they are. That’s a lot of skills for one sword to have if you ask me.”

“Were the elves able to imbue that many skills into their weapons in the past?” I asked.

I hadn’t given it much thought, but most magical weapons or gear only had three skills or attribute enhancements at most. A sword that could hold ten skills was unheard of.

“I doubt it,” the older catkin said, shaking her head. “There’s nothing in the old text that said they were that powerful.”

“I think I know why,” Steel Heart cut in before I could ask the appraiser more questions.

You do? I blinked down at him.

“It’s been on my mind ever since we saw the Monument of Heroes. But I wasn’t sure until the last dream we had.” His voice cracked.

I waited patiently for him to gather his thoughts. From the tremble in his tone, the conversation was likely not easy for him.

“I think…” he started, then trailed off. “Well, I clearly can’t confirm it without all of my memories back. So… this is only my theory.”

It’s alright, buddy. I’m here for you.

An impression of a deep inhale filled my mind, and I nearly snickered at the strange gesture a sword shouldn’t have. Still, I only smiled and waited for him.

“Well, here goes nothing. I think… Fuck! This is going to sound so ridiculous. I think I am Soren Rydon,” he said.

I blinked once, then twice, then three times at this proclamation. Say what? was all I managed to shoot back.

“I know how crazy it sounds, alright. But think about it. I’m the only talking sword anyone has ever known. I can use Knight’s skills. I even have all these impressions that a sword, a piece of steel, shouldn’t have known or understood. I just can’t think of other reasons aside from I was actually a person before all this,” he explained.

B-But how? Why would anyone want to put your… I don’t know, your ‘soul’ inside a sword? That’s just cruel!

He went quiet at that. I wanted to press but held myself back. He was as distraught and confused as I was. I couldn’t think of a good reason why anyone or anything would do this to him—to the hero who had saved all of Elathia. Imprisoning his consciousness inside a piece of steel and locking him away inside a rock for three hundred years was an atrocity beyond words.

“I don’t know why,” he finally said in a quiet voice. “There must be a reason for it. I think… I think everything will become clear when my memories come back.”

Everyone was staring at me quizzically at this point. My shifting expression and stiff posture had probably caught their attention.

Can I tell them this? I asked, being mindful of how sensitive this topic was to him.

He didn’t respond right away, but a nod eventually impressed on my mind. “I don’t see why not. They already know everything about me.”

With his permission, I looked to the girls one-by-one, then Morgan and told them about Steel Heart’s hypothesis.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE AUDIENCE

We left the appraiser after having a lengthy discussion about the possibility of transferring consciousness into an item. Morgan had never heard of such a thing being done before, but she also couldn’t deny the chance of it being possible.

Ever since the downfall of the elves, vast knowledge about them and their inventions had been lost. Even after three hundred years of searching and exploring, little had been uncovered from the ruins of their once great kingdom.

On top of that, the elves had been far more advanced than we were currently. The technological wonders they had invented before their ruin were beyond anything we could ever imagine. The fact that they had created the Spatial Storage gem three hundred years before us was already convincing evidence.

Still, we were just running in circles. Without Steel Heart, or Soren, regaining his memories, we would never know the truth. Until then, there was nothing we could do but wait.

So, with that conclusion, we bid Morgan farewell and headed back to the Roaring Hearth. The old appraiser looked sad before we left, but she insisted she would be fine. I also didn’t fail to notice her hand clutching at the golden ring dangling around her neck.

Hopefully, she would truly be fine. I hadn’t experienced the pain of losing someone dear and hoped I never would. The image of Sammus bleeding and on the verge of death would already haunt me for years to come. I couldn’t begin to imagine how devastating it would feel if he had actually died.

What’d you like me to call you now? I asked my sword as we made our way back to the inn.

Steel Heart was quiet for a while at my question before he answered. “I prefer Steel Heart. I don’t know what happened to me, so until I learn everything, I’ll be this awesome sword you picked up from a rock.”

A smirk stretched my lips. The awesome sword I picked up from a rock, huh?

“Exactly. The awesome sword!” he repeated. “Or maybe I should change my name to Awesome Heart.”

Okay, now, you’re pushing it. Steel Heart is so much better. I retorted.

“Yeah, you’re right. Awesome Heart is too sappy,” he agreed with a chuckle.

The Roaring Hearth came into view when I looked up before noticing a figure in white robe with golden trimmings standing at the entrance. The person was a human woman in the Cleric attire just like Darla.

Her eyes went wide when she spotted the catkin, then quickly approached us. She introduced herself as one of Assemblywoman Roriella’s students with a deep bow. Then she presented us with the envelope she had been holding.

The letter was a summons from the United Assembly for an audience with its members. We were to present this letter at the Audience Chamber upon arrival. With her job done, the human Cleric bowed to us once more before leaving.

“The audience is at one, so we still have about three hours. What do you want to do?” Amelia said after reading the letter.

“Clean up and make ourselves more presentable?” I suggested, not really knowing what transpired in an audience with the Assembly.

“Do we need to?” the redhead asked, turning to Darla as she clearly had no clue as well.

We didn’t grow up in a backwater town, but we also never learned any noble etiquette. Since we would be asking them for help defending Rollen, I felt like being polite and mindful of their customs was the best approach.

The Cleric pursed her lips as she eyed Amelia up and down, then her cheeks flushed. “Y-You may want to… err… cover up a bit,” she sputtered.

The redhead blinked, then looked down at her less than modest clothing. Her black jerkin crop top was straining to keep her ample breasts contained and the deep neckline exposed a tantalizing amount of her cleavage. Her midriff was fully bare while her tiny shorts did nothing to cover her shapely legs.

Even for me, who had seen her in it everyday, the outfit still looked scandalous. But I wasn’t the type to stop her from dressing the way she liked. If she preferred them, then I wouldn’t mind her showing a bit of skin.

Although her choice of clothing worked fine in the open fields and battlegrounds, the Assembly Hall was probably not the right place for it. So, I had to agree with the catkin’s assessment.

“What about her?” Amelia protested, pointing at Brielle as her free hand tried to cover her bare belly and failed.

The dragonkin blushed at suddenly being called out. Similar to the redhead, her white bandeau barely concealed anything aside her pert breasts. Her shoulders, arms and midriff were completely bare. The only saving grace was her long, flowing black pants that covered most of her bottom half.

“I-I… I can change,” the Monk countered, wrapping both arms around her bare stomach self-consciously.

“Look,” I said, cutting in before the two could say anything more and smiled gently. “Your clothes are perfectly fine to me. But we also want their help, so why don’t we just think of this as a chance to try out new outfits. Maybe you’ll find something you like.”

My redhead lover pouted, but nodded in understanding before Brielle followed. With that settled, I turned to the Cleric and asked, “Can you show us where we can buy new clothes?”

A flush crept up her cheeks when she turned to look up at me with wide eyes, then nodded. “I-I can take you there.”

We spent almost two hours shopping in the Seventh District—the Fashion District. Though we didn’t have to worry about money, the countless shops and available choices had made picking an outfit immensely difficult.

In the end, I just went with a plain, pastel green tunic and black formal pants, keeping things simple. With my blond hair combed back neatly, I actually looked like one of those pompous nobles I had seen a few times in Emberfell. Still, I rolled with it, hoping I wouldn’t have to look like this again any time soon.

Amelia went with a black, long-sleeved tunic and a red bodice. Though they kept most of her upper body concealed, the fabric strained against her well-endowed chest as if it would split at the seams. Instead of shorts, she also switched to a pair of tight leather pants that contoured around her curves like a second skin.

As much as I missed seeing her toned stomach and smooth thighs, I also couldn’t deny that she didn’t look any less hot now. The new outfit hugged her curves so snugly that it pretty much left little to the imagination. Especially for me who had already seen everything beneath.

Brielle, on the other hand, had chosen to change her outfit completely. She paired a dark green long-sleeved, dress tunic with a brown laced up corset. The skirt came down to the middle of her thighs before a pair of knee-high boots covered the rest of her long, toned legs.

The change was so stark that I stared with my jaw hanging open for several moments. She had looked bold and lethal in her normal outfit and became captivating and delicate in this one. Coupled with the way her skirt swayed hypnotically when she walked, I could barely take my eyes off her… No, just her.

As for Darla, she had opted to stay in her Cleric robe since it was already formal attire. She had insisted that she had gone in and out of countless meetings with the Assemblywoman in the pristine white outfit and didn’t need to change.

“You look so cute in that dress!” Amelia squealed excitedly as she skipped circles around the dragonkin.

“Thank you!” Brielle said with a profuse blush before adding, “Y-You look very… err… sexy too, Amelia.”

“Right? I really like it too!”

The catkin eyed the two with a hint of longing that made me think she also wanted to try on new clothes. Money was definitely not an issue since we had shared all the money we earned during the trip equally with her.

I couldn’t help but feel bad for her. She had been helping us pick out clothes and guiding us through the district for the past two hours while not getting anything for herself.

On top of that, she had also been tutoring us on how to approach the audience. Each member had different ideals and interests. If we could persuade them correctly, we could sway them to our course.

However, the most important thing was to make them see the importance of defending Rollen to prevent the monsters in Nythe Anore from flooding out. Still, we didn’t need to get all of them to agree. We only needed five out of the nine.

Darla was convinced that the other two beastkin members were already onboard. So, we would only have to garner sympathy from two more members and we would have the aid we needed.

“Why don’t you try on something too?” I asked, stepping up to stand next to her.

She glanced at me with a start as if she had forgotten I was here, then quickly looked away. I winced at her reaction. Her behavior confused me. She seemed to have forgiven me for the towel incident at the Cozy Burrow in Haeron already, but also seemed to not at the same time.

“I-I… I don’t need new clothes,” she finally said, fidgeting with the skirt of her white robe. “This one is perfectly fine for the audience.”

So, she wasn’t mad at me anymore. Then Amelia’s words came back to me, and I saw her reactions and behaviors differently. They weren’t anger or hostility but shyness? The thought put me at ease a little.

“Does it matter? We’ve fought hard and earned quite a bit of money from the journey here. I think it’s fine to splurge on yourself a little,” I said, an easy smile blooming as I looked at her.

Her violet gaze returned to me after a moment, tentative and cautious. “Y-You think so?”

“Of course! What’s the point of living if you can’t enjoy yourself for a bit?”

She looked down with a slight nod. “I… I’ll think about it.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her response. That was the kind of answer I would expect from the stoic and quiet catkin. At least, I could say with some confidence that she didn’t hate me. Hopefully, that would make our interactions less awkward from now on.

“B-But… I don’t think I can fight in these clothes,” Brielle said, drawing our attention toward her as she eyed the short hem of her skirt. “Pe-People will see everything.”

Amelia narrowed her eyes before a wicked grin stretched her lips. “Why? What’s wrong with a little flashing? Makes the battle more fun, don’t you think?”

I coughed as the image of Brielle beating the shit out of monsters in the tiny skirt filled my mind. I was certain she would look incredibly stunning fighting in those clothes, flashing or not, it would be way too distracting for me.

“See? Luke thinks so too,” the Archer giggled from behind the dragonkin before reaching around to lift the skirt.

“AMELIA!” Brielle protested with wide eyes and bright red face as she slapped her hand away.

“Oh come on, it’s only Luke. It’s not like he hasn’t seen everything already,” Amelia teased before blowing softly on the dragonkin’s pointed ear to make her mewl.

That little sound sent my heart racing into a gallop. At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to drag them both back to the Roaring Hearth and do incredibly lewd things to them. I had never been in a threesome before, but we could definitely figure something out. From the way things were going, it would happen at some point anyway.

Darla cleared her throat, snapping me out of my lascivious thoughts and drew our attention to her. Still, her pale cheeks were visibly flushed, and I couldn’t help but snicker.

“W-We… umm… We should get moving or we’ll be late for the audience,” she said.

“Right,” I agreed.

The Archer narrowed her eyes at me with a knowing smirk, then mouthed, “Perv.”

Since we only had an hour before the audience, we decided on traveling in a carriage to make sure we could arrive at the United Assembly on time. Considering how big Vinhels was, this type of service was definitely a necessity.

We moved through security quickly before making our way up several flights of stairs and strolling through a good number of halls and corridors. After what felt like forever, we finally arrived at the entrance to the Audience Chamber and presented our summons.

Two guards were stationed in front of a massive mahogany double door that seemed to have been made from one piece of wood. There was literally no seam or blemish on its polished surface.

A detailed carving spread across the vast surface of the door, depicting Vinhels in all of its majestic grandeur. Above the Grand Capital, where the two halves of the entrance met, a radiant sunburst shone down as if signifying the birth of a new era.

After staring up at that engraving in awe for a moment, I turned around to face the girls and asked, “Alright! Is everyone ready?”

“Yes!” Brielle said with a determined look on her face.

“Let’s do this!” Amelia said and squeezed the dragonkin’s shoulder. “We’re going to convince them for sure. Don’t worry.”

“We definitely will!” the Monk agreed.

“Just remember to be calm. They will press you on the issue and scrutinize everything. Don’t panic,” Darla instructed, then drew in a deep breath before exhaling slowly herself.

With that, the guards at the entrance announced our arrival. Their voices boomed across the corridor. The double door swung open silently a heartbeat later to reveal an elegantly designed chamber beyond.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

THE UNITED ASSEMBLY

Calling the Audience Chamber large was an understatement. The alabaster marble gave the high vaulted ceiling and vast space a graceful grandeur that was also majestic and extravagant.

I was immediately reminded of the elven cathedral from my dream, and the similarities stood out clearly in my eyes. While the chamber wasn’t as grand as the cathedral, the golden inlay designs and tall ivory columns were undoubtedly inspired by elvish architecture.

While the elves preferred the flowing patterns of nature that resembled the current of wind and water or curving vines, the ones here were straight lines that imitated rays of the sun. Vinhels had been built on the idea of a ‘New Dawn’ for all of Elathia after the fall of Nythe Anore, so the design reflected the concept.

All the lines converged at an expansive circle in the center of the chamber. Within the golden sphere was a massive half-circle table made from polished marble. Its pearly surface gleamed in the sunlight cascading down through the floor-to-ceiling windows on the other side of the hall.

Behind the opulent table, the nine Assembly members were seated in chairs carved from ivory stones. Gold engraving that represented the three remaining races of Elathia were carved at the top of their high backs.

The three beastkin, seated on the right, bore the symbol of a crescent moon to honor their goddess of the moon and prosperity, Inar. In the center, the humans represented the innovation and creativity of Rosien with burning flame. Then on the left, the dwarves engraved their seat with three mountain peaks in worship of Morvok, the god of earth and plentiful harvest.

Darla led us to the edge of the golden sphere, where we were supposed to stand. We were too far away from them to cause any immediate harm. The vast distance would also allow the guards behind the Assembly members plenty of time to react and protect them.

The catkin assured us that the chamber was built to amplify our voices, so we wouldn’t have to shout. She wished us luck before stepping away to stand behind her Master.

Roriella stood, her posture regal and poised. Her gaze shifted between the three of us, then smiled approvingly at our appearance. Darla had told us while shopping that dressing up wasn’t customary and most adventurers showed up in their armor. However, the formal attire would give us more credibility.

“As you all may have heard, these young adventurers are the ones who have exposed the Church of the Savior’s exploitation of the refugees and killing of countless innocents within the walls of Vinhels. They have solved the mystery that our own city guards couldn’t for months,” the Assemblywoman said. Her voice boomed, projected by the chamber’s acoustics.

She swept her gaze across the crescent table at each member of the Assembly, letting her words sink in. The silence was like a weight that pressed down around us.

The other two beastkin members weren’t affected and continued to eye us with interest. One of the humans, a woman, cleared her throat, but the men merely wore a blank expression on their face. Two of the dwarves fidgeted nervously while the last of their members leaned forward with an intrigued stare.

“For that, they deserve to be heard. They have news from Rollen, the village of my former companion who is now fighting dire battles to prevent the horde of corrupted monsters from flooding the realm,” Roriella continued before turning to us. “You may speak, adventurers. Tell us everything.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said with a deep bow before straightening my back.

“Are you really the Infernal Sage’s son, hmm?” The dwarf that had been staring with intrigue spoke up first before I could.

He looked the oldest amongst the three dwarves while also having a bald head and bushy beard. So, from the brief descriptions of each member Darla had given us, I assumed he was Kragnir Firebeard.

“Y-Yes, sir,” I sputtered, caught off guard by his question.

“Interesting,” Kragnir mused before his gaze shifted to Amelia on my right. “And you’re the Silver Bastion’s daughter, hmm?”

“Yes… sir,” she said tentatively, clearly as unprepared as I was.

“So, that one must be the Iron Tempest’s little girl, I assume,” the dwarf mused, eyeing Brielle.

I looked to Roriella for help but she wasn’t looking at me. She was also looking at her colleague with a raised golden brow. Behind her, Darla was doing the same thing as her Master.

She had mentioned that Kragnir was the most eccentric amongst them all and would often speak his mind whenever he pleased. But, he was also compassionate and just—for a dwarf. I had no idea what she meant since I hadn’t met or talked to one in my life.

With the Assemblyman musing to himself, I inhaled and opened my mouth to speak before he cut me off again.

“How are they doing? Are your parents well, hmm?” he asked with curious wide eyes.

“Th-They’re well, sir,” I said awkwardly before adding, “I mean, I haven’t seen them in a month but they were fine when we left.”

“Good, good. So, why do you think Rank 4 adventurers like yourselves can do anything to help Rollen, hmm?” he asked nonchalantly.

The question hit me out of nowhere and took me a moment to register. What was the point of asking about our parents? What was he playing at? I blinked as I tried to compose myself.

“Before that! How did you know that this Savior was corrupted, hmm?” he cut me off again before I could even open my mouth to answer.

“What the fuck is wrong with this guy?” Steel Heart grumbled the question that was on my mind and I grunted back in agreement.

The soft sigh from Amelia also told me she wasn’t having it either. Still, she knew better than to speak out of turn.

“Corrupted, sir?” I asked, unsure of what he meant. “By the flower bud?”

“Yes, yes. That’s the Verdant Corruption. You don’t know, hmm?”

“Not this again! We went over this, Kragnir. Why won’t you drop it?” the human woman with shoulder-length brown hair, Everlyn Sinclaire, said exasperatedly. Her green eyes flashed with annoyance.

The dwarf turned to look at her with a confused look on his face. “Why are you unhappy, hmm? Because I was right about that man, hmm? Because you dropped the ball, hmm?”

She immediately blushed at his words. From the look of it, she might have been one of the members who had been tricked into worshipping the Savior. But, I could only assume.

“What do you mean by that?” she snapped, glaring at the older man.

“What do I mean indeed, hmm?” Kragnir mused with a snicker.

“You!” the woman snarled.

“That’s enough!” the beastkin Assemblywoman bellowed from the right side of the table, her striped tail whipping furiously against her chair.

From the round ears on her red hair and masculine frame, this person was undoubtedly a tigerkin which would make her Namarie Moonwhisper. “We are having an audience. Behave yourselves,” she growled.

I blinked. Of all the things I had expected to see in this audience, seeing the members get chided like children was definitely not one of them. A part of me was suddenly worried for our future with them leading us. Well, by them, I meant the two that were arguing back and forth without stopping.

The dark-skinned human man with a bald head, Celdric Gilroy, reached a hand to squeeze Evelyn’s wrist and she immediately stopped. She cleared her throat before adjusting her clothes and looked straight ahead.

“Go on, young adventurers. State your business,” Celdric said smoothly as if the earlier argument didn’t happen.

But I couldn’t shake my thoughts from what Kragnir had mentioned. I turned to the old dwarf and asked, “What is the Verdant Corruption? And why did the Savior call himself Elyon Silvershard?”

The look of shock that appeared across everyone’s face almost made me regret my question. However, I didn’t back down. I needed to know. Something about this Verdant Corruption and Elyon seemed too important for me to overlook.

Kragnir smirked smugly at his colleague before turning to me. “He called himself Elyon, hmm? This is quite troubling.”

“Now, Kragnir. We cannot discuss this matter with them,” Celdric cut in, his voice laced with warning.

The dwarf turned to him with a scowl. “Isn’t it too late for that, hmm? They already know about it. You want to lock them up in a dungeon somewhere, so they can’t tell anyone, hmm?”

That suggestion sent a cold dread running down my spine. They were clearly hiding something that they didn’t want the public to know, and we just stumbled upon it. Fuck! I might have said something I shouldn’t have.

“The tragedy of Maelgroth…” Steel Heart murmured in my head.

What? Now isn’t the time! I grumbled back.

“No! This is important. I think…” he trailed off.

What is important?

“I think I know what Verdant Corruption is. It was the thing that destroyed Maelgroth and made Nyth Anore uninhabitable.”

My jaw slackened at his words. Are you sure?

“I… think so. I’m not sure.”

I scowled at his uncertainty as the Assemblymen argued back and forth. For a bunch of people who made a lot of important decisions for the rest of Elathia, they didn’t seem very agreeable with one another.

An idea popped into my mind in the next heartbeat before I said in a low voice so only Brielle and Amelia could hear, “I’ve an idea. It’s either going to convince them to help us or get them very angry at us.”

Instead of protesting like she always had, my redhead lover asked, “Is that a fifty-fifty chance? Or are our odds better than that?”

“I don’t really know. Forty sixty, maybe?”

“Seriously?”

I shrugged. “We’ll just have to hope for the best.”

“Dammit, Luke,” she hissed before letting out a sigh. “Fine. Let’s do it. I trust your judgment.”

I glanced to my left at Brielle. “What about you? Do you trust me?”

Without hesitation, the dragonkin nodded. “Yes! Let’s do it.”

“Alright! Here goes nothing,” I said before squaring my shoulders. “May I have your attention please?” I asked a bit too loudly.

My booming voice caused the two Assemblymen to halt their argument midway and turned to scowl at me. At the edge of my vision, Roriella seemed to give me an unapproving look, but I pressed on anyway.

“I lied!” I said and let the words sink in. Immediately, all the scowls directed my way turned into confusion. “Yes! I lied! I already know everything about the Verdant Corruption, Elyon Silvershard, and his involvement in the Tragedy of Maelgroth.”

I actually didn’t know shit. That whole statement was purely speculation and assumption. However, I seemed to have been spot on since all of the Assembly members stared at me with wide eyes and slack jaws.

Using the little information Kragnir had provided, I continued, “I don’t know why you think keeping the knowledge a secret is a good idea. I truly don’t care! From what I’ve seen and the monsters I’ve fought, the Verdant Corruption has returned. It is upon us! The public will learn about it soon and they are not prepared!”

“Mind your tone, young man. You’re in front of the United Assembly here,” Namarie warned through gritted teeth.

I bowed to her. “I apologize for my tone, ma’am, but we’ve traveled all the way from Emberfell to ask… No! To beg for your aid. And the first thing I did, the first thing we did, was save your city from the very corruption you were trying to hide. So, forgive me if I’m… emotional right now!”

The tigerkin Assemblywoman growled and looked as if she would tackle me to the floor. However, Roriella grasped her shoulder to calm her down. I took that as the signal to keep going.

“All I want to do is help Rollen! Help my friend save her home, her people. I will go to Rollen. No, we will go to Rollen with or without your aid. That much I’m certain of.”

I swept my gaze across each and everyone of the Assembly members. They looked back at me with a mixture of emotions—intrigue, anger, annoyance, indifferent, and even hopeful.

“We will stand and fight alongside the dragonkin and whoever else is willing to aid them,” I said and meant every word before drawing in a breath. “The Verdant Corruption is here! The heroes sacrificed their lives to stop it, and I will do everything in my power to stop it again!”

Heavy silence fell across the Audience Chamber as I stared defiantly at the Assemblymen and women. For what felt like an eternity, the only sound I heard was my hammering heartbeats.

“That was… damn! That was one damn good speech, my boy. I can feel it coming from the heart! I’m so proud of you,” Steel Heart said, followed by a sound like sniffles.

“That’s your plan? Antagonize them into helping us?” Amelia hissed from my right.

“Wh-What’s going to happen now?” Brielle asked shakily from my left.

Darla looked like she was going to faint from behind her Master’s chair. I was pretty sure no one had ever talked to the most powerful people in Elathia like this before. But, fuck, I just saved their asses from an ancient corruption. The least they could do was show a little gratitude.

Then my gaze shifted to Roriella and I frowned. She was smirking—smugly at that. It was as if she enjoyed the stunned look on her colleagues’ faces. Hopefully, it meant she knew something I didn’t because I had no idea how things would turn out.

To my surprise, applause sounded from the right side of the opulent table. Namarie was clapping with a broad grin on her face. She stood and slammed her fist on the marble top so hard that I thought she would crack it.

“That’s the spirit, young man! You have my vote!” she roared the words that made the air thrum with excitement.

“Mine as well,” Roriella said smoothly with a nod.

Laksha, the foxkin Assemblyman who had been quietly observing the discussion, lifted a hand and nodded his agreement without saying a word.

I blinked in surprise when the two male human members, Celdric and Noah, also gave me their votes. Then the realization struck me. We already had five votes. The United Assembly was going to help Rollen.

“Aren’t you an interesting one, hmm?” Kragnir chuckled from the left side of the crescent table. “I’ll give you my vote too, boy.”

I couldn’t stop the smile from stretching across my lips as my shoulders sagged with relief. Amelia and Brielle squeezed me between their soft bodies with a massive hug, squealing in delight.

“We did it! We’re not going to get locked up!” the redhead cheered, coaxing a chuckle from me.

“Thank you, Lucas. Thank you,” the dragonkin sniffled as she nuzzled her face against my shoulder.

“Yeah, we did it,” I agreed as a broad smile stretched across my lips.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

OFFICIAL MEMBER

At the end of the audience, we were able to secure six votes in favor of aiding Rollen. The last three members of the United Assembly didn’t oppose but had chosen to hold their votes.

I could only guess that they were the ones who had been tricked by the Savior and unknowingly helped him commit hideous crimes. The exposure of his grotesque secrets must have threatened their credibility or at least made them look like complete fools to the people they represented.

Their ‘no vote’ stances might have been due to anger toward us for making them look bad or they could have just been unconvinced by our cause. Fortunately, it didn’t matter.

The Assembly would reconvene tomorrow to lay out the plan. Mobilizing a large army took time and it would be at least a few days before they could march for Rollen. There was nothing we could do but wait.

As we left the Audience Chamber, Darla came and informed us that Roriella would like to meet with us in her office. With that, we followed the catkin through the long corridors and multiple staircases before arriving at our destination.

The Assemblywoman was already behind her desk just like when we visited her for the first time. However, she wasn’t reading through a document this time. She was waiting for us with her fingers laced in front of her on the table.

“You did well. That was a bold move you pulled,” she praised, with a smirk as she eyed me approvingly. “I never thought someone timid like Liam could have raised a son so bold and outspoken.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said, feeling heat rise to my cheeks at her high praise. “I only said what was on my mind.”

She nodded before leaning back in her tall back chair and resting both hands on her lap. Her gaze grew serious when she spoke next. “Is it true that you know everything about Maelgroth, Elyon, and the Verdant Corruption?”

I swallowed hard, contemplating if I should double down on my lies or confess the truth to her. I had no idea if she would tell us anything about the Verdant Corruption since she was also a part of the Assembly that had thought it was a better idea to keep it a secret.

In the end, I thought better of lying and shook my head. “I don’t. I’ve only heard about the Verdant Corruption today.”

Roriella’s lips curled upward at my response, her eyes dancing with amusement. “So, you decided to play us for fools to get what you want?” she said but her words didn't have the venom of an accusation.

“I had a very good teacher,” I said with a broad grin.

“And a very cunning father,” the catkin Assemblywoman added. “Liam may not have Sammus’s skill for words or his boldness, but he was the smartest amongst the five of us. You are truly the son of your father and more.”

“Thank you, ma’am. But I was only trying to help my friend. I had no intention of fooling anyone.”

“That does not matter. We have achieved our goal. Now, I will do my best to mobilize our troops as soon as possible.”

I nodded before a question rose to the tip of my tongue and I couldn’t help but voice it. “If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am. Why does the United Assembly hide the truth about the Verdant Corruption and the true reason for the downfall of Maelgroth?”

She eyed me silently for several moments before sighing, “I guess there is no point in hiding it now that you already know this much.”

Her expression grew serious before she swept her gaze across the chamber from me to Amelia, then Brielle, and even Darla. She let out a slow exhale as if she was considering her words very carefully.

“First, you must promise that everything you hear from me must never leave this room. What I’m about to share with you all can cause mass hysteria if the public learns about it without proper preparation,” she demanded.

I gulped, then nodded. “I promise.”

The Archer and Monk shifted closer to me. Amelia looped one arm around mine as she asked, “Is it something that terrifying?”

Roriella shook her head slightly. “Yes and no. As you all know the fall of Maelgroth was three hundred years ago. As far as we know, the Verdant Corruption has remained dormant since then. Well, it has remained dormant until recently.”

“So, why is it starting to come back now?” I asked.

“We don’t know,” the Assemblywoman said frankly. “The United Assembly only learned about it twenty years ago. We’ve been monitoring it ever since. There hadn’t been any movement until several months ago.”

“That was when the increase in monster attacks across Elathia happened? When the monsters started attacking Rollen,” Brielle murmured and grabbed my left arm with both hands as she nuzzled against me.

The older catkin nodded. “As you know, all the records from three hundred years ago were mostly destroyed or lost. We have only learned about the Verdant Corruption by chance ourselves. A young scholar stumbled upon an ancient tome in the Grand Library when he was doing a routine cleaning.”

“But why keep something so dangerous a secret from everyone?” I asked, still not understanding her reasoning.

She scowled at me as if telling me she was about to get there. “There are still many aspects of the Verdant Corruption that we do not know about. We have been constantly doing research and gathering as much information as we could. Telling the public about a looming threat that we know nothing of will only cause them to panic."

“But—” Amelia started before Roriella raised a hand to cut her off.

“I am not finished. There is another reason we cannot tell the public yet,” the Assemblywoman said. “The ancient tome we have found was some kind of research notes with rather disturbing information.”

“Disturbing?” I repeated, not liking the sound of it at all.

Roriella nodded solemnly. “The notes stated that the source of the Verdant Corruption came from the Mana—the very essence of all magic.”

Silence fell around us like an invisible weight pressing down on our shoulders. I stared at the older catkin with my mouth hung open, my mind reeling to take in the information.

“What does that mean?” I rasped.

She shook her head. “Like I said, there are many aspects of the Verdant Corruption that we do not know about. The information in this tome might not even be credible.”

I bit my lip to keep from arguing with her. Though I still believed the United Assembly should tell the public about a threat that could potentially destroy Elathia, I also understood her reasoning.

Mass hysteria was the last thing they would want on their hands when there were countless monster attacks happening all over the continent. Especially when they still couldn’t confirm the truth, or didn’t have a way to stop it.

“Doesn’t that also mean the Mana is corrupted? What will happen to the attuned ones?” Amelia blurted the question I was about to ask.

Roriella furrowed her brows before shaking her head. “We don’t know. Wizards and Clerics have been drawing upon the Mana for the past three hundred years and nothing has happened. That is why several Assembly members have believed the tome contains only lies.”

I was tempted to ask Steel Heart about all this, but the fact he hadn’t chimed in once meant that he probably didn’t have anything to share. Without all of his memories returning, we had no means of confirming the information.

“So, what are you planning to do next?” the Assemblywoman asked after letting the information sink in.

I glanced over at Amelia and Brielle before turning back to the older catkin. “We’ll head out tomorrow. If the Verdant Corruption is coming out of the Dead Land, then Rollen will need our help as soon as possible. We’ll do our best to defend the village until the army arrives.”

She nodded solemnly. “I expected as much. Then you should rest well.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said before bowing and the girls followed suit.

To my surprise, Darla stepped out from behind the Assemblywoman’s chair and rounded the table to face her Master directly. Her posture was stiff as she clenched the skirt of her white robe tightly.

“I-I… I’ve a request, M-Master,” she sputtered, her black, triangular ears flattening atop her head and her tail sweeping frantically behind her.

“A request?” Roriella drawled and one corner of her lips ticked upward imperceptibly.

“Y-Yes, Master.” Darla turned her head to look away, her cheeks flushing deeply. “I-I… I’d like to travel with them.”

The older catkin’s golden brows knitted. “Now, Darla. How many times must I tell you to speak more clearly? It is also rude to not look at the person when you talk to them. Eye contact is very important,” she chided.

“S-Sorry, Master,” the Cleric said, her shoulders slumping, before she looked back at the Assemblywoman.

Roriella leaned back in her chair with a slight smirk at her student’s reaction. “You were saying?”

“Y-Yes, Master,” Darla said quickly, paused, then straightened her back and kept her eyes on her mentor. “I-I… Mmm… I would like to accompany the Mystic Seekers to Rollen, Master. I believe… I believe I can be of help to their cause.”

The former Paragon Cleric was quiet for a long moment until the silence grew uncomfortable. Darla clenched and unclenched her hands around her robe as her black tail twitched in a frenzy behind her.

I was surprised by her request but didn’t dare say a word. That was when Amelia pressed closer into me, drawing my attention with the soft press of her breast against my arm. She had a devious smirk on her lips when I glanced her way. I scowled, wordlessly chiding her for the inappropriate behavior.

“I think we should add her to your harem,” she whispered so softly that I thought I had misheard her.

“Are you crazy?” I asked in a hiss, frowning at her ridiculous suggestion.

I might have realized that the raven-haired catkin was just shy and didn’t hate me when she kept looking away when our eyes met, but that was it. Our conversations had ended in awkward silence most of the time, so there was no way she would be comfortable with me enough to have a romantic relationship.

Before Amelia could respond, however, Roriella cleared her throat as if she had heard our conversation. When I returned my attention to the two catkin, the older woman was steepling her fingers in front of herself as she looked pointedly at her student.

“Is that why you still have not left their party even after you arrived in Vinhels days ago?” the Assemblywoman asked.

Darla stiffened at her question. Her ears perked up and her tail shot straight downward. “Th-That’s… I… Y-Yes, Master. After spending the past month wi-with them, I think they’re genuinely good people and I want to help them as much as I can,” she said, her confidence growing with every word.

Roriella nodded slowly, amusement dancing in her turquoise eyes. “That is a sentiment I can agree with. They were children of my former companions after all. I would have expected no less from them.”

“Yes, Master!” The Cleric nodded vigorously in agreement.

“Is that the only reason?” the older woman asked with a teasing smirk.

Darla was quiet for several moments as she stood rigidly. “Y-Yes, Master. Th-That’s… That’s all, Master.”

Amelia nudged me with her shoulder, drawing my attention to her again. “See?” she said with a mischievous grin.

“See what?” I mouthed, scowling in confusion.

“Fine,” Roriella said after a moment. “Go with the Mystic Seekers and help them however you can. They will need a Cleric in their party for the challenges they will be facing going forward.”

“Th-Thank you, Master!” Darla blurted and bowed low.

The Assemblywoman smiled warmly before she said, “Make me proud, child.”

“I will, Master!” the Cleric promised before bowing again.

The older woman turned her gaze pointedly at me and my shoulders stiffened. “As for you, Lucas.”

“Y-Yes, ma’am?”

“Take good care of my student. Darla is one of my brightest. I am certain she will be of great help to you all but, if you ever take advantage of her kindness, I will personally make sure you regret it for the rest of your life,” she said sternly.

I blinked once, then several more times at her words as they slowly sank in. “W-Wait, what? What is that supposed to mean?” I blurted.

Instead of answering me, Roriella clapped her hands sharply. “With that settled, you should start preparing for your departure. I have allocated funds for you as the reward for your heroic deeds. She will retrieve it for you,” she said as if she didn’t hear my question.

I opened my mouth to ask again but she cut me off first. “Now, go! I need to prepare for the upcoming Assembly meeting.”

With the dismissal clearly stated, I had no choice but to reluctantly leave her office without getting a clear answer.


CHAPTER THIRTY

PROMOTION

The morning came with a pleasant energy. The United Assembly’s agreement to aid Rollen had made me hopeful for our future. Coupled with the soft press of Amelia’s body at my side, I was more than ready for anything.

My redhead lover was snoring softly, naked and satisfied. Last night had been… incredibly rigorous. After spending a month traveling and missing out on sharing a soft bed with me in Haeron, she was determined to make up for lost opportunities.

After a quick dinner with the girls, she practically dragged me to our room. Our new outfits had presented a bit of a challenge, but they weren’t obstacles we couldn’t overcome.

We didn’t even get to the bed. She was so eager that she bent over the table and begged me to take her right there. I obliged and fucked her to our first climax of the night. Then we went to clean up, but couldn’t resist going another round while waiting for the tub to fill up.

After that, we spent a few hours on the bed, using its spacious size to try out different positions as I took her over the edge three more times. However, after managing to take all of me at the stream, she wouldn’t let the night end without taking me deep in her throat at least once.

Between my time with Brielle in the morning and Amelia at night, I was spent once she had a taste of my bountiful offering. Still, my insatiable redhead managed to coax my traitorous cock for one last fucking before both of us collapsed in utter exhaustion.

“Last night was incredible,” Amelia said as she clung to my arm with a beaming smile.

She had switched back to her usual sleeveless crop top with a plunging neckline that left most of her midriff exposed. Though she still had her tiny shorts on, she had also worn a pair of leggings underneath.

As we strolled down the corridor toward the stairs, she suggested an idea that made my pulse quicken. “Maybe Brielle can join us next time.”

The image of my two gorgeous companions naked on the bed with me immediately filled my mind like an unstoppable flood. The distraction nearly had me trip over my own feet and tumble on my ass. Fortunately, I didn’t because that was when Brielle and Darla called out from behind us.

The dragonkin had returned to her usual bandeau and flowing pants. The color combination today was white and dark green. Unsurprising, since I also agreed with her that the tiny skirt was impractical and would make it extremely difficult for me to focus during combat.

However, the catkin’s outfit was the one that surprised me. Though she still wore a white robe with golden trimmings of the Cleric, this one was considered rather daring when compared to her previous clothing.

Instead of the thick attire that covered her from neck to ankles, she was wearing a light dress with short sleeves that only reached just above her knees. Though its neckline wasn’t as scandalous as Amelia’s crop top, it exposed  significantly more of her chest than before.

“You look so cute in your new dress!” Amelia chirped, looking the other girl up and down with genuine interest.

“Yes! I think so too!” Brielle added.

“Th-Thank you,” Darla said, blushing. Her tail swept frantically behind her. “I-I think I should start getting used to wearing light clothing. The highlands of Susacre Valley will be very hot.”

“That dress suits you,” I said with a smile.

To my surprise, she eyed me without looking away. Her cheeks reddened visibly as she nodded. “Th-Thank you.”

Rubbing my index finger on my chin in thought for a moment, I said with a chuckle, “I may have to start wearing less clothes too. The armor and gambeson were killing me on our journey here.”

The girls blinked at me, and my redhead lover was the first to react. She narrowed her eyes as she stepped closer with a mischievous smirk. Her hand came up to glide up my chest over the soft fabric of my shirt.

“Are you saying you want to travel shirtless?” she asked huskily.

“What? No!” I retorted, looking at her with a raised brow.

She circled behind me, then rested her chin on my shoulder. Our closeness let me feel her ample breasts on my back when she said in a purr, “I’m pretty sure we won’t be complaining if you decide to do that. At least, I’m not.”

My jaw worked for several seconds but no word came out. Not because I thought it was a good idea, but her breath tickled my ear and sent a delightful tingle down my spine.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Amelia,” I finally said, scowling at her.

The Archer snickered in response before skipping away to join the other girls. Darla was looking away with a profuse blush on her face. It might have been a trick of the light, but even her black ears seemed to darken.

Brielle, on the other hand, stared at me with wide eyes as her shimmering green tail swept in a steady rhythm behind her. The black slits in her green eyes had dilated with interest.

“Look! Now, she’s getting ideas because of you!” I accused, gesturing toward the dragonkin who looked as if she was going to drool.

Amelia spun around and grinned at me before she said, “What? I’ve never done such a thing.”

I rolled my eyes exasperatedly and groaned, “Fine! Let’s just go update our Plates, so we can get our shopping done.”

With that, we had a quick breakfast in the tavern below before heading to the Adventurer’s Guild in the Sixth District. Darla informed us that Roriella had allocated six thousand vinhs of her personal funds to us as the reward for escorting her student back and dealing with the Church.

The Cleric had insisted that she wouldn’t take any of the money at first, but Amelia and Brielle quickly wore her down. She had helped us immensely and was even targeted during the fight in the forest, so it was only right that she also received an equal share of the reward.

We arrived at the Guild soon after. The great hall was busy with adventurers doing their business, picking up quests and trading their loot, just like before. Chattering noises buzzed through the spacious chamber as we entered.

I scanned the space and found Shalia sitting behind one of the empty counters. I hesitated for a moment, contemplating if she would want to see me after I had exposed the Savior. Not everyone had taken the news well.

A small group of people had been protesting in front of the Church, demanding to hear the truth from the United Assembly. Even after hearing the testimonies from the captured victims, they still didn’t believe the Savior was a fucking asshole who exploited the vulnerability of others for his own gains.

The foxkin clerk looked up and our gaze met. A cold dread rushed down my back as I expected her face to scrunch up in an angry glare, but I was wrong. A broad smile stretched her lips as she waved at me.

I approached her workstation with the girls a step behind. “How are you doing?” I asked.

She sat and pursed her lips, then sighed. “I’m alright. I guess.”

“I’m sorry about what happened with the Church and the… Savior,” I said.

The clerk shook her head, making her short brown hair sway with the motion. “Don’t be. You did me a great service, mister Lucas. If you hadn’t exposed him, I’d still be… worshipping that fraud.”

Her ears drooped atop her head as her fists clenched atop her desk. “I feel bad for the people who lost their loved ones because… because of me. I was an accomplice. I’d stupidly advertised and urged people to join the Church. I even brought some people there!”

“It’s not your fault. They lied to you, to everyone. Nobody could have known,” I said sympathetically, grimacing at the pain on her face.

“Luke is right! The Savior and his lackeys are the real bad ones. Don’t blame yourself,” Amelia chimed in from my right.

Brielle nodded vehemently from my left. “You’re not an accomplice. They exploited your fear,” she said.

“My Master and the United Assembly are working hard to help those who have been affected by the Church, so don’t be too hard on yourself,” Darla added as she stood next to the Archer.

Shalia bowed her head before her shoulders shook with a sob. My brows furrowed at the sight of her crying. She was as much a victim as everyone else who had been tricked by the Savior and his men.

Still, she must have urged many adventurers to join the Church without knowing what they were doing in the back rooms. Her intention was genuine and those assholes had used it to manipulate her.

“Thank you,” the foxkin clerk said with a sniffle. “Thank you for exposing the Church and rescuing the captured victims.”

“It was the right thing to do,” I said and flashed her a warm smile.

She returned my smile before wiping away tears with the back of her hand. Then she took a deep breath and composed herself. When she looked up at me, she had returned to being the friendly clerk once more.

“So, would you like to update your Plates today?” she asked.

“Yes, please.” I nodded.

Our Plates of Record materialized in her hand a moment later. Shalia laid them out in front of us one at a time. Once she was done, we promptly hovered our hand over the metal tablets. A slight tug on my palm was the signal that the Plate was verifying my essence signature.

When I removed my hand, my smile immediately grew bigger. My Rank had increased to 5. I had felt stronger ever since the battle with the Savior and had expected as much but I wasn’t certain until now.

I quickly scanned my Skill List and my smile grew even wider. A fifth skill had appeared and it was Radiant Slash. Finally, after relying on Steel Heart for so long, I was going to have a long range attack of my own.

On top of that, all of my skills had also gained a level after the fight in the monastery. The visible improvement on the Skill List was Bash having four second Stun duration now, increased from three.

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Knight Rank: 5

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Invigorate (level 8)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level 8)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 8)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 7)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 4 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

Radiant Slash (level 1)[Active]

Unleash a powerful, long-range attack with pure essence

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

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

Guess what skill I’ve just received for my promotion! I asked my sword and couldn’t hide the excitement in my tone.

“That’s a weird question. What is it?” he said with an impression of a raised eyebrow.

It’s Radiant Slash! I’ve my own range attack now. With yours, I can use two Radiant Slashes simultaneously.

“That’s great! Our enemies will be so confused,” he agreed with a chuckle.

He wasn’t wrong. Well, at least, for enemies with intelligence, which we had been facing more of lately. Because of the cooldown, no one would expect me to use the same skill two times in a row.

That would definitely give me an advantage in battle. Coupled with Critical Strike, the damage of my Radiant Slash should improve quite significantly even if it was still at level 1.

“Hey! You’ve got your own Radiant Slash!” Amelia chirped, peeking at my Plate over my shoulder.

“Yup! This is going to give me an edge in battle,” I said but avoided saying anything about Steel Heart.

The Archer caught on immediately and nodded in agreement. Our years of working together had let us perceive each other's intentions without the need to verbalize them.

“What new skill did you get?” I asked.

She beamed and put her Plate in front of me, so I could have a look for myself. Just like me, she had been promoted to Rank 5. On top of that, she also received a new skill called ‘Camouflage’.

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 5

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Sense (level 8)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 70 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level 8)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 7)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 6)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 3

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Camouflage (level 1)[Passive](Upon Successful Execution)

Disappear into the surroundings when staying completely still

Imbue Poison (level 7)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 11 seconds

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

“That’s a useful skill for an Archer,” I commented.

“Yup! Now, our enemies won’t know what hit them,” she agreed with a wicked grin. Then she poked her head to my other side. “What about you, Brielle? You also got a promotion right?”

The dragonkin nodded, smiling broadly. “Yes! I’ve also got a new skill called ‘Pressure Points’,” she said before showing us her Plate of Record.

BRIELLE EMERALDWIND

Class: Monk Rank: 5

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Iron Fist (level 8)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level 6)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 72 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Essence Recovery (level 7)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boosting regenerated essence

Every: 20 seconds

Iron Defense (level 6)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 60 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Pressure Points (level 1)[Passive]

Increase the chance of an attack becoming a critical hit

Requirement: Fist

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

Just like us, all of her skills had also leveled up. The most notable one was her Essence Explosion lasting over seventy seconds. The higher level seemed to have reduced the essence consumption which allowed her to keep the skill active much longer.

“Damn! That’s an awesome skill. You’re going to kick so much more ass now, Brielle,” Amelia cheered.

“We’ll probably need to rename our party to the ‘Ass Kickers’ because of you,” I said with a chuckle.

The redhead jerked away from me with mock disgust. “Not the ‘Rodenites Elimination Squad’ again!”

“What’s wrong with the Ass Kickers? It’s straightforward and… pretty unique!” I protested.

She shook her head before clasping both hands on my shoulders. Her expression grew serious when she said, “Love. Please promise me you’ll let me name our children.”

That got a laugh from Brielle. Even Shalia and Darla tried to hide their giggles behind their hands. I only smiled at their reactions before shifting my attention to the Cleric.

“You also got a promotion, right? What new spell did you get?” I asked the catkin.

She took a moment to realize my question was directed at her. A pink tinge bloomed on her cheeks as her violet eyes widened with surprise. Then she looked away before nodding vigorously.

“Y-Yes… Yes, I did,” she sputtered.

Amelia spun around with a bright smile to congratulate her and Brielle joined them. “That’s so great! What new skill did you get?” the redhead asked.

Darla showed the other girls her Plate as she said, “It’s actually an offensive spell called ‘Divine Lance’.”

DARLA RAVENGRACE

Class: Cleric Rank: 5

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Heal (level 9)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level 8)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boosting absorbed mana

Every: 16 seconds

Divine Shield (level 7)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a moderate amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level 6)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 180 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Divine Lance (level 1)[Active]

Unleash a spear of pure brilliant light

Element: Light

Cooldown: 300 seconds

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

“Damn! Launching a spear made of light at your enemy sounds so cool,” Amelia mused.

“I agree. Now, you can both attack and support. You’re going to be so powerful in battle,” Brielle chimed in.

The catkin blushed profusely at the praise from the girls. “I’m just glad I can be of more help, that’s all.”

“What are you talking about? You’ve been incredible. We’d have been struggling to get here if not for you,” I said.

To my surprise, she didn’t look away from me when our gaze made contact this time. Her lips quivered for a moment before she said, “Th-Thank you.”

Amelia eyed me with a mischievous smirk over her shoulder but didn’t say anything. I scowled at her, knowing exactly what she was thinking. Though Darla had been less hostile toward me these past few days, I highly doubted the catkin would want to join my harem like she wanted.

“Is there anything else I can help you with?” Shalia said, drawing our attention back to her.

“No. I think that’s all we need for today. Thank you very much for your help, Shalia,” I said with an appreciative nod.

Roriella had already informed us that there wouldn’t be any reward for taking down the Church of the Savior since they weren’t monsters that posted a clear threat to Vinhels.

Though taking equipment from fallen adventurers wasn’t frowned upon, we were also so appalled by them that we didn’t even want to consider it. Others might think we were stupid for leaving behind all that gear, but the thought of drawing their bodies or their things into Steel Heart’s Spatial Storage just made my skin crawl.

With that, the foxkin clerk bowed low. “Thank you again for everything. I hope all of you have a safe journey ahead,” she said.

“Thank you, Shalia. Take care,” Amelia said with a wave as the other girls bowed before bidding her farewell.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

UPGRADE

Leaving the Guild, Darla led us to the First District, where item shops and blacksmiths were located. We decided to just stroll through Vinhels and take our time to explore the city and its sights.

According to the Cleric, the architecture took heavy inspiration from elvish designs, which was the reason for the tall spires, stained-glass windows and white marble structures.

The Grand Capital was built soon after the fall of elven civilization after all. However, with all the races from across Elathia living in one place, modifications that reflect the unique style of each culture were unavoidable. People would always gravitate toward things that were familiar and gave them comfort.

The beastkin would hang colorful trinkets on their doors or even repaint the whole building in bright shades. Several even installed wood paneling inside their homes to give the space a more natural feel. They also loved to hang out in the open and would lounge around on stone steps or under trees.

On the other hand, the dwarves preferred to stay indoors. They hated stairs and would prefer to give up the lawns and backyards for wide one-story homes. Though it was probably for a different reason, the catkin explanation just reminded me of my dad and I couldn’t help but smile.

The humans were seemingly the most flexible amongst the races. They didn’t mind the pristine ivory stones and stairs. Some even preferred it because of the association with elves and rarely modified the buildings in any way.

We grabbed lunch and ate along the way to the First District. Darla also continued to regale us with interesting tidbits and history of the city. Though the information was intriguing, I actually enjoyed seeing her talk excitedly about it more.

Even if she had been talking casually with Amelia and Brielle on our journey here, she didn’t seem to have truly opened up to them yet. There had been a lingering sense that she didn’t feel like she belonged as one of us, but merely someone being escorted to a destination

Something had changed after we fought against so many powerful foes and risked our lives together. The wall that she had built around herself seemed to have crumbled away. The fact that she was talking to us more animatedly now was a testament to that.

“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.” My dad’s wise words returned to me and a smile bloomed on my lips.

We eventually arrived in the First District, and I stood dumbfounded with my jaw practically on the floor at the sight of countless shops that lined the streets. Literally countless. I didn’t know where to start.

Darla explained that unlike in Emberfell where shops carried varieties of products like potions, dried food, and a small selection of combat gear, the shops here were more specialized. Potion shops would only sell potions but with a wide array of them while item shops would focus on traveling supplies.

However, she was also as clueless as the rest of us when it came to picking out the stores that wouldn’t rip us off. Even though she had lived in the city for three years, she rarely had a chance to upgrade her gear since she mostly fought in the backline as support.

Fortunately, Morgan had kindly given us a list of shops that we could trust or at least wouldn’t charge unreasonable prices before we left her shop yesterday. So, that was where we started.

Our time was spent mostly on browsing the various goods and window shopping. There was so much stuff that we were practically lost. The Healing Potions alone had at least five varieties, categorized by their potency. Even Return Scrolls had range variants that affected their prices.

“Good thing we left the inn early. I feel like we’ll be here for the rest of the day at this rate,” I said, looking through a long shelf of potions for countless types of status cures.

“I don’t even know what to buy. There’s just too many to choose from,” Amelia grumbled as she browsed Healing Potions of several sizes.

In the end, we just bought the essential stuff, Healing Potions, Mana Potions and Return Scrolls, with a few cures for common status abnormalities. However, to cover all the bases, the shopkeeper had suggested that we also get a few ‘Remedy’—a potion that would cure every status ailment.

The price of the potion nearly had me decline his suggestion. Fortunately, the presence of Darla allowed us to save some money on Healing Potions, so we decided to buy five just in case. As much as I doubted any of us would become afflicted with an abnormal status like ‘Leaky Bladder’, I would also rather be safe than sorry.

We then browsed through a variety of skill scrolls in the skill shop. We hadn’t expected to spend money on anything since they were rather pricey. However, a skill called ‘Brawl Mastery’ caught my eye.

From the description, the skill worked in the same way as my Sword Mastery. Instead of the sword requirement, however, it would only give a damage bonus when attacking with fists.

After a short discussion with the girls, we bought the scroll for one thousand vinhs. Amelia agreed that since we still didn’t have a member who could deal damage to a wide area, increasing our individual output was the best option for the time being.

We headed for the smithy next. There were at least five stores in the area, with each of the owners boasting that their equipment was better than the others. In the end, we chose to trust Morgan and went to the one she recommended.

The shopkeeper was a dwarf with bright red, spiky hair and a thick mustache named Gilfren. He was stocky with thick, masculine arms that were built from decades of forging. He promised to give us a good discount when we mentioned the appraiser, but the glint in his eyes told me I shouldn’t count on it.

Gilfren helped us pick out new equipment with incredible insights and combat knowledge. The fact that he didn’t try to hard sell us on anything and only recommended necessary upgrades was enough to make me lower my guard a bit.

In the end, all of us bought some new gear. Though the dwarf had praised the quality and craftsmanship of my breastplate, the hole that the mad Wizard had punched through would compromise its integrity even if I got it fixed.

Because we were recommended to him by Morgan, he offered to let me trade-in all of my gear, not just the broken one, for a discount on a completely new set of armor. I was hesitant at first, but Amelia convinced me to take the offer since it would be a nice upgrade and we also had the money for it.

With her suggestions on style and practicality, I ended up with a cuirass, a pair of pauldrons, vambraces, greaves, and a heater shield. They were incredibly light and comfortable to wear. After some adjustments, they also fit me snugly and didn’t hinder my movements at all.

Amelia had switched to a steel half chestplate and a pair of bracers from the leather ones. The new gear still did little to conceal her generous cleavage, and I had no complaints. Her bow was already powerful so the smith saw no reason for her to get a new one.

As for Brielle, she had also changed her leather breastplate for a steel one. Then the smith pointed out that though the bonus damage on beast-type monsters from the Beast Breaker was good, the gauntlets themselves weren’t that powerful. They were also heavy and bulky, which would slow down her attack.

He recommended replacing it with ones that were more powerful and less cumbersome, so she could deal more damage on all types of enemies. So, he picked out one with a sleek design that contoured snugly along her knuckles and forearms while having smooth joints that allowed for better flexibility.

Even Darla opted to get her hands on a new weapon. The dwarf had proudly presented her with a spiked mace that he had personally designed to bash in skulls or thick carapaces with ease.

His comment brought back the image of her smashing the nightweaver to a shattered paste. The crunch of shells rang vividly in my ears as I shuddered at the memory.

The Cleric had taken care of the payment herself while I paid for the rest of us. We ended up spending nearly ten thousand vinhs at the smithy, but Gilfren’s helpfulness and the quality of his gear had made the price seem worth it.

By the time we left the blacksmith, the sun was already hanging low on the horizon, bathing Vinhels in a deep orange glow. With all our shopping done, we headed for the Roaring Hearth in a carriage, agreeing that we had done more than enough walking for one day.

As we approached the Fifth District where the inn was, a loud crash shook the ground, startling us from our easy conversation. The horses neighed loudly and threatened to run off in fright. Fortunately, the driver managed to calm them down.

“What happened?” Amelia asked with wide eyes.

“I don’t know, but I think the sound came from the Eastern Gate,” I said, pushing the carriage door open.

“A monster attack?” Brielle blurted.

“That’s not possible. The Assembly had ordered an increase in patrol in the area recently. There also hasn’t been any report about monsters gathering nearby,” Darla retorted but there was uncertainty in her tone.

“Whatever it is, we need to go help,” I said before stepping outside.

I quickly paid the driver and rushed toward the commotion. People were screaming and running away from the direction of the gate, forcing us to push our way through. A few were yelling for everyone to run because a monster had attacked the city.

“A monster?” I repeated with a confused scowl.

“There’s no way… right?” Amelia asked, incredulous.

I shook my head. “Let’s hurry. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

With that, I withdrew our equipment from the storage, and we quickly put it on before heading toward the chaos.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

SURPRISE ATTACK

We waded through the panicked crowd as people screamed and shoved against one another to escape. Everyone was running for their lives and chaos broke out across the main boulevard.

“Get out of the way! Move!” I shouted, using my shoulder to shove through the oncoming crowd with the girls close behind me.

“How can one monster make people this panicked?” Amelia asked, the confusion thick in her tone.

I still couldn’t believe my ears and wouldn’t think I heard it right until several people echoed the same words. “A monster is attacking the Eastern Gate!”

Even if this was seemingly a surprise attack, I couldn’t fathom how a single monster could cause so much hysteria. There were likely several high rank adventurers in the city, so there was no way a single monster would stand a chance.

Not unless it had a considerably high Threat-Level. The thought sent a shiver down my spine, but I didn’t stop pushing. Whatever it was, we needed to get there and help.

The crowd thinned after a few more minutes of shoving people aside. The carnage that hit me opened a bottomless pit in my stomach. The empty streets were painted red with blood and countless bodies sprawled across the once pristine white stones, which were now cracked and shattered.

Those bodies didn’t just belong to the civilians. In fact, most of them were adventurers of various classes. Knights, Rogues, Lancers, Archers, Wizards, and even Clerics were dead, their bodies broken, their bones bent and twisted in unnatural angles.

Beyond the carnage, the Eastern Gate was… gone. I blinked. The impossibly high archway and parts of the fifty foot walls were destroyed. Its broken pieces piled high, cutting off the exit completely.

Several adventurers had gathered in the middle of the wide street. Even from over one hundred yards away, the monster was massive. It stood at least two heads above the tallest person among the defenders while also having immense bulk.

We rushed forward at a full sprint with our weapons drawn. The city guards were shaking as we passed them, not daring to get any closer to the fight. That was good. These people wouldn’t stand a chance when adventurers were already falling.

“Run! Get out of here! Unless you’re Rank 6 or higher, don’t engage it!” a booming voice called from the frontline before I spotted a towering foxkin with short, copper hair in silver full plate armor and a tower shield.

The slight dents in his armor and the smears of dirt on his face meant he had been fighting the monster for some time. The pained expression on his face and the deep crease between his brows also suggested that he had been struggling against it.

“Garland Ironfang,” I murmured as we closed in on the gathered adventurers and my gait slowed.

“Who?” Amelia asked with a quizzical raise of one crimson brow.

I stopped and turned to her with a hopeful smile. “Garland Ironfang is a Rank 7 Knight. He’s rumored to be one of the most powerful tankers amongst all the Valors.”

“Not only him. Sylvia Roshanel is here too,” Darla said from my right before pointing toward a human woman with long, black hair in sleek, black armor and form-fitting clothing that left little to the imagination. “She’s a Rank 7 Rogue, who is renowned for her incredible speed and immense damage output.”

I swept my gaze across the gathered crowd and, from their equipment, everyone looked to be skilled adventurers who had fought their fair share of fearsome creatures. They were clearly strong.

However, this monster must have been terrifyingly powerful to have killed so many adventurers already. The fact that the high Valorant adventurers didn’t just charge in also meant they didn’t think it was an easy target.

“Watch out!” someone cried in warning.

A deafening roar cracked across the main boulevard as the monster swung one of its arms in a wide arc. A burst of wind erupted at the frontline before bodies were cleaved through by an invisible blade.

Cries of agony filled the area as adventurers were cut down from a single attack. Several were dead, sliced in half by the attack, while many others lost their limbs or were too injured to get back up.

Blood sprayed in the air as people collapsed, allowing me to catch a glimpse of the monster. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before. Literally. The hulking thing was practically a combination of a monsters.

It stood upright on two legs and had the head and body of a lion, which were covered in thick brown fur. Its left arm was a cluster of several writhing tentacles while its right bulged with bestial muscles beneath blood red fur as sharp claws tipped its five fingers. As if the combination wasn’t strange enough, its tail was a large scaly snake with deadly long fangs.

“What in Rosien’s name is that thing?” Amelia blurted in a trembling voice.

“I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Darla said.

“Whatever it is, its essence level is off the charts!” Steel Heart said with panic in his tone before quickly adding, “Be very very careful.”

No shit! It just killed a bunch of adventurers with one attack. Of course, I’ll be careful. Can you tell me something useful?

He shot back with an impression of a scowl and went quiet for several moments. “This can’t be right…”

What can’t be right?

A few seconds passed before he responded. “That thing… it has the same essence signature as the flower bud.”

Where? I don’t see any bud on its body, I said, frantically scanning for the bud with white petals that should be protruding from its back like the troll and the bloodfang.

“It’s… The bud is inside its body. In its chest… left side. Where your heart is.”

My heart?

“Take the injured out of here!” Garland bellowed, drawing my attention back to the fight.

Without waiting for a response, he charged at the monster. Tentacles launched at him but he swatted them away with his shield before closing the distance swiftly. His battle axe gleamed in the sunlight as he swung the massive weapon down in an overhead strike.

The monster lurched sideways, just barely avoiding being cleaved in half. But Sylvia appeared behind it in a burst of shadows with her double daggers in hand. Her blades plunged into its furry back.

Her attack didn’t end there. Two blades of dark energy burst out the front of the abominable creature's stomach, gushing black blood down its massive body. Its bestial eyes bulged with shock as an agonizing roar filled the boulevard.

Garland didn’t let the opening slip away and swiftly drew back his axe for another attack. However, the monster’s snake tail snapped out and bit his thigh before he could swing down. Green pus oozed from the bite wound along with his blood.

The Knight grunted and his movement instantly slowed from Poison. The monster slammed its tentacles into his side, throwing him several feet through the air before he went crashing into a building.

With the imminent threat gone, the beast sent its tail striking backward at the Rogue, but she disappeared in a swirl of shadows before the fangs could find their mark. Sylvia reappeared near the crumbling marble wall where Garland had slammed into.

“This thing is way more resilient than I anticipated,” the Rogue said conversationally as if the other adventurer hadn’t been struck with a powerful blow.

As she spoke, the two holes that ran through the monster’s abdomen knitted together before disappearing in seconds, leaving behind only the dark blood stains on its brown fur. From how fast it could heal, resilient might have been a gross understatement.

Sylvia didn’t seem surprised by the rapid healing. Considering her rank, the monsters she normally faced likely had some kind of regenerative capabilities, so she must have expected as much from this one.

“I know. Threat 6 or 7 from the look of it,” Garland agreed before the stones shifted and he pushed out of the rubble. He stumbled, then hissed. “Be careful. That tail also has high level Poison.”

A flash of light washed over the Knight in the next second. Pain and sluggishness in his posture were gone instantly. I had no idea what skill he just used but it was probably something that could nullify abnormal status effects, since the bruises and small cuts were still there.

The other adventurers were doing everything they could to get the injured out of the way. Those that were able carried the ones that couldn’t move on their own, while others limped to safety as fast as they could.

“Come, adventurers. Let’s have some fun,” a deep, guttural voice cracked across the boulevard.

I blinked in surprise, and the two high Valorants did as well. Not only did the monster just speak, it also taunted them with a beckoning gesture. It didn’t seem afraid of them at all.

“Di-Did it just say ‘Let’s have some fun’?” Amelia asked from my right with an incredulous expression.

“That’s what I heard too,” I agreed, unable to believe my ears.

“But monsters can’t talk… right?”

I didn’t have a response to her question and just kept staring at the strange creature. The Archer wasn’t wrong about monsters not being able to talk. At least not ones the Adventurers had recorded ever since its founding one hundred years ago.

“What’s the matter, adventurers? You’re too afraid to fight me?” the monster asked with a condescending sneer.

Without waiting for the adventurers to respond, the beast swung its tentacle arm in an upward arc. An intense gust exploded from the motion, followed by a near transparent blade soaring through the air.

Garland immediately held his shield closer while Sylvia vanished in whirling shadows. The blade slammed into the Knight’s defense and staggered him back half a step. Then he planted his feet and lunged at his enemy.

The battle axe glinted in the waning sunlight as he swung down. At the same moment, the Rogue appeared behind the monster in a burst of dark clouds. Once again, her daggers were gleaming with shadowy energy.

However, countless vines shot up from the ground to immobilize her before she could strike. Its clawed hand shot up to seize the shaft of Garland’s axe, halting the strike barely an inch from its neck.

Before the Knight could recover, its tentacles slithered around his towering frame, holding him aloft and unable to escape. The high Valorant Knight cried out as the sound of groaning steel echoed down the boulevard. The monster was crushing his torso, and with his axe caught, he had no way of freeing himself.

“Is that all you’ve got, adventurers?” the monster asked with a sadistic glee in its green eyes.

My heart wrenched as things went from bad to worse in a matter of seconds. The image of Sammus’s blood-soaked body flashed through my mind and my body reacted. I lunged forward with a war cry, Steel Heart flashing blue and white in my hands.

“Let them go!” I roared before slashing through the air and unleashing a crescent blade of brilliant light at the beast.

Radiant Slash struck it squarely in the side. However, instead of cleaving through, my attack threw the creature sideways and sent it crashing into the rubble of the Eastern Gate. Dust and debris billowed everywhere as the boulevard fell hauntingly silent.

Garland collapsed to one knee, wheezing and coughing up blood. The high Valorant Rogue appeared beside him in the next moment once her movement skill came off cooldown, allowing her to escape the vines.

“Are you alright?” I asked, stopping a few steps behind them.

The foxkin didn’t answer right away, but drew in a deep breath before spitting out a glob of blood. He stood, then turned his hazel gaze to me and tipped his chin.

“Thanks, kid,” he said and turned back to the fading dust cloud where the monster had landed.

A small vial appeared in his shield hand as we waited in high alert. He deftly unstopped it with his thumb and drained its shimmering green contents. All the visible cuts and bruises on his face and arms immediately vanished, coaxing a sigh of relief from him.

“Get out of here all of you,” Sylvia ordered.

“You’ve to attack the left side of its chest. That’s where its heart is,” I blurted and tapped my chest for emphasis, ignoring the order to retreat.

Both of them immediately looked at me with quizzical expressions. “How did you know that?” the Rogue asked.

“I’ve fought this type of monster before,” I responded without hesitation before quickly adding, “I mean, a much weaker version of this one.”

There was no way I would tell them about Steel Heart. Even if we were fighting together, this wasn’t the type of secret I could share with people I had just met. It was also not a complete lie. I had fought with monsters with flower buds on their bodies before.

“What were you thinking, rushing out all by yourself like that?” Amelia asked as my companions caught up to me.

“Sorry. I just acted without thinking,” I said and gave her a sheepish smile.

Before we could say anything more, a golden light enveloped Garland for a brief moment before disappearing. The faint shimmer of light on his body indicated that the spell used was Protection and not Heal.

“Thank you, miss,” he said with an appreciative nod toward Darla.

The rubble where the monster had landed erupted in a spray of rocks and debris, blowing up dust everywhere. A burst of wind cut through the white cloud, forcing us to split up.

The transparent blade of wind tore past us before slicing a marble building in half. Its walls collapsed in on itself, then the whole structure crumbled to the ground. Fortunately, the area had been evacuated and no one was inside.

“Alright! If you want to help then listen up!” Sylvia bellowed from the other side of the boulevard. “That thing is at least Threat 6 or 7. The tentacle arm can use Gale Slasher. The snake bite will inflict Poison. It also has incredible strength on top of those abilities. There may be more, so stay on guard.”

“Got it!” I said before the girls responded with similar affirmation.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

THE HERO

The monster strolled out of the fading dust cloud unscathed by my attack. Well, not exactly. The black stain on its tentacle arm was a telltale sign that the Radiant Slash had cut into its flesh moments ago.

Considering its wounds from Sylvia’s stabs had knitted together in seconds, I wasn’t surprised my attack didn’t leave a mark. Still, I had hoped to do more significant damage than just a small gash on its arm.

“Garland! You take point! The rest of you keep it busy however you can and don’t die!” the high Valorant Rogue ordered.

“Got it!” the four of us said in near unison while the foxkin nodded.

The Valorant Knight charged forward with his axe drawn back. Though there hadn’t been any visible physical changes, he seemed to wield his massive weapon with more ease while also moving at a higher speed. I had little doubt he had activated some kind of skill to enhance his combat capabilities.

I immediately did the same, activating Invigorate and Surge at the same time. Power coursed through my body, followed by the lightness of improved agility.

“Let’s go, Brielle!” I said before darting forward, a few steps behind Garland.

An arrow flew past me before splitting into four as we closed in on the monster. It swatted the projectiles away with the tentacle arm as if swatting flies from the air, then roared at us.

With its maw stretched wide, a bright red and smoldering glow rose from within its throat. “It’s using a skill! Watch out!” Steel Heart warned.

“Incoming attack—” was all I could say before a blast of fire erupted from its mouth in a scorching cone.

I leaped sideways to avoid the flame attack, but Garland couldn’t evade in time and took it head-on. A cold dread slithered down my back as the blaze engulfed him fully while blocking my view of Brielle.

Tearing my gaze from the fire, I gritted my teeth and rushed for the monster. I had to trust in their ability and believe they would survive. Worrying about their safety wouldn’t change anything.

As I rapidly closed the distance, a whirlwind of darkness swirled behind the beast. Sylvia appeared at its back once more, her blades coated in shadowy energy. From the angle of her daggers, she clearly planned to plunge them through its heart from behind.

The snake tail lashed out and bit into her side before she could launch her strike. Blood and green pus oozed from the bite wound and her movement immediately slowed.

She grunted in pain and tried to leap back, but tentacles slithered around her torso before she could. A choked cry escaped her lips as the writhing appendages tightened their hold and crushed her.

“Fuck!” I spat as I turned Steel Heart in my hands and pointed him at the monster’s left chest, hoping I could reach it in time.

A battle cry tore across the battlefield before Garland burst upward from the roaring blaze, holding his massive axe overhead. The monster was unfazed by the Knight’s resilience and merely snapped its jaw shut to cut off the flame.

It braced for the incoming attack as the foxkin soared through the air with smoke trailing behind him. I used the distraction to close in on the beast, my blade flashing blue and white as I thrust forward with all my might at its heart.

Something slammed into me from the side before Steel Heart could reach his mark. I flew backward, tumbling and pinwheeling from the impact. The world spun around me until I crashed on the stone pavement with a choked gasp.

A body lay atop me when I was coherent enough to perceive my surroundings again. Sylvia was groaning as she pushed off me to stand. She only managed to rise halfway before dropping on one knee with a grunt.

One of her hands clutched at her side where the snake tail had bitten her. Blood and green pus continued to seep between her fingers and her face paled visibly. A vial with deep red fluid appeared in her free hand a moment later before she uncorked it and drained the contents.

Color immediately returned to her cheeks and her breathing leveled out. When she removed her hand from her midriff, the holes in her black form-fitting top only revealed pale skin with stains of blood and poison pus.

She must have drunk some kind of potion with the combined effects of heal and abnormal status cure—the Restorative Potion. Though it would be incredibly convenient to carry just one type of potion such as this one into battle, its list price of two thousand vinhs per bottle instantly deterred me from doing so.

A feral grunt drew my attention from the Rogue to the unfolding battle. To my relief, Brielle was there in the fray. Garland was leading the fight while the dragonkin and Amelia supported him by attacking its blind spots.

Several arrows were protruding from the monster’s chest and arms. A few of them even oozed green pus, but the beast didn’t seem to slow down in the slightest. Considering it had a Poison attack of its own, there was a chance that it also had immunity against its effects.

The Monk had landed strike after strike on it and, from the fist-size craters and its roars of pain, she had used Iron Fist as often as she could. Still, the damned thing just healed back as if nothing had happened.

Even Darla was there, casting Divine Shield to protect Garland and healing everyone to the best of her ability. However, the chaotic battle didn’t give her a chance to use Divine Lance since she could deal friendly damage with everyone moving around in close proximity to one another.

“Can you stand?” Sylvia asked, standing before extending a hand toward me.

I grabbed it and she easily pulled me up. “Have you faced anything like this before?” I asked.

“No,” she said flatly. “I’ve fought many powerful monsters with regenerative capabilities, but not one of them could heal up this quickly. It might only be a Threat 6, but the rapid regeneration is making it nearly impossible to kill.”

Though monsters were classified into different Threat-Levels just like how adventurers had Ranks, their strength was not a one-to-one comparison. A Threat-Level 6 monster would normally require at least five Rank 7 adventurers, or ten Rank 6,  to eliminate.

Having five Rank 5 like us joining them might help even the odds somewhat, but the fight would still be tight under normal circumstances. However, the beast’s rapid regeneration had tipped the scale unfairly in its favor.

“Where are the other high rank adventurers?” I asked, incredulous that no one had shown up yet.

“Several Rank 6 and one Rank 7 were killed when that thing showed up out of nowhere. A bunch of low Valors also got caught up in the skirmish and died. As for Champions, they were out quelling monster attacks as far as I know,” she said before sighing. “So, it’s on us to kill that abomination or die trying, kid.”

“That… not very reassuring if you ask me,” Steel Heart chimed in.

You think! I shot back.

“At least we know how to kill it. That has to help somehow, right?” I said with an awkward chuckle.

She was quiet for a moment before she said, “No, it knows that the heart is its only weakness. It’s been protecting the left side of its chest. That’s why we can’t just aim there. We have to keep landing attacks and wear it down. It’s going to take time, but that’s our best chance of finding an opening.”

As I watched the battle, something caught my attention. Though the beast was powerful and resilient, it hadn’t been able to avoid most of our attacks. Why? Even if it could regenerate almost instantaneously, taking that much damage wasn’t a smart way to fight.

“It doesn’t have a lot of experience fighting strong opponents,” Sylvia said as if hearing the question in my mind. “That’s why it has been easily overwhelmed by our coordinated attacks. We definitely have a chance.”

I nodded, agreeing with her reasoning. “Alright! Let’s do this!”

The high Valorant Rogue smoothly flipped the daggers into reverse grip before launching forward in a blur. I followed behind, Surge allowing me to keep up with her speed for the time being.

Garland let out a deafening war cry as we joined the fray. The monster tensed up for a brief second before its lips pulled back into a snarl and its green eyes focused solely on the Knight.

That was undoubtedly one of the staple tanker skills called Taunt. The skill would make nearby monsters go berserk and draw their hostility toward the user, causing them to ignore other adventurers and focus their attacks on one person.

Against a weaker horde of monsters, Taunt was very useful for protecting allies and crowding them in one place for powerful wide area attacks that would wipe them all out at once.

However, the skill was also a double-edged sword. Under its influence, the abominable beast would do everything in its power to kill him. Without proper support, it could quickly kill the Knight with its overwhelming strength in seconds.

Fortunately, Garland wasn’t alone. Just like me, Darla knew exactly what type of skill the foxkin had just used and immediately cast Protection on him again. A flash of brilliant light washed over his powerful frame as he also buffed himself up with his own skills.

The monster swung its clawed hand at him, and he managed to block it with his shield. The skill he had just used likely enhanced his strength and allowed him to hold his ground against its overwhelming power.

The Rogue used the opening to attack it from behind with her movement skill while Brielle and I struck from the side. However, it still managed to protect its heart under the influence of Taunt.

“DIE! DIE! DIE!” the monster roared.

Its tentacle arm swiped in a wide arc and forced me and the dragonkin to duck. The foxkin Knight took the attack with his shield, but the impact was too powerful this time and he was thrown off balance.

Garland slumped sideways with a grunt before dropping on one knee. The beast lunged for him but I landed a slash across its thigh first, causing it to stagger with an agonizing howl.

Sylvia appeared above the monster in a burst of shadow and stabbed her blades into the side of its neck. She was in the perfect position to decapitate it. Fuck! Even if we didn’t destroy the heart, cutting off its head might just do the trick.

However, a cry of pain escaped her lips before she could slash out. The snake tail had bitten into her thigh and injected her with Poison once more. She gritted her teeth and forced her daggers forward, but only accomplished an inch before the tentacles wrapped around her arms and yanked her off.

The raven-haired Rogue slammed into the ground with a reverberating thud. She bounced before skidding across the stones and didn’t stand back up. Darla was rushing toward her as I turned away from the battered adventurer.

Brielle was engaging the beast, landing punches on its massive body after it had collapsed on one knee. A low growl rumbled from its snarling maw as its green eyes fixated on the Valorant Knight, but the daggers in its neck kept it from moving freely.

Its lion face abruptly distorted with pain when the Monk created a fist-size crater in its side. The monster roared, its towering body tensing as it fought against the effect of Taunt to attack her.

Before she could land another hit, countless vine-like tendrils shot from the ground and entangled her body. Slowly, the beast turned its head to look at her, its clawed hand rising with immense effort.

“Fucking die already!” I growled and lunged forward.

Steel Heart flashed blue and white as I thrust him at its heart. My sword pierced its furry chest but only an inch. Its tentacles had wrapped around the translucent blade and kept me from pushing further. Even with Invigorate, my strength wasn’t enough to overcome it.

The abominable creature glared down at me, lips pulling back into a feral snarl. Then its eyes went wide in surprise. “He… He-ro… Hero… The Hero…” it sputtered.

“What the fuck are—”

The monster roared, cutting me off before I could finish. Its tentacles swiftly slithered across Steel Heart to wrap around my hand and kept me from pulling away. It rose to its full height, the tensions in its shoulders dissipating. Taunt had run out.

“The Hero! I’ve found the Hero!” it said excitedly. “Now, I just have to kill you. Father will surely bless me with a name if I kill the Hero for him!”

“Let go!” I growled and yanked backward with all my might, but only managed to pull back an inch.

The tentacles squeezed around my hand and sharp pain shot up my arm as if someone had poured fire into my veins. I screamed as my bones creaked then snapped within its powerful grasp.

“Time for you to die, Hero.” The monster flashed me a bestial grin, its clawed hand rising high.

An arrow stabbed through one of its eyes, followed by three more on various spots of its lion face. Its head snapped backward violently from the impact. The tentacles loosened just enough for me to pull my mangled hand free, but Steel Heart was still tangled in its writhing appendages.

“Get away from him!” Amelia bellowed from somewhere behind me.

Before the monster could recover, Garland slammed into it with his shield, causing Steel Heart to slip free from its tentacles. He clattered on the ground as the beast stumbled back, looking stunned—likely an effect of Bash. Without missing a beat, the Knight launched forward with another attack.

His massive axe glowed with energy as he swung down at the beast. The strike picked up speed as his weapon arced through the air and, instead of one slash, he attacked twice in swift succession.

Two massive gashes sprayed black blood from the monster’s torso as it staggered, then collapsed backward with a deafening crash. Dust billowed around its unmoving form.

The high Valorant Knight drew in a shuddering breath, swaying on his feet. His posture was still tense as he forced himself toward the beast, his axe dragging along the ground at his side.

Darla was beside me in the next moment, dropping to her knees with a panicked look on her face. She hovered both of her hands over my broken one before golden light bloomed in her palms and the pain gradually lessened.

“Ho-Hold on,” she said, her voice stuttering and her raven brows knitting tightly.

“I’m—nghh! I’m okay,” I groaned. The sensation of my bones shifting back into place was downright unpleasant but I gritted my teeth and endured until she was done.

“Thank you,” I said as I clenched and unclenched my hand and felt no pain. “You’re incredible.”

Her violet eyes went wide as if shocked at the praise, and her cheeks burned bright red before she ducked her head, looking away. However, instead of staying that way and muttering a response like she normally did, she looked back at me from beneath her long lashes before her lips quivered.

“Y-You’re wel… welcome,” she said almost too softly.

I blinked in surprise at how bashful and timid she looked. Suddenly, Roriella’s scolding about ‘eye contact’ and Amelia’s insistence that I read between the lines made perfect sense, and my jaw went slack.

Darla didn’t hate me. She wasn’t being hostile. She was just an extremely shy girl, who seemed to have trouble talking to me. I nearly smacked myself in the head at the realization. I had been worked up over a stupid misunderstanding.

“I’m glad you’re having a cute moment with her, but might I remind you that we are fighting a very powerful monster right now?” Steel Heart’s voice cut through my addled thoughts, jolting me back to the present.

Is—Is it dead? I asked, my cheeks heating, as I located my sword laying on the ground a few feet away.

“Not yet. But its essence has weakened drastically,” he said with a cautious tone. “We must kill it now before it can recover.”

I nodded, completely agreeing with the sentiment. If the monster was Threat-Level 6 like Sylvia had speculated, we would have no chance of defeating it once it fully recovered. It was now or never.

Garland lifted his axe over his head and swung down without preamble. The sharp blade arced toward the monster’s exposed neck but never reached it. His weapon sunk halfway into its furry forearm and lodged there.

Before the Knight could react, the beast opened its maw and unleashed a flame blast at him. The blaze engulfed his upper half before blowing him backward. He spun head-over-heel through the air before crashing through a window of the nearby shop.

The monster stumbled to its feet, growling and wheezing. “Time… to die, He—Hero,” it said through labored breathing.

“That isn’t good,” Steel Heart commented with a wave of trepidation.

“No shit!” I grunted before scrambling forward to pick up my sword.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

IMPROVISE

The monster swayed on its feet, glaring at me with feral eyes. What should have been fatal gashes that ran diagonally from its shoulders to the opposite sides of its ribs were closing. Black blood coated the front of its body, squirting from its mending injuries.

Between the knitting flesh, a faint pulsing light was visible inside its chest cavity. However, instead of a sternum and curved pieces of bone, its ribcage was one solid piece that looked like a breastplate. Two diagonal gouges were visible on it and didn’t seem to fill out even as its skin regenerated.

How is it not dead from Garland’s attack? I asked Steel Heart, not daring to take my eyes off the beast.

“From the drastic weakening of its essence, the attack probably did an extremely high amount of damage. But its incredible regenerative ability is keeping it alive.”

But even an attack that powerful couldn’t get through to its heart! I said, and he sent back a quizzical expression. Realizing my mistake, I let him see the monster’s chest just a moment before it was completely healed.

“That’s not good,” he murmured with a heavy tinge of trepidation.

Exactly!

“But there’s still a chance. All you’ve to do is break through that… thing.”

How? Even Garland’s attacks couldn’t break it.

He was quiet for a second before he said, “Its essence has weakened a lot after taking all those attacks. That’s a sign of exhaustion. It isn’t over yet!”

The telltale signs of fatigue immediately stood out to me once Steel Heart mentioned it. Though it still vowed to kill me, it hadn’t moved from the spot. The labored breathing and twitching of its green eyes also made it looked as if it had trouble staying conscious.

“So, the flower bud can heal it rapidly but can’t restore its strength?” I mused aloud.

The answer came unexpectedly from my right, instead of from my sword. “He-Healing magic and Healing Potions can’t restore your strength. They can only mend your wounds.”

Darla stepped up to stand at my side with her mace held tightly in both hands. “That’s why you still need rest after being healed,” she added.

I couldn’t help but blink at the revelation. “Shit! You’re right.”

There had been multiple examples of that even from my own experience. Like in my first dungeon run with Amelia and Brielle, we had used several Healing Potions to treat our injuries. Because of that, we had beaten the dungeon practically unscathed but I was still exhausted afterward.

“If we can keep dealing damage, it’ll definitely falter and give us an opening to destroy its heart,” Steel Heart chimed in.

I nodded inwardly before the Archer and Monk joined us.

“What’s the plan now? Its heart is fully protected!” Amelia asked with a hint of panic in her tone.

“Hero… Fight me… I’ll kill… I will kill… you…” the monster rumbled and staggered forward a step.

Though its ghastly wounds were completely healed at this point, it still hadn’t attacked me. That meant Darla’s theory was spot on, and we still had a chance of defeating this damned abomination.

“No plan,” I said flatly. “We just have to hit it with everything we’ve got and wait for an opening to destroy its heart.”

My redhead lover looked at me as if I was out of my mind. “That may have been the most outrageous plan you’ve ever come up with. How are we supposed to defeat that thing when even two high Valors can’t do it?”

The dragonkin had a worried look on her face as well but didn’t say anything. Still, she was likely thinking the same thing as Amelia. I concisely told them about the revelation I just had about healing and fatigue before their faces lit up with hope.

“Brielle, use Essence Explosion. Amelia, focus all your attacks on its eyes. Keep it blind,” I said firmly before turning to the Cleric. “You’ll support us and use Divine Lance when there is an opening, Darla.”

She gave me a firm nod before the other two voiced their affirmation. I also didn’t miss the tiny smirk that curled my redhead lover’s lip at the interaction between me and the catkin. I ignored it, for now. She would certainly bring it up later.

With that, I reached out a fist between the four of us. They bumped it with theirs, confident smiles blooming on our faces. “Alright! Let’s take it down Mystic Seeker style!” I said before we fell into position to engage the beast.

Brielle came up to my left and activated Essence Explosion. Her sunkissed skin immediately turned red as if her blood was boiling. Steam rose from her parted lips and body as a look of determination crossed her face.

“Don’t overdo it,” I warned.

“Yes! I’ll be careful,” she said with a nod before darting off at a blinding speed.

The immense power that came with unleashing her skill still astonished me no matter how many times I had seen it. The Monk was already a powerful fighter, but Essence Explosion made her lethal. The thought of fighting alongside her just gave me a boost of confidence we could win against this monster.

I quickly used Invigorate and Surge, then rushed after her. Even with my enhanced speed that could keep up with the high Valorant Rogue, I wasn’t anywhere close to catching up with the dragonkin.

She was already engaging the abominable creature when I was only halfway there. Blow after blow slammed into it from multiple directions, causing it to stagger and grunt in pain. In its tired state, it couldn’t keep up with her swift movements.

An arrow stabbed its left cheek, just an inch below its green eye, before three more essence arrows plunged into its face. Its head snapped sharply from the force and it stumbled backward a few steps.

“Nice shot!” I praised as I came within striking range.

Steel Heart flashed blue and white, arcing through the air toward its exposed chest. However, my blade was stopped well before the target. The beast blocked my slash with its tentacle arm. Steel Heart’s translucent edge sank deep into its flesh but couldn’t cut through.

With a grunt, I yanked back my sword and lashed out again and again. The monster swayed and stumbled from the barrage of our relentless strikes, but it wouldn’t go down or leave an opening for us to reach its heart.

It fought back with swipes of its clawed hand while thrashing its tentacles around, likely in hopes of catching one of us. Fortunately, the two of us were fast enough to avoid getting caught.

The beast raked its claws at me in a wide swing, and I ducked beneath the attack. It stumbled forward from over exertion, opening itself up to a powerful punch from Brielle. Its lion face scrunched up in immense pain as a resounding thud reverberated through the air where her fist had connected with its side.

An opening presented itself to me when the monster twisted around as if trying to get away from her. Its arms were flailing and left its furry torso fully open. I immediately took the opportunity and activated Critical Strike to increase my damage even more.

I swung down with everything I had. Steel Heart sliced through its bestial flesh without resistance before raking across a hard, unyielding surface beneath its muscled chest.

A long, gnarly gash cut across its left shoulder to the right side of its abdomen. Dark blood and entrails spilled out from the wound I had opened in its stomach and a deep gouge was left on its ribcage, adding to the two Garland had left behind.

Hope flared in my chest. Even if I wasn’t able to cut through the bone, it didn’t refill like its flesh. We could wear it down and eventually break it. That wouldn’t be too far out of reach for us. Hopefully.

I quickly followed up with two more slashes that opened up its chest and drew shallow lines on its breastplate-like bone. Then I was forced to retreat when it swung its clawed hand at me.

With a quick twist of its torso, the beast launched its tentacles after me. But Brielle was there, dropping from above with her heel snapping down on its outstretched arm.

The tentacles smashed into the ground instead of catching me. However, the move had left the Monk vulnerable. The snake tail lashed out at her a heartbeat before her feet could touch the ground.

She cried out as the fangs sank deep into her thigh, injecting her with Poison. The attack didn’t end there, the tail whipped around and threw her into a nearby building.

My heart lurched at the sound of her pained scream, even when I knew she would recover quickly with Essence Explosion still active. Rage boiled in my veins, and I closed in on the abominable creature with a war cry.

Steel Heart sang through the air, slicing deep into its midriff and opening up its stomach. More black blood and guts spilled out before the previous wound could completely heal.

“Hero!” it roared in agony, staggering.

Its snake tail shot toward me, but I saw it coming. I blocked the glinting fangs with my shield before swiftly cleaving the head off. The monster howled in pain and rage, raking its clawed hand down from above me. The enhancement of Surge allowed me to shift out of the way barely in time.

Spinning around with Steel Heart rising, I slashed down and cleaved its chest open from right shoulder to left abdomen. My attack carved another shallow gouge on its ribcage. That was when I saw a chip in the middle part of its breastplate-like sternum where the indentations intersected.

If we concentrate our attacks at that location, we might have a chance of breaking through. However, I couldn’t tell the girls the revelation without the monster also hearing it, and I also couldn’t fall back, or it would have time to recover. So, I gritted my teeth and kept attacking.

I landed two more slashes before the beast swung its tentacle arm at me. With its stomach and chest still open, its movement was drastically slower than before, allowing me time to react.

Ducking beneath its swipe, I drew a severe gash across its furry thigh. A weaker monster would have lost its leg, but its thick femur prevented my blade from slicing through cleanly. Still, the wound caused it to collapse on one knee.

“I’m not your fucking Hero!” I bellowed, my sword flashing in an arc toward its neck.

Just before Steel Heart made contact, the monster twisted sideways and caught the translucent blue edge in its clawed hand. Black blood oozed from its palm as it held tight to him, and I was certain a normal blade would have shattered under its grip.

As I struggled to pull my weapon free, Brielle burst out from the rubbles of the building she had crashed into. Debris dusted her raven hair and crimson skin as she closed the distance in a blink.

From her speed and clear eyes, she had undoubtedly taken Poison Cure. A glimpse of Darla kneeling near the crash site only confirmed my assumption. Aside from me, she was another person in our party who had the status cures in her Spatial Storage.

The dragonkin’s steel fist rammed into the beast’s back, forcing a choked grunt from it. The tail lashed out at her, but the snake head hadn’t regrown yet. Without the venomous fangs, it wasn’t a real threat.

She caught the tail in one hand before thrusting her knuckles into its back one more time. With a desperate roar, the monster released Steel Heart and swung its tentacle arm in a wide arc, forcing us to duck.

Before we could launch more attacks, its maw snapped open and a smoldering fire bloomed within its throat. I moved instinctively even before my brain could register what I was seeing.

“Incoming!” Steel Heart warned.

I wrapped my shield arm around Brielle’s waist and half-leaped, half-carried her sideways. Her body burned my exposed skin but I ignored it, as I threw us to the ground. I scrambled to cover the dragonkin with my body, completely ignoring the fact that she was practically fireproof.

Heat scorched across my back as I tugged her tightly against my chest. It didn’t matter if she could withstand intense heat. I would still protect her with everything I had. I grunted through the burning pain as the blast continued without seeming to end.

The blaze cut off abruptly with a grunt of pain. I immediately scrambled to my feet with Brielle, ignoring the intense burning sensation on my back. The stench of sulfur and singed hair were all I could smell, and smoke billowed around me

Four arrows protruding from one side of its face were undoubtedly what interrupted the beast’s skill. The three essence arrows dissipated, leaving behind three holes that oozed black blood. The beast reached up to yank free the real arrows, one from the last attack and two more from earlier, before snapping them in half with a growl.

“He… ro…” the monster growled, its one good green eye shifting in my direction.

My head was spinning and I was seeing double, but I refused to back down. If we didn’t take it down right here and it was allowed to heal up, the rest of Vinhels would be in danger.

Brielle staggered to her feet next to me, her skin returning to its tan hue, but intense heat still radiated off her body. She was drenched in sweat and swaying on her feet as if just standing was all she could manage.

“Are you guys alright?” Amelia asked before appearing on my left.

“Never been better,” I said, my vision focusing.

“I—I am… alright…” the dragonkin said unconvincingly.

Darla stepped up next to the Archer, but didn’t say anything. From the determined look on her face and how tight she was clutching her mace, she was going to fight alongside us until the end. I couldn’t help but smile at the thought.

“The countless regenerations have worn it down greatly. But it won’t stay that way for long. We’ve to end it now!” Steel Heart warned, and I couldn’t agree more.

“Let’s give it our all one last time,” I said, eyeing the beast cautiously.

The girls nodded their agreement, followed by an affirmative, “Yes!”

“Here goes nothing!”

I rushed forward with a war cry before activating Invigorate and Surge once more. Strength flooded my body as my steps grew lighter. An idea flashed through my mind, and I was certain it could work… if I executed it perfectly.

“Amelia! Darla! Wait for my signal. Aim for its heart!” I bellowed as we closed in on the monster.

“What signal?” they asked almost in unison, but I didn’t have a chance to explain. All I could do was trust that they would know what to do when the time came.

The beast roared and raised its clawed hand to strike at us. Four arrows punched through its palm in the next moment, halting its attack. However, it didn’t stop and lashed out with its tentacle arm.

I rammed my shield into the writhing appendages with all my weight behind it, opening a path for Brielle. She rushed straight for its exposed torso. Its maw yawned open and snapped down at the Monk, but she twisted away just in time.

Using the momentum of her spin, she rammed a fist into its abdomen. The impact rippled outward, causing the monster to double over with bulging eyes. She followed that up with an uppercut, but her follow-up strike didn’t have the same impact without Iron Fist or Essence Explosion.

Still, she managed to jolt its head upward enough to expose its chest for me. Brielle knowingly leaped clear as the monster stumbled backward a step. Seizing the opening, I gripped Steel Heart in both hands and swung down diagonally, unleashing his Radiant Slash at the beast.

However, knowing the attack wouldn’t have enough damage to break its ribcage, I dashed after the brilliant blade of light. Surge allowed me to keep up with the skill, and I activated Critical Strike preemptively for the next step of my plan.

My timing must be perfect.

As Steel Heart’s Radiant Slash struck the monster, I swung my sword down diagonally from the opposite side. With a battle cry, I unleashed my Radiant Slash. The two crescent blades joined together into a cross of brilliant light.

“Heeeeeroooooo!” the monster roared indignantly, its durability fighting back against my attack.

A crack reverberated around me as my attack erupted in a blinding flash across the main boulevard. Its tentacle arm slammed into my side, throwing me off my feet. I crashed on the stone ground with a grunt before quickly scrambling back in caution of a follow-up strike. But it didn’t come.

The beast was staggering backward, its skin sizzling with smoke billowing from its chest. Its arms were flailing and its lion face was scrunched up in immense pain.

However, the thing that drew my eyes instantly was the gaping hole in its chest where its sternum should have been. Within the exposed cavity, a flower bud was pulsing slowly.

“Now!” I ordered, but four arrows were already soaring toward the hole I had opened up.

A spear of pure white light followed before all five projectiles struck true, stabbing and shredding the petals and stem. The monster stumbled back several more steps and stopped, swaying on its feet.

“H-He… ro… I… kill…” was all it managed before collapsing face-first into the stone ground and going still.

Is it dead for real now? I asked Steel Heart, partially expecting him to say ‘yes’ but also bracing myself for the worse. A cold dread settled in my stomach when he didn’t say anything for a long time. You’ve got to be kidding me!

“N-No! No. It’s dead,” he said before quickly adding, “The flower bud is dead. Its essence signature is gone. But something else appeared.”

What do you mean ‘appeared’? I asked, trepidation trickling down my back like an icy finger. Is it going to get back up and fight us some more?

Steel Heart sounded thoughtful when he said, “I don’t know… I hope not.”

You hope not? What is that supposed to mean?

“I mean… this new essence feels familiar. Strangely familiar,” he said, sounding wistful.

As I stared at the monster, trying to understand Steel Heart’s words, steam rose from its bestial body. “What the fuck is happening?” I blurted.

“What now?” Amelia asked, coming up behind me with an arrow nocked.

Brielle flanked her, grimacing at the sight. “It’s still not dead?”

The horrified look on Darla’s face was what urged me to say something. “No, it’s dead. Steel Heart confirmed it. But he also said a new essence signature had appeared.”

“What does that mean?” the Archer asked with one eyebrow raised.

I shrugged. “Beats me. He just said it felt familiar.”

The furry flesh of the beast split and disintegrated, seemingly evaporating and floating away with the steam. The fog slowly dissipated to reveal a body of a lithe woman with long white hair. She was curling a fetal position and completely naked.

“A woman was inside that monster?” Amelia asked, looking completely baffled.

“She… She is an elf… Right?” Steel Heart said with a heavy tinge of uncertainty and… longing?

I took a closer look at the woman and blinked. “Oh shit… Is this for real?”

The girls looked at me in confusion before their gaze followed mine to see what I was staring at. A collective gasp followed. Darla clasped both hands on her mouth as her eyes went wide while Brielle glanced back at me in bewilderment.

“How is this possible? They’re supposed to be…” my redhead lover breathed.

“I don’t know… but sh-she really is… an elf,” I said as I stared unblinking at a visible long ear that tapered into a pointed tip, peeking out from her river of white hair.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

ACTING NORMAL

All of us stared dumbfounded at the woman on the ground. Someone appearing out of a disintegrated monster’s corpse was already strange enough. For that someone to be an elf, a race which had been wiped out three hundred years ago, was beyond any of our wildest imaginations.

I was the first to snap out of my stupor and rushed toward her. Pulling a cloak from my Spatial Storage, I dropped to one knee and draped it over her prone form.

“What should we do?” Amelia asked, crouching next to me.

I didn’t have an answer for her right away. “Let’s take her back to our room first,” I eventually suggested, looking to my redhead lover and the other girls.

With their nods, I gathered the elf woman in my arms and stood, surprised by how light she felt. She didn’t look any skinnier or smaller than Brielle but seemed to weigh quite a bit less.

Amelia promptly lifted the hood of the cloak to cover the elf’s white hair and pointed ears without needing me to ask. We didn’t know what would happen if people learned that an elf had suddenly appeared, and we would rather not find out. At least not yet.

We probably couldn’t hide her for long. She might have the knowledge that could help us fight against the mad Wizard and the Verdant Corruption. That information would be too valuable for the survival of Elathia to keep from the public.

For now, however, I would keep her hidden until she woke up.

Another reason I wanted to keep her with us was because of Steel Heart’s words. Her essence had been strangely familiar to him. I didn't know what that actually meant but staying in close proximity to her might help bring some of his memories back.

“Let’s check on Garland and Sylvia before we head back. I want to make sure they’re okay,” I said, my chest tightening as I glanced at their still bodies.

Darla nodded, then went to the Valorant Knight while Brielle jogged to check on the Rogue. A golden light washed over the foxkin’s body when the Cleric cast Heal on him. The two joined me and Amelia once they were done.

“H-He should be fine now. I couldn’t fully heal him but he’s not in any life-threatening danger,” the catkin said, looking up at me through her long lashes.

Despite the situation, I couldn’t help but smile at the cute way she tried to keep eye contact with me. The flattening of her triangular ears atop her head and the incessant twitching of her tail were signs of her shyness—not annoyance as I had stupidly assumed. The realization just made me feel like an idiot.

“Sylvia is alright too. She’s only unconscious,” Brielle said.

I spared the high Valorants adventurers another glance as a pang of guilt stabbed my chest. The proper thing to do was to wait here until the city guards or other adventurers came around to help them. However, we also couldn’t stay here if we wanted to keep the elf from being discovered.

With my lips pressed into a thin line, I nodded. “We should go.”

With that, we headed for the Roaring Hearth. Darla took the lead because she was more familiar with the city than the rest of us. Instead of taking the main boulevard, she led us through secluded alleys and shortcuts to arrive behind the inn.

Lucky for us, the attack had forced everyone to evacuate away from District 4 and 5, leaving the Roaring Hearth completely empty, and its surrounding areas nearly devoid of people. A packed tavern would have been terrible for the secret we were trying to keep.

We quickly rushed through the tavern and to my room on the second floor. The hood of the cloak flipped down when I laid the elf on the bed, allowing me a close look at her face for the first time.

Her smooth skin was so pale that it nearly matched the ivory walls of the buildings outside. If not for her pointed ears and stark white hair, she would look just like a human woman with slightly high cheekbones.

“Sh-Should I tell my Master about her?” Darla asked before quickly adding, “She may know what to do.”

I turned to face her fully, contemplating her suggestion as I did. Then I shook my head slightly. “No, Steel Heart seems to know something about her, so I want to keep her here for now. At least, until she wakes up.”

The catkin looked as if she wanted to argue, but she nodded instead. “O-Okay.”

With that, I turned my thoughts inward and reached out to my sword. Hey. How are you doing, buddy?

Steel Heart was quiet for several moments before he spoke. “Very confused. I’m feeling sad from sensing her essence signature, but I don’t know why I am sad. I feel like I know her… or at least I knew her. But I shouldn’t because this sword is the thing that lets me detect essence.”

I took in his words as I tapped my chin in thought for a long while before I mused, What if… What if the essence detection ability is yours? I mean, what if it belongs to Soren?

An impression of a wide-eyed surprise pressed into my mind. “Th-That’s… Shit! That’s definitely possible.”

So, maybe this elf is someone you knew from back then?

“That’d make a lot of sense,” he agreed.

Do you want to see her? It might help you remember who she is, I suggested.

He was able to recall all the names of his companions when I showed him their statues even without any memories of them, so this time might work as well.

He fell silent long enough that I thought he would decline the offer, but he said with a trembling voice, “Yeah, let’s do it.”

With his agreement, I glanced back at the elf woman. I took in the sight of her long white hair, pointed ears, and smooth porcelain skin before sharing it with Steel Heart. A gasp was all the confirmation I needed. Then I got worried when he didn’t say anything for quite some time.

Hey, buddy. Are you alright? I asked, my brows knitting in concern.

He didn’t answer for several seconds until I was about to ask again. “Sh-She… She is Tariani’s little sister. Cara… Caradriel… Is this real?”

“What?” I blurted aloud, forgetting myself.

My outburst startled the girls and they rushed to crowd around me. “What is it?” Amelia asked, grasping my shoulders in her hands.

“Sh-She… This elf is… Tariani Suncrest’s younger sister,” I still couldn’t believe the words as they left my mouth.

The girls immediately turned to stare at the woman in my bed with utter disbelief on their faces. We had encountered many strange things over the past month, but this was far beyond anything we could have expected.

Are you sure? Did your memory come back? I asked Steel Heart.

His response was slow to come once more. “A little. I think. Like when I saw the statues, their faces flashed through my mind. Glimpses of Caradriel appeared too, but she looked different,” he said shakily.

Different? How?

“She… In my memory, she has beautiful golden hair like her sister. She also doesn’t look this pale. This person looks different, but I’m sure it’s her.”

Amelia turned to me once she snapped out of her shock stupor, drawing my attention from my sword. “Really? Did Steel Heart tell you that?”

I nodded. “Yeah, he just confirmed it. But he said she didn’t used to look like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“In his memory, she had blond hair, and her skin wasn’t this pale,” I explained.

Despite her unnatural appearance, however, she was still incredibly stunning. Her ivory skin had been soft and smooth to the touch even through the cloak when I carried her. The long white hair flowed around her sleeping face like silky strands of pearl that shimmered entrancingly in the sunlight.

We fell silent as the four of us stared at the unconscious woman without a clue of what to do with her. She had jolted some of Steel Heart’s memories back as I had hoped, but the information didn’t do anything aside from telling us who she was. Now, all we could do was wait for her to wake up.

“I-It will—” Darla said, and her voice sounded so loud in the quiet room that the other girls and I whipped our heads toward her so fast that we startled her.

The black slits in her pupils contracted into thin lines from our attention. Her triangle ears perked up and her tail puffed out. Her entire posture went rigid as if she was ready to bolt out of the room at any moment.

“Shit. I’m sorry,” I said, letting out a sigh as I squeezed my eyes shut. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just lost in thought.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “I-It’s okay.”

“What were you going to say?” Amelia asked in a gentle tone.

The catkin drew in a breath before she said, “It will look odd if all of us just disappear after the battle. I-I don’t think we should be hiding in here.”

“You’re right,” I blurted, realizing our mistake at her words.

Several adventurers and city guards saw us at the Eastern Gate. Even if they somehow forgot all about us, Garland and Sylvia wouldn’t. We fought alongside them to take down the monster. They would certainly mention us when the United Assembly questioned them about the incident.

The fact that there was no monster corpse while two high rank adventurers were left unconscious at the scene would undoubtedly warrant a thorough investigation into the matter. There was no way they wouldn’t trace things back to us.

I didn’t think we could keep the elf hidden forever, but I also didn’t think handing her over to the United Assembly was a good idea. They might lock her away to avoid mass hysteria or whatever, the same way they hid the knowledge of the Verdant Corruption. There was no way I could let that happen to someone—even if we were practically strangers.

As much as I believed Assemblywoman Roriella would make the right decision, I didn’t know the other members enough to trust them. Especially those that were swayed by the Savior.

After a moment of thinking, I said, “Here’s what I think we should do…”

Fifteen minutes later, Amelia and I were back at the Eastern Gate, or the broken remains of it. Considering how powerful the monster was, I wasn’t surprised it could destroy the massive archway.

Threat-Level 6 monsters weren’t rare, but they were always made top priority for elimination, so they wouldn’t get close to cities or towns. For one to just brute-force its way in here was unprecedented, and that was probably why it had caught all of us unprepared.

The beast’s words came back to me and a shiver ran down my back. It was calling me ‘the Hero’. Was it because I was wielding Steel Heart? So, Elyon saw me with Steel Heart and tried to kill me because he thought we were the new group of heroes who would stop him again?

My mind reeled with the thought before I stopped myself from spiraling. Whatever he thought, it didn’t matter. I would fight to protect Rollen from the Verdant Corruption, and if taking him down was the solution, I would do everything in my power to make it happen.

I returned to the present just in time to see Garland and Sylvia being stretchered onto a wagon by the medics. They would take them to the hospital where the other adventurers were being treated. The two still hadn’t regained consciousness which was unsurprising since they had taken quite a beating from the monster.

Apparently, more people had been injured in the attack than we expected. According to the city guard who was in charge of filing the report about the incident, a good number of civilians and guards were caught in the collapse of the gate. Because of that, the hospitals were being filled to capacity.

Though he had looked at us with scrutiny when we returned, he seemed to believe us when we told him we had to rush our companion away so they could receive treatment. We also explained that the monster’s body disintegrated when it died. That was why nothing remained of it.

“I hope they’re okay,” Amelia said with a somber look on her face as we watched the wagon roll away.

“Darla and Brielle checked on them. They’ll be fine,” I soothed, reaching an arm around her shoulders before pulling her against my side.

The two girls had stayed back at the Roaring Hearth to keep watch on the elf woman, so Amelia and I could return to the Eastern Gate and give testimony about the battle. This way the city guards and the United Assembly wouldn’t be suspicious of us and think we were hiding something from them.

“Let’s go,” I said and my redhead lover nodded.

We made our way to the Adventurer’s Guild next. That was what most adventurers would do after they had defeated a powerful monster—they would update their Plates of Record.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as we strolled hand-in-hand along the walkway.

She pursed her lips in thought for a moment before she said, “I don’t know. Out of my depth, but also excited, I guess.”

“Out of my depth sounds about right,” I chuckled before musing, “First, the troll, then the bloodfang, the flower buds, Elyon, and that beast thing. How in Rosien's name did we get tangled in all this mess?”

“Right? We’re barely a month in on our first adventure, and we already saved two towns and a city. That’s crazy!” she added with a smile so bright I couldn’t take my eyes away.

That was when a sense of longing tugged at my chest, and I realized how much I missed spending time with her—just the two of us. Our days of training and hunting rodenites seemed like ages ago after all the things we had encountered. I couldn’t believe it had only been a month.

Before I knew what I was doing, my lips were already on hers. She stiffened in surprise, then quickly relaxed into my touch. A soft moan escaped her as we took our time in the middle of the walkway, not caring if there were people nearby.

“Wh-What was that for?” Amelia asked breathlessly when I finally pulled away.

“I just miss spending time alone with you,” I confessed, heat creeping to my cheeks.

She beamed up at me before she said, “Me too.”

“So many things happened and I almost forgot what it was like with just the two of us,” I mused.

“It’ll be nice if we can just spend a day with just us some time,” she agreed.

A thought occurred to me and I immediately wanted to make it work. “I want both of you and Brielle in my life, but I think we can come to an arrangement where we can have alone time together.”

She looked thoughtful as she slowly nodded along before a wry smirk curled her lips. “Just me and Brielle? I feel like there’s another girl waiting in line as well.”

Heat rose to my cheeks at her words. “W-We… We’ll think about her when the time comes.”

I couldn’t deny the fact that I had found Darla incredibly cute after realizing she was merely being shy and didn’t hate me in any way. The way her ears flattened and her tail twitched as she tried to keep eye contact with me was so adorable that I couldn’t stop a smile from stretching my lips just thinking about it.

“Alright. We’ll think about that when the time comes,” she repeated in a drawl.

We continued toward the Guild in a companionable silence after that. Lacing my fingers with hers as we strolled leisurely down the street almost made me forget the fierce battle we just had less than an hour ago, or even the looming threat of the Verdant Corruption in the future.

“Do you think we’ll gain a rank?” Amelia asked, drawing my attention to her amber gaze as the Adventurer’s Guild came into view.

I shrugged, then smirked. “That thing took down two high Valors. I’d be pissed if we didn't.”

She snickered in response, and it was music to my ears.

We arrived at the Guild a minute later, and the great hall was nearly devoid of people. Most of the adventurers had responded to the monster, and not many came out unscathed. The thought was like a fist squeezing my heart before Amelia’s gentle tug on my hand pulled me back to her.

She gave me a sympathetic smile, knowing exactly what was on my mind. I smiled back. “I’m alright. Let’s go get our Plates updated, so Brielle and Darla can update theirs too,” I urged and she nodded.

I glanced around and didn’t find Shalia behind the counters, so we just approached one with a wolfkin man with long black hair tied into a loose ponytail. He flashed us a smile, but it was tight. With an attack that just happened right inside the city, I would be surprised if he wasn’t worried.

“Good evening, Adventurers. My name is Jacob Silvermane. How can I be of assistance today?” he said in a smooth voice.

“Hi Jacob. My name is Lucas Leonus,” I said and flashed him a smile before tilting my head toward my redhead lover. “And this is Amelia Tiadus. We would like to update our Plates, please.”

“Certainly, mister Lucas. Please give me a moment.”

The clerk concentrated for a heartbeat before two metal tablets appeared in his hand. He placed them on the countertop in front of us, then gestured for us to go ahead. We promptly hovered our hands atop them.

A smile stretched across my lips when I drew my hand away. Just like we had expected, our rank had gone up and a new skill appeared in our Skill List. On top of that, all of my skills also gained a level—except for Radiant Slash which had gone up three levels at once.

I stared in confusion for a moment, thinking there had been a mistake. Then I remembered Sylvia mentioned the abominable creature was likely a Threat-Level 6 and realized what had happened. The essence absorbed from the monster was so great that the skill jumped all the way to level 4.

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Knight Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Invigorate (level 9)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level 9)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 9)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 8)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 4 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

Radiant Slash (level 4)[Active]

Unleash a powerful, long-range attack with pure essence

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

Battle Valor (level 1)[Passive]

An aura that grants damage bonus to everyone in the party

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

An ear-to-ear grin was plastered across Amelia’s face when I turned to her. “I’ve got a promotion and a new skill!” she chirped, then pointed at one on the list. “Look! Look! Camouflage also went up to level 4!”

Before I could respond, she leaped into my arms and gave me one deep, passionate kiss, not caring if Jacob was watching. Once she was done, she licked her lips hungrily, then showed me her Plate of Record more fully.

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Sense (level 9)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 90 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level 9)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 8)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 90 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 7)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 3

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Camouflage (level 4)[Passive](Upon Successful Execution)

Disappear into the surroundings when staying completely still

Quick Draw (level 1)[Active]

Increase attack speed when using projectile weapons

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Imbue Poison (level 8)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 12 seconds

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

Except for Camouflage, which skipped to level 4, all of her other skills gained one level. The increased duration for Sense and Pierce would allow her to conserve essence while Imbue Poison would stay in effect longer. The attack speed enhancement she could gain from using Quick Draw would also make her Multi Shot even more deadly as well.

“Damn! Your skills are looking incredible,” I said in awe.

“Of course!” She grinned broadly before looking over at my Plate. “What new skill did you get?”

“It’s called Battle Valor,” I said before turning the tablet toward her.

“The aura grants a damage bonus to the entire party? That’s a very useful skill!” she blurted.

“I think so too,” I agreed.

“Let’s go back. I can’t wait to know what new skills the others get,” she urged and I nodded.

With that, we thanked Jacob for his help before leaving the Guild. We chatted animatedly all the way back to the Roaring Hearth, speculating how our new skills would help us in the upcoming battles.



  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  CARADRIEL SUNCREST


  When we entered my bedroom, the elf was still laying unconscious on my bed while Brielle and Darla were seated at the table close to the entrance, having snacks. They smiled excitedly when we told them about our promotions before leaving to update their Plates of Record.


  I reached out to Steel Heart as I took one of the seats at the table. Any change in her essence flow?


  “Nope. No change. But it’s stable, so that’s a good thing, I suppose,” he said.


  Stable is good for sure, I agreed.


  “Did Steel Heart say anything?” Amelia asked from the bedside, looking over the elf woman with a curious expression.


  I shrugged, then said, “He said there’s no change in her essence. Nothing we can do but wait.”


  “Which means…” she purred before turning around to face me with a wry grin. “We have the room to ourselves for about an hour.”


  “One hour is enough for you?” I shot back and gave her an equally wry grin.


  “It has to be,” she said huskily, sauntering forward while unstrapping her half chestplate.


  She stopped between my legs, then climbed up to straddle my lap, facing me. Even with the dust and debris clinging to her red hair and smearing her cheeks, she was as beautiful as she had always been.


  I lost myself in the golden glow of her eyes as she leaned down to kiss me. Her soft fingers stroked the side of my face while my hands explored the smooth curves of her back and ass. She tasted delicious and intoxicating as we took our time to indulge in one another.


  Amelia writhed atop me, grinding herself against my straining erection, and my mind went blank. I didn’t know how I should feel about fucking my redhead lover in the same room as an unconscious elf, but I was caring less and less with every passing second.


  Can you keep an eye on her… please, I sent to Steel Heart and received an impression of a level stare back. Sorry. I’ll be quick.


  Eye rolling came next, and I nearly chuckled. He knew Amelia and I were never quick, but the fact that he didn’t say anything meant that he agreed… or he might just want to spend some time with his thoughts as well.


  “Let’s use the bathroom,” I suggested, and she nodded quickly.


  Without another word, I scooped her up in my arms and rushed for the side door before nearly breaking it with my shoulder. Amelia reached over to turn the faucet as I set her down. Steaming water gushed from the pipe to fill the large tub in the next moment.


  Our clothes were on the floor within seconds. Then she was on her knees with my hard cock in her hand. Her amber eyes met mine and the needy gleam within them made me ache for her soft lips.


  I didn’t have to wait at all. She took me into her mouth and sucked hard, bobbing her head vigorously before pushing deep until she devoured all of me. After the night by the stream, she was even more eager to taste me, to savor my seed like it was the most delicious thing in the world.


  “Fuuuck, Amelia,” I groaned, my fingers combing through her short hair as she impaled herself on me.


  Wet sucking and slurping sounds filled the room as I watched her face pressed into my crotch again and again. I lost myself in her alluring gaze, in her eagerness, in the pleasure she had offered me. But as I was about to reach my peak, she pulled back abruptly, and I let out a rumbling groan.


  “I want… I want you to take control,” she moaned around my throbbing crown, then kissed it. “Use me… Fuck me like you mean it. Mmm… Give it to me, Luke.”


  Her words slowly sank in and my throat bobbed. Before I knew it, a feral smile curled the corners of my lips. A shiver of delight slithered down my back as I stared into her eyes and found only yearning and submission there.


  “You’re so damn hot when you’re kinky,” I rasped, and my fingers tightened in her hair.


  Then I drove all the way into her mouth, and she took me without protest. Her tight channel squeezed deliciously around me and I groaned. I held her there for a few moments, enjoying the snugness of her confines before pulling back slowly.


  I let her take a small breath, then pushed forward again, filling her throat with my girth while I watched for any sign of pain or discomfort. Only drunken eagerness and raging desire came back.


  “Tap my leg twice if it’s too much, alright?” I said, and she nodded.


  With that, I let her have it. My hips slammed into her face forcefully, and she took everything without flinching. Her cheeks hollowed with suction when I thrust forward and her tongue darted out to caress the underside of my shaft when I drew back.


  Tears spilled from her eyes, but she wasn’t in pain. She was enjoying the roughness. She was… She was rubbing herself as I fucked her face. Her fingers moved in a frenzy between her legs, and the sight of her needy display spurred me on.


  I rutted into her, my hand fisting her hair to keep her in place. My cock pulsed wildly between her sweltering lips as I stretched her throat over and over. She was so beautiful, so submissive, so perfect.


  “Here it comes, Amelia!” I roared and drove into her eager throat one last time.


  She gulped greedily, her fingers digging into my thighs as she drank every drop I had to offer. The golden light in her eyes sparkled with delight when I drew back and the last of my plentiful bounty splashed across her tongue. She sucked greedily until my knees buckled.


  “Fuck. That was… intense,” I gasped, my chest heaving before my cock slipped from her mouth with a pop.


  Her throat glugged audibly when she swallowed the last of my seed, then licked her lips. “Mmm… That was a lot. Thank you for the treat, Luke,” she purred, and my cock twitched in response.


  “You’re welcome…” I said, mesmerized. The fact that my cock was already returning to its full hardness meant too much blood had rushed out of my brain for me to think properly.


  Her gaze dropped to my reinvigorating length, and she bit her lower lip. However, instead of standing, she turned around on her knees and bent forward until her cheek was pressed on the floor. With her ass high in the air, she reached around to spread her pink folds for me.


  “Please fuck me, Luke. I want you, I need you inside me now,” she pleaded.


  I obliged, dropping to my knees before guiding my slick length to her pussy. “Fuck… Since when did you become this needy?” I breathed, teasing her entrance with my bulbous tip.


  “Si-Since when… you made me feel so good. Please, Luke. Give it to me,” she mewled, pushing against me as if begging for me to push in.


  I groped her ass roughly and growled, “I love it when you beg.”


  Without waiting for her response, I drove inside her scorching depth, filling every inch of her with my cock.


  “Ohhhh Luke! Mmmm… You feel so—so good inside me,” she moaned.


  My mind went blank at the beautiful sound that she was making. I fucked her with everything that I had. My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her ass, holding her firmly, as I slammed into her without restraint.


  The frantic sound of colliding flesh filled the steaming room. Sweat cascaded down my face before dripping onto her back. Her body—her supple, tight body writhed beneath me as she whimpered and whined with pleasure.


  “Yes! Yes! Fuuuuuck… Luke… You’re… You’re soooo deep—Ahhh!” she cried.


  Her ass cheeks rippled mesmerizingly with every forceful thrust I gave her. I growled through gritted teeth as she became my sole focus. Her beautiful face contorted in ecstasy was all I saw, and the deliciously lewd sound she made was all I heard. She was my everything as I was hers.


  I stroked a hand over her arched back, savoring the sensation of her body beneath me. Then her muscles trembled under my touch, her melodic noises growing higher in pitch. She rocked back into me with unmistakable urgency, and I responded in kind, picking up my pace until I was grunting from the exertion.


  We raced toward bliss. Together.


  “Ahhh—Luke! I’m cumming! I’m cum—Ohhh!” her voice choked off as her body went into a violent spasm, her fingers clawing into the floorboards.


  Her walls clamped down around me like a velvety vice, and I could no longer hold on. I erupted inside her, flooding her ravenous depths with my viscous seed. Each jet that sprayed her womb sent a shudder of euphoric delight through me.


  By the time we came down from our high, we were breathless. I collapsed on the floor beside her and groaned, “Th-That was soooo… damn incredible.”


  Amelia stroked a finger over my chest as she said with a quivering voice, “M—Mmmhmm… I-It felt s—so good.”


  I chuckled at her response, and she smiled up at me. The water was overflowing from the tub at this point but we didn’t have the strength to get up, so we just lay there for a time, catching our breath.


  When I had recovered enough, I turned to her. “We should clean up. The others will be back soon. I’ll bathe you.”


  My redhead lover pouted before a glint of mischief flashed in her eyes. “You know—”


  “Nope! Not happening,” I cut her off, then added quickly, “Darla can barely hold eye contact while having a conversation with me. She’s going to have a heart attack if she sees me… my… thing.”


  “But you did see her naked, so it’s only fair that she also sees you naked,” she shot back with a sly grin.


  “Brielle told you about that?” I asked, and she snickered.


  “We’re besties, you know? There are no secrets between us,” she said, drawing circles on my chest with her finger.


  “That’s besides the point. I don’t think Darla will appreciate you inviting her to join us for sex when she and I haven’t gotten to know each other that well.”


  Amelia shrugged, then pushed herself up and crawled over to straddle me. “I was only teasing. Like you said, she will definitely have a heart attack if she sees this thick, meaty thing now,” she cooed before reaching behind her to stroke my length.


  “H-Hey! We need to clean up. They’ll be back soon,” I protested, but also couldn’t stop my traitorous cock from stiffening.


  “I want one more round,” she said and batted her lashes at me. Then she pleaded in such an adorable tone that my will to resist instantly shattered to dust, “Pretty please.”


  “Fine.”


  Fortunately, Brielle and Darla still hadn’t returned by the time we were done. In the heat of the moment, we had forgotten to bring fresh clothing into the bathroom with us.


  Because of that, I had no choice but to step out with only a small towel wrapped around my waist while Amelia waited naked inside. I only needed to grab our packs from the Spatial Storage and change quickly.


  That was the plan until I turned to see a woman with long white hair sitting on my bed. “Fucking shit!” I cried, spreading out my arms so my body covered the bathroom entrance protectively.


  Her gaze shifted lazily toward me, and I blinked. Her eyes were two different colors. The right one was turquoise while the left was gray with glowing green flecks. Icy dread rushed down my spine as the memory of Zedak flashed through my mind.


  I immediately stepped toward Steel Heart on the table and drew him. As I turned to point the sword at the elf woman, he shouted in my head, “Woah! Hey! Stop! She’s fine. Not an enemy!”


  What? I shot back through a grimace, my head pounding from his loud voice.


  “So, this is the man you’ve been talking about. Lucas, is it?” a feminine voice resonated in my mind. The sound was like a lilting, gentle breeze.


  “What the fuck?” I blurted in confusion, one hand grasping my temple.


  “Calm down, will you? It’s Caradriel. She’s speaking to you telepathically,” Steel Heart explained, sounding excited.


  “What’s going on?” Amelia asked before peeking out of the bathroom. Her eyes went wide at the sight of the elf sitting on my bed. “She’s awake!”


  “I can see that,” I grunted back.


  What the fuck is going on here? Why didn’t you call me when she woke up? I asked my sword, annoyed.


  “Well…” he started.


  “I asked Soren not to interrupt your mating,” Caradriel cut in before adding, “Besides, I also wanted to talk with him privately.”


  Wait! She knows who you are? How? I asked, then furrowed my brows as I blurted, Mating?


  “Isn’t that correct? From the sound your woman was making, I could only assume you were mating,” the elf said into my mind while her face remained impassive.


  Yes… No, that’s not the point! How do you know Steel Heart is Soren?


  As if things weren’t chaotic enough already, Brielle and Darla chose that moment to push open the door. They immediately halted at the sight of me with a tiny towel wrapped around my waist, and Amelia completely naked at the bathroom door.


  Then their gaze shifted to the elf sitting on my bed, and they exclaimed almost in unison, “She’s awake!”


  I groaned and straightened. But before I could explain the situation, my towel slipped free. The damn thing dropped to pool around my ankles, and the girls saw everything—literally everything. Time seemed to freeze as several reactions occurred at once.


  Amelia burst out into a fit of giggles. Brielle turned bright red from neck to the tips of her pointed ears. Darla turned an even deeper shade of crimson, then her violet eyes rolled back into her head before she fainted. Fortunately, the dragonkin was there to catch her. Amidst all that, I might have also heard a soft snicker coming from the bed.


  We waited for Darla to regain consciousness before gathering around the bed. The redhead and I already had our clothes on, of course. Not just us, we also found the elf something to wear. After a quick decision, the girls decided on giving her a Cleric robe since it was the most modest amongst their three wardrobes.


  “My name is Caradriel Suncrest. I am the sister of Tariani Suncrest, one of the people you call the Heroes,” Caradriel said in a formal tone. Then the four of us took turns to introduce ourselves.


  “How did you know Steel Heart was Soren?” I asked once the introduction was over.


  “I sensed his essence. In Lexidus. But he told me that he doesn’t have his memories,” she said and sounded hurt at the last part.


  I nodded grimly. “Do you know how to bring it back?”


  She shook her head. “Sylthariel was still imperfect when my sister used it. The transfer might have occurred incorrectly or… something might have interrupted the transfer.”


  “D-Does that mean he’ll never gain his memories back?” Amelia asked with pain in her expression.


  Caradriel shook her head again. “I can’t say for certain. The flashes of memories could mean that they were merely buried deep within his mind. So, they may come back under the right circumstances.”


  “That’s alright. Don’t worry too much about my memories. I’ll be—” Steel Heart started before abruptly cut off.


  What happened? Hey! I asked in concern before my gaze shifted to see Caradriel frowning at Steel Heart on the table behind us.


  “What did you do?” I asked the elf with a scowl.


  Her dual-colored eyes shifted to meet mine, and hesitation crossed her expression.


  “It’s nothing. She just wants me to regain my memories no matter what,” Steel Heart chimed in.


  I frowned. How come I couldn’t hear the conversation?


  Caradriel spoke up before he could answer. “Soren isn’t adept at telepathy like I am. He can project his thoughts but not direct them.”


  “But you can hear my thoughts too?”


  She nodded. “As I’ve said, he isn’t adept at telepathy. Your communication is being projected everywhere. Anyone who can use telepathy can easily listen in.”


  An impression of a bashful smile pressed into my mind, and the elf frowned. From the look on her face, she was probably berating him at the moment.


  “Aren’t we forgetting something important here?” Amelia cut in, drawing Caradriel’s attention to her. The redhead pointed a finger at her and said, “She was inside a monster. How did that happen?”


  The question hung like a boulder on my shoulders, and the deep frown on the elf’s face also told me it bothered her as well. None of us said anything for a long time, patiently waiting for her.


  “Elyon…” she started, then swallowed. “He has been experimenting with Sylthariel.”


  “What is this Syltha… thing?” Amelia asked, trying and failing to pronounce the word.


  Caradriel took a moment to think before she said, “Perhaps it would be called Echo of Essence in the common tongue. As the name implies, the spell can transfer the essence of one body into another.”


  We stared at her with our mouth hanging open for several moments before I was the first to snap out of it. “He used this Echo of Essence to make the beast that attacked this city?” I asked.


  “That one was the first. The weakest,” she said with a slight shake in her voice.


  “That first… So, there’s more?” I asked, my pulse racing.


  She nodded. “Yes, but I do not know how many.”


  Her words shouldn’t have surprised me, but I still couldn’t stop the icy trickle of dread from sliding down my spine. If the beast was Elyon’s weakest creation, I couldn’t fathom the horror and destruction once he unleashed the other monstrous abominations he had created upon Elathia.


  “We need to tell Roriella about this!” I decided, turning sharply to Darla.


  “I will go to her,” she said before rushing out.


  When I glanced around the room, only grim faces looked back at me. Our first adventure had turned into something far larger in scale and much more dangerous than we could have ever anticipated.


  ****************


  
PLATE OF RECORD

MYSTIC SEEKERS MEMBERS

LUCAS LEONUS

Class: Knight Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Invigorate (level 9)[Active]

Increase strength and physical damage

Duration: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Defense Efficiency (level 9)[Passive]

Gain defense bonus when wearing armor-type equipment

Requirement: Armor

Sword Mastery (level 9)[Passive]

Gain damage bonus when wielding a sword-type weapon

Requirement: Sword

Bash (level 8)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Gain damage bonus when attacking with a shield

Effect: Stun

Duration: 4 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Requirement: Shield

Radiant Slash (level 4)[Active]

Unleash a powerful, long-range attack with pure essence

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Requirement: Sword

Battle Valor (level 1)[Passive]

An aura that grants damage bonus to everyone in the party

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

****************

AMELIA TIADUS

Class: Archer Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Sense (level 9)[Active]

Enhance the senses and improve sight, smell and hearing

Duration: 90 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Bull’s Eye (level 9)[Passive]

Gain accuracy bonus when using projectile weapons

Requirement: Projectile Weapons

Pierce (level 8)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Grant Defense Penetration to range attacks

Duration: 90 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Multi Shot (level 7)[Active]

Create essence-based duplicates of a projectile attack

Number: 3

Target: single, multiple

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Camouflage (level 4)[Passive](Upon Successful Execution)

Disappear into the surroundings when staying completely still

Quick Draw (level 1)[Active]

Increase attack speed when using projectile weapons

Duration: 30 seconds

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Imbue Poison (level 8)[Active](Upon Successful Execution)

Add ‘Poison’ to the next attack that can cut or pierce

Effect: Poison, Slow

Duration: 12 seconds

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

****************

BRIELLE EMERALDWIND

Class: Monk Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Iron Fist (level 9)[Active]

Increase damage of the next attack when using fists

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Essence Explosion (level 7)[Active]

Increase attack, defense, and regeneration by rapidly burning essence

Duration: 86 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Essence Recovery (level 8)[Passive]

Enhance recovery by periodically boosting regenerated essence

Every: 16 seconds

Iron Defense (level 7)[Active]

Increase defense for a duration

Duration: 90 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Pressure Points (level 4)[Passive]

Increase the chance of an attack becoming a critical hit

Requirement: Fist

Restoration (level 1)[Active]

Convert essence into restorative energy that heal the body

Cooldown: 240 seconds

Brawl Mastery (level 4)[Passive]

Gain attack bonus while fighting with fists

Requirement: Fist

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

****************

DARLA RAVENGRACE

Class: Cleric Rank: 6

Party: Mystic Seekers

SKILL LIST

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

Heal (level MAX)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on a single target

Cooldown: 120 seconds

Mana Absorption (level 9)[Passive]

Enhance absorption by periodically boosting absorbed mana

Every: 12 seconds

Divine Shield (level 8)[Active]

Create a barrier that blocks a moderate amount of physical damage

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Protection (level 7)[Active]

Enhance physical damage resistance on a single target

Duration: 180 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Divine Lance (level 4)[Active]

Unleash a spear of pure brilliant light

Element: Light

Cooldown: 300 seconds

Revitalize (level 1)[Active]

Heal physical injuries on everyone in the party

Cooldown: 240 seconds

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


Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoy The Hero. The adventure of Lucas and his girls is still far from over. Now that Elyon has found the Hero, he will do everything in his power to kill him. What kind of terror will the mad Wizard bring upon the Mystic Seekers? Stay tuned for the next installment!


  Please consider taking a little time to rate and/or review the book if you’ve enjoyed it. I will still love you if you don’t, but your voice matters and it gives me the energy and determination to keep writing.


  Lastly, follow me on Facebook for updates and news about my upcoming books. However, I also wouldn’t mind if you want to take it a step further and support me directly on Patreon. You can gain access to preview chapters, ARC copy, commissioned artwork, audio previews, and more.
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